Study of the book of Numbers – Lesson 2

Chapters 1-4
In this first lesson on the book of Numbers, we find the nation of Israel having come up out of Egypt under Moses leadership and through the following of the pillar of cloud by day.  They are in their camp, the Law has been delivered the tabernacle has been built.  It is becoming time for them to move onto the Promised Land.  Numbers is the story of that move… that journey…as well the subsequent events and occurrences in the nation’s history.  
It is a book about “the discipline of God” as some have put it, because one of its functions is to show us God’s faithfulness in the face of man’s unfaithfulness.  Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 10:11 that the Israelites and their circumstances are held up to us through the written history in these books as examples to us all… certainly examples for Israel as it developed according to God’s plan… and for us now so that we can know what happens we when are unfaithful.  
God is not pleased by unfaithfulness and those who were unfaithful at that time did not inherit the Promised Land… as we are told in Revelation 2:10 this has application to us in regards to heaven… we will not inherit heaven if we are unfaithful.  As we see unfaithfulness has severe and eternal consequences.

The name in the Hebrew Bible for this book is “Bemidbar” literally means “Wilderness”… this is appropriate because nearly all of the books events take place during Israel’s period of wandering in the wilderness.  
Chapter 1
The focus of this chapter is specifically the census of the children of Israel to measure how their strength stood for the march to the Promised Land… by the way God did not need the census, He knew how many of them there were.  
It can be assumed that He performed this census to show them how He had multiplied them during their bondage years in order to encourage them as they went into the Promised Land; the enumeration also had other reasons as well.
· The census focused on men who were able to go to war… age 20 and above.

· In verses 5-15 the leaders or princes are named from each of the tribes

· Reuben- Elizur, Simeon- Shelumiel, Judah- Nahshon, Issachar- Nethanel

· Zebulun- Eliab, Ephraim- Elishama, Manasseh- Gamaliel, Benjamin- Abidan

· Dan- Ahiezer, Asher- Pagiel, Gad- Eliasaph, Naphtali- Ahira

· These men’s names were a reflection of their character and they were considered to be the princes of Israel… for instance Shelumiel means “My friend is God “.

· Almost none reappear outside of this book, except for Nahshon… he is listed in Jesus’ genealogy

· The counting of the men by tribe takes place in verses 20-45.  In verse 46 we are told the total number of men over 20 able to go to war was 603, 550
· This idea of “men able to go to war” makes it clear that warfare was to be expected for the children of Israel in the taking of the Promised Land… we see this paralleled in the spiritual warfare that is required of Christians to fight the influences of the world today 

· Judah is the largest tribe with 74,600… Manasseh is the smallest at 32,200 

· If you look at the sector of the population measured plus the sectors for the Levites it is estimated that their may have been as many as 2-3 million Israelites at this time depending upon the size of the families (women, girls, male children under age, elderly folks)
· According to the Quartermaster General of the US Army, it is reported that they would have needed 1500 tons of food each day… that equates to what can delivered by two freight trains each at least a mile long  
· They had to have water. If they only had enough to drink and wash a few dishes, it would take 11,000,000 gallons each day which equates to a freight train with tank cars 1800 miles long just to bring in water
· These numbers did not include water and forage for their livestock  
· Their campgrounds would have been huge… the arrangement would have been 12 miles in circumference
· This is absolutely amazing… and God took care of all of it.
· This shows an important lesson that the children of Israel needed to learn… not to trust in man… but to trust in God (Psalm 118:8 and 9) 
· The census did not include the Levites for this purpose and we will discuss that later in chapter 3, but God sets up the reasoning in verses 47-54 of this chapter
Chapter 2
The focus of this chapter is the details concerning the layout of the camp with tabernacle symbolizing God’s presence as its center… God is right in the middle of His people.  Even with their order of marching the tabernacle was still at the center… right where it should be.  

