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THE FOURTH BOOK OF MOSES COMMONLY CALLED NUMBERS

Of the books of the Pentateuch only the fourth is not known by a Greek title. The title of
this book is a Hebrew title. The title “In the wilderness”, would be more apt than “Num-
bers”, which refers merely to the opening account of the numbering of the people.
Actually, the census, along with instructions for encampment and for March, belongs to
the larger theme of Israel’s sojourn in the wilderness. Neither English nor Hebrew title
gives an accurate indication of the contents of the book. On the one hand the numbering
of the people occupies only a small part of the work and on the other, a mere indication
of the place in which the recorded events took place does not disclose their true charac-
ter.

“Numbers” is better regarded as a chapter heading in the book of the Pentateuch which
was published to tell the epics story of God’s constitution and calling of Israel to be His
chosen people. The fourth chapter of this first “Zionist tract” professes to tell what took
place while the Israelites were in the desert, in between Mount Sinai and Land of Prom-
ise.

Accordingly, the book falls into the following sections:

a) Preparations for departure from Sinai 1:1-10:10

b) The journey to Kadesh, from which point an abortive attack upon southern Canaan
was made: 10:11-21:13.

c) The journey from Kadesh (via) — trans-Jordan for the purpose of approaching Canaan
from the east 21:14-36:13.

Preparing for the Journey (1:1-10:10) - At Mount Sinai, the Israelites received specific
directions for their life-style in the new land that God would give them. A census was
taken and the second Passover was celebrated, marking one year of freedom from the
slavery in Egypt. The people were now prepared to continue their journey to the Promised
Land. Just as the Lord prepared the Israelites, He prepares us for our journey through life.
First approach to the Promised Land:-10:11-14:45 - As the Israelites approached the
Promised Land, Moses sent leaders to spy out the land and its people. But the spies
returned with a discouraging report. Only Joshua and Caleb wanted to proceed, but the
Israelites had already made up their minds against the move and began to complain. As
punishment for their lack of faith, God condemned them to wander in the desert fr 40
years. Our obedience must be complete and timely.

Wandering in the desert (15:1-21:35) - After their disobedience and unsuccessful attempt
to enter the Promised Land, the Israelites are condemned to wander 40 years in the
desert. Even in the midst of this punishment, the people continued to rebel and thus God
continued to punish them. But the hearts of the people remained hard and rebellious.
Hard hearts towards God may bring similar calamity to us.

Second approach to the Promised Land: - 22:1-36:13 - Now the old generation had died
and a new generation stands poised at the border, ready to enter the Promised Land.
Neighboring nations, however, cause Israel to begin worshiping other gods. Without the
timely intervention of Moses, the nation would never have entered Canaan-we must
never let down our guard in resisting sin.

As the “children” of Israel journeyed from the foot of Mount Sinai to the land of Canaan,
they grumbled, whined and complained at every turn. They focused on their present
discomforts. Faith had fled, and they added an extra 40 years to their trip. Numbers,
which records the tragic story of Israel’s disbelief, should server as a dramatic lesson for
all of God’s people. God loves us and wants the very best for us. He can and should be
trusted. Numbers also gives a clear portrayal of the patients of God. As the book of
Numbers begins, the nation of Israel was camped at the foot of Mount Sinai. The people
had received God’s law and were preparing to move. A census was taken to determine
the number of men fit for military service. Next, the people were set apart for God. God
was making the people both spiritually and physically ready, to receive their inheritance.

But then the complaining began. First, the people complained about the food. Next, it was
over the authority of Moses. God punished some people but spared the nation because
of the prayers of Moses. The nation then arrives at Kadesh, and spies were sent to
Canaan to ascertain its strength. Ten returned with fearful stories of giants. Only Caleb
and Joshua encouraged them to “go up and take possession of the land” (13:28). The
minority report fell on deaf ears full of the ominous message of the majority. Because of
their trust, God declared that the present generation wouldn’t live to see the Promised
Land. Thus the “wanderings” began. During these desert wanderings there was a continu-
ous pattern of grumbling, defiance, discipline and death. How much better it would have
been to have trusted God and entered His land? Then the terrible waiting began - waiting
for old generation to die off and waiting to see if the new generation could faithfully obey
God. Numbers ends as it begins, with preparation. This new generation of Israelites were
numbered and sanctified. After defeating numerous armies, they settle on the east side
of the Jordan River. Then they faced their greatest test to cross the river and possess the
beautiful land God had promised them. Hence the lesson is clear that, God’s people must
trust him, moving ahead by faith, if they are to claim his Promised Land.
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