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Numbers 

Pathways of Discipleship Bible Survey 

Title and Meaning 

 Originally had no title 

 Name in the Hebrew Bible is taken from the words in the first sentence, “In the wilderness of (Sinai)” 

 Translators of Septuagint (LXX) gave it the name “Numbers” because of the census lists 

Author 

 Moses; refer to previous discussion on authorship of Pentateuch 

Date 

 Estimated to be written during the Wilderness period, c. 1445-1405 B.C. 

 Compiled/written by Moses during the last year of his life 

Purpose 

 Records the period from the encounter with God at Sinai to the preparations in Moab to enter the promised 

land 

 Narrates the transition from the old generation that left Egypt and sinned in the desert to the new generation 

that stands on the brink of the Promised Land 

 Not a mere bit of ancient history but another recital of the acts of Yahweh  

Audience 

 Israelites at Mt. Sinai; the generation that would conquer and fill the Promised Land 

 Later generations of Israelites who would learn from the failures of their ancestors and from the faithfulness 

of their God 

Main Characters 

 Moses 

 Aaron 

 Miriam 

 Joshua; succeeded Moses as leader of the nation 

 Caleb; one of only two, along with Joshua, spies to bring good report and desire early conquest 

Background and Setting 

 Covers nearly 39 years; the period of wilderness wanderings 

 



 2 

N
u

m
b

e
rs

 |
 1

/
2

4
/
2

0
1

0
  

Outline 

 Structure 

 Three parts based on chronology 

 Three parts based on geography (wilderness of Sinai, area around Kadesh, from Kadesh to Moab) 

 Three parts topically based (constituting the community at Sinai, the journey, final preparations for 

settlement) 

 Two parts based on the two generations (one that died in wilderness, one that inherited Promised Land) 

 Basic Outline 

 The experience of the First Generation of Israel in the Wilderness (1:1-25:18) 

 The obedience of Israel toward the Lord (1:1-10:36) 

 The organization of Israel around the tabernacle of the Lord (1:1-6:27) 

 The orientation of Israel toward the tabernacle of the Lord (7:1-10:36) 

 The disobedience of Israel toward the Lord (11:1-25:18) 

 The complaining of Israel on the journey (11:1-12:16) 

 The rebellion of Israel and its leaders at Kadesh (13:1-20:29) 

 The rebellion of Israel and the consequences (13:1-19:22) 

 The rebellion of Moses and Aaron and the consequences (20:1-29) 

 The renewed complaining of Israel on the journey (21:1-22:1) 

 The blessing of Israel by Balaam (22:2-24:25) 

 The final rebellion of Israel with Baal of Peor (25:1-18) 

 The experience of the Second Generation of Israel in the Plains of Moab: the Renewed obedience of 

Israel toward the Lord (26:1-36:13) 

 The preparations for the conquest of the Land (26:1-32:42) 

 The review of the journey in the wilderness (33:1-49) 

 The anticipation of the Conquest of the land (33:50-36:14) 

Major Themes 

 God’s Presence 

 Visually with them in the cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night 

 Moses met with God face-to-face 

 Symbols of God‟s presence: Ark, Tabernacle, Law, Priests 

 God’s Providence 

 Manna 

 Quail 

 Clothes and shoes didn‟t wear out (Deut. 8:4) 

 Water (Num. 20:8) 

 Leadership: Moses, Levites, Priests, Joshua 

 God’s Promises 

 Census lists highlight God‟s fulfillment of original promise made to Abraham (Gen. 12) 
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 God’s Patience and faithfulness 

 Patient with Moses at his call (Exodus) and then with Moses and all the nation in the wilderness 

 Moses was consequently patient with the people 

 They remain His people despite numerous episodes of sin, grumbling, complaining; He does not 

abandon them; stays involved 

 God was faithful to the covenant even when they were not 

 God continued to fulfill His plan of blessing and redemption despite the shortcomings and disbelief of 

His people 

 Two census records indicate God‟s multiplication of Israel and His preservation of Israel while in the 

wilderness 

 The Sin of the People 

 Grumbling, Complaining against God and Moses 

 Why did they keep doing this? Tendency to put God on the back burner, slip back into the sins of 

the past (Take Heed!) 