In camping, the tribes are arranged in military fashion with their standards around the tabernacle.  There were four tribes that were considered the primary division: on the north was Dan, on the south was Reuben, on the east was Judah, and on the west was Ephraim.  The Levites were in the center surrounding the tabernacle, and all the other tribes fell in around the primary four.  Interestingly, this seems to have been determined by the maternal ancestry of the tribes, and the order was as follows:

· In verses 3-9 we are told that on the east were the children of Leah: Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun numbering 186,400… they were the first in the line of march
· In verses 10-17 we are told on the south were the children of Leah and Leah’s maid Zilpah: Reuben, Simeon and Gad numbering 151,450… they were second in the line of march
· In verses 18-24 we are told on the west were the children descended from Rachel: Ephraim, Manasseh and Benjamin numbering 108,100… they were third in the line of march
· In verses 25-31 we are told on the north were the children of  Rachel’s maid Bilhah and others of Leah’s maid Zilpah: Dan, Asher and Naphtali numbering 157, 600… they came last in the line of march

· From the numbers and this order of march you can see the martial mindset… the preparedness for conflict with the strength of the largest contingent leading the way and the smallest contingent in the rear guard.   
Chapter 3
The focus of this chapter is numbering of the Levites and describing their duties and the substitution of the firstborn who had been born after the Exodus.  The chapter also starts out with naming the sons of Aaron and identifying them as the priests before God.  It describes briefly the demise of Nadab and Abihu from the events in Leviticus 10:1-7 and then the text here simply goes on to state that now his other two sons Eleazar and Ithamar had fully assumed those duties.  This showed that they were now the heads of the Aaronic order of priests.
· The Levites were to be set aside from their brethren and honored as the tribe that would be responsible for taking care of the tabernacle and the transportation of the holy implements within it
· They were exempt from military service due to their God given role and that is one of the reasons they were not numbered among the tribes as “men able to go to war”

· They were centered in the camp and order of march so as to fill this role of taking care of the tabernacle, and in order to be a buffer between the tabernacle and the rest of the tribes.

· Only the priests under Aaron could actually touch the holy things… even the Levites were not to do so.

· Any other member of another tribe that approached the tabernacle or the holy implements too closely would die… see the example of Uzzah (2 Samuel 6:6-8)
· In verses 11-13 the Lord tells Moses why He has taken the Levites for Himself… they were to be substituted for the firstborn of the whole nation Israel

· The Levites were a foreshadowing of the idea of the “church of the firstborn who are registered in heaven” mentioned in Hebrews 12:23
· They had “no earthly inheritance but a heavenly place and service” as Coffman puts it

· The Levites who were set aside or given “unto the Lord” were to serve… just as Christians now are to serve God and the church of the Lord Jesus Christ which is His body

· Why set aside the tribe of the descendants of Levi?  Several reasons: 
· They were by far the smallest 
· Because of their smaller sized population they were able to almost balance out with the whole number of all the firstborn from all the other tribes
· Additionally the prophecy of Jacob about Simeon and Levi in Genesis 49:5-7 was that they would never be able to unite as brothers again because of their cruelty… they were to be scattered and so the Levites fulfilled this prophecy by Jacob
· The fact that an entire tribe was required for this service is an indicator of the nature of the extensive and elaborate work and rituals God required of them… a smaller number of people could not have done it all.

· In verses 14-20 the Levites are divided into three divisions by family and their numbers were based upon all males over one month of age:
· Gershonites v. 21-26 – The descendants of Gershon, made up of the families of the Libnites and the Shimeites, totaled 7,500
· Their place in the camp was to the west of the tabernacle and on the march they followed Reuben

· Their prince was Eliasaph

· They were responsible for the moving of the actual tabernacle Tent covering, the screen for the door, the hangings of the court, the screen for the door of the court, by the tabernacle and by the altar, and the cords for the structures    

· Kohathites v. 27-32 – The descendants of Kohath, made up of the families of the  Amramites, the Izharites, the Hebronites, and the Uzzielites, totaled 8,600
· Their place in the camp was to the south of the tabernacle
· Their prince was Elizaphan
· They were responsible for moving the ark, the table, the candlestick, the altars, the vessels of the sanctuary, and the screen
· Merarites v. 33-37 – The descendants of Merari, made up of the families of the Mahlites, and the Mushites, totaled 6,200
· Their place in the camp was to the north of the tabernacle
· Their prince was Zuriel
· They were responsible for the boards, the bars, the pillars, the sockets, other instruments applying to these, as well as the pillars of the court, their sockets, pins and cords   
· Eleazar the son of Aaron and priest in verse 32 was placed over them as the Prince of the Princes of the Levites, and was responsible for the proper discharge of the their duties in the sanctuary and to help the Kohathites with their specific duties in the actual sanctuary… he was in charge of the tabernacle complex
· In verses 38 and 39 it we are told that on the eastern side of the tabernacle (where the entrance was) Moses, Aaron and his sons were to encamp there.  This was a place of honor and they were to keep charge of the sanctuary and keep those unauthorized away from the tabernacle
· Verse 39 gives a round number of 22,000 for the Levites as counted instead of 22,300 as recorded from the actual enumeration… it is assumed by certain Jewish expositors whom Coffman cites as sources that approximately 300 of the Levites counted were not acceptable in some way for the purpose that God intended for them in the redeeming of the firstborn males of Israel that we are about to discuss.  Thus their number is rendered finally as 22,000   
· In verses 40-43 Moses was commanded to number all of the firstborn males of Israel from one month old and up.  The Levites were to be the substitute for God for all the other firstborn males in Israel; the Levites cattle were to substitute for the firstborn of Israel’s cattle as well.
· Now the firstborn of men and cattle from all of Israel numbered 22,273… these were the numbers of those firstborn after the Exodus, the rest of the Israelites had been redeemed by God on the night of the Passover in Egypt… the Egyptians firstborn paid that price.
· In verses 44-51 God tells Moses that the extra 273 Israelites over the number of the 22,000 Levites were to be redeemed with money… 5 shekels each totaling 1365 shekels… Moses is told that the redemption money is to be given to Aaron and his sons
· One of the major points to be made here with this redemption act… is that payment is required for redemption to be covered.  It is never free and God requires payment.  Christ paid the redemption price for everyone with His own precious life thus showing us as Christians that a price must be paid for us in order to be saved.  This redemption act was foreshadowing of that act on the cross 1500 years later.  
Chapter 4
The focus of this chapter is the instructions regarding the movement of the tabernacle.  It primarily expounds on the duties of the three divisions of the Levites, what they were to do in painstaking detail and what would have to be done before the tabernacle was moved.

· The work was to be done by those aged 30-50 years old
· Everything was to be covered with skins of some type… there is much disagreement about the type of skins used some interpret them as badger skins, some goatskins, some sealskins and some dolphin skins… the actual meaning of the word here for the type of skin is not known.  Coffman states that it is thought that some marine creature was the source of these skins but that cannot determined for sure.
· In verses 17-20 it was made clear that the Kohathites were not ever see the sanctuary lest they die.  Aaron and his sons had to cover the items in sanctuary for the Kohathites to move, as they could not actually touch the most holy things… God was very serious about this as we have seen from other passages mentioned.  The Kohathites were to have the honor of moving the most holy things… Moses and Aaron were of this branch of the tribe of Levi

· The majority of the rest of the chapter in verses 21-33 focus on the work of the Gershonites and the Merarites under the supervision of Aaron’s son Ithamar for the moving of the structure itself.  The chapter ends in verses 34-36 with the numbering of the males of the Levites ages 30-50 years old totaling 8,580… this was the number that could perform work in the tent of meeting
What we can take from these four chapters of Numbers is this… 
· God is trustworthy and showed that in all His care for the Israelites in the wilderness.  
· His reasons for doing things are always perfectly thought out and no one can better His ideas… and better not try to do so!
· God takes seriously the services that were rendered to Him by the children of Israel, with the biggest focus on the Levites and the priestly clans… 

· His instructions were to be precisely followed with NO exceptions… death was the penalty for not following them.  What does this say for us as Christians… as God’s priests today… as we are called in 1 Peter 2:5?  That is something to think about isn’t it?

· Lastly through the redemption of the firstborn we learn that redemption is not free… a price must be paid for those redeemed by God.  God ultimately paid that price for us as the church through Christ’s sacrifice on the cross as we are told in Acts 20:28… Christ’s blood was our redemption money to by us back from slavery to Satan and sin.  