 Worship Baal, participating in pagan prostitution rituals 

 Continues the pattern set at Sinai when the worshipped the golden calf 

 Sin repeats itself and gets worse 

 Questioning of Leadership 

 Refusal to conquer the land based upon the report of the spies (Chs. 13-ff) 

 Haven‟t learned anything from the past (Exodus, Red Sea, consistent provision) 

 Then tried to take land anyway and were severely defeated 

 Rebellion of leadership (Moses, Aaron) 

 God’s Judgment of Sin 

 First generation prohibited from entering Promised Land; distance of about 220 miles (less than two 

weeks journey) becomes a lifetime‟s journey 

 Moses and Aaron prohibited 

 Seems harsh, but Moses disobeyed a direct command from the Lord 

 When a leader disobeys, the consequences are always more severe 

 Plagues sent by God on His people and others 

 Intercession 

 Spies returned, people failed to believe God; God told Moses He would start over; Moses interceded 

and God spared all but the first generation 

 12:9-15 

 14:4-12, 13-16 

 Numbers 

 The problem of the numbers 

 If taken literally, the nation would number 2.5 million 

 Marching 50 abreast, they would stretch 40 miles 

 Deuteronomy notes that Israel was smaller than other nations in the area (Deut 7) 

 Difficulty with the total given for first-born males in Chapter 3: 22,763 (seems low in comparison) 
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 Solutions 

 Take numbers literally 

 God provided miraculously, so there is no reason to think He couldn‟t do that for 2.5 million 

 “Thousands” and “Hundreds” actually refer to something else 

 This lowers the actual number significantly 

 The numbers are part of the epic style of narrative, intended to express the majesty and miracle of 

the deliverance from Egypt 

 The numbers are exaggerated to show how huge this event was 

Resources 
Rose Publishing: Rose Book of Bible Charts, Maps, and Timelines 
John MacArthur: The MacArthur Bible Handbook 
Zondervan Handbook to the Bible 
Lasor, Hubbard, and Bush: Old Testament Survey 
Longman and Dillard: An Introduction to the Old Testament 
Lecture Notes from Liberty Theological Seminary, Dr. Gary Yates 

HOW CAN WE KNOW THAT THE BIBLE WAS COPIED 

ACCURATELY?  
(FROM ROSE PUBLISHING’S ROSE BOOK OF BIBLE CHARTS 2) 

 What the skeptics claim:  

o „The (OT) is filled with lots of textual problems—as we have come to realize, for example, with the 

discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls.‟ 

 What history actually tells us: 

o In truth, the Dead Sea Scrolls proved the precise opposite.  The Dead Sea Scrolls demonstrated how 

carefully the Old Testament had been copied through the centuries.  Around AD 900—nearly a 

millennium after the time of Jesus—groups of Jewish scribes known as Masoretes began to copy the 

Old Testament texts according to strict guidelines.  The Masoretes maintained nearly perfect 

accuracy in their copies.  Until the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, these Masoretic texts were the 

oldest available manuscripts of the Old Testament.  When the Dead Sea Scrolls were unearthed in 

the mid-twentieth century, scholars compared the text of Isaiah from the Dead Sea Scrolls with the 

text of Isaiah preserved by the Masoretes.  What these scholars discovered was that—even though 

more than 1,000 years separated the Dead Sea Scrolls from the Masoretic texts—the Dead Sea 

Scrolls and the Masoretic texts agreed word-for-word more than 95% of the time!  The remaining 

differences stemmed primarily from minor spelling variations.  Even the scrolls that differ a bit more 

than the Isaiah scrolls—for example, the copies of 1 and 2 Samuel and Deuteronomy—do not differ 

in any way that affects any crucial Jewish or Christian belief. 


