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Study/Series: Old Testament Overviews

Numbers

I. Introduction.

A. Theme of Numbers.  Learning, under God’s training, to trust and obey in the

Christian life.  A strong sub-theme: Following God by faith.

II. Preparing to Leave Sinai.  Chapters 1-9.

A. The Lord’s Army.  The census is taken of the men of the age that are able to go to

war.  The tribes are organized into an army, with God’s presence in the midst of

them, symbolized by the tabernacle transported by the Levites.  This pictures all

believers as soldiers and the church as the Lord’s army.  We are in a battle while still

on earth; this is why the church on earth is called the church militant.  This also

shows that there is strength and order in organization.

B. The Lord’s Priesthood.  God placed the Levites between the tabernacle and the rest

of the people to keep God’s wrath from breaking out upon the people.  It taught that

priestly intercession and interposition were needed for sinners to be spared from

God’s wrath.  This is exactly what Jesus Christ has done, as the better and greater

Priest for His people.  As one hymn says, He “interposed His precious blood.”  The

Son put Himself between His people and God the Father, and bore their wrath for

them, by that, covering them to keep them from bearing it.  The basic idea behind the

OT word for “atonement” is a covering.  The Levites were also  given over to Aaron

and the high priesthood to perform the work of the tabernacle for them, in order for



the ceremonial system to continue in operation.  In giving them to Aaron, God took

the men of the tribe of Levi in place of the first-born in Israel.  The Levites were

consecrated to their service instead of the first-born.  Here we see the essential gospel

principle of substitution; and, especially and more specifically, the substitution of the

priest to be consecrated “to the ban,” so to speak, in place of the first-born one who

belongs to God.  Again, this is what Christ has done for all those He came to save:

substituted Himself as a priest who also is the sacrifice, given over “to the ban” in

service to God, so that the many sons whom God would adopt would not be given

over “to the ban”; i.e., to destruction.  In all this, we see the specialization of the

Levites.  In order for them to fulfill their office of the priesthood, they were

consecrated to it.  This was a form of ordination.  This section also lays out the

requirements for keeping a Nazirite vow.  In God’s providence, when life-long

Nazirites would come onto the scene in the history of God’s people, there was to be

a new administration of the covenant of grace given that would involve new

revelation being given and written down as God’s word, accompanied by miraculous

activity.  The Nazirites were Samson (end of the period of the Judges), Samuel

(introduction of the Davidic/kingly administration of the covenant of grace), John the

Baptist.

C. The Lord’s Worship.

1. Offerings to support the Levites and the worship of the tabernacle specified.

2. The preparation of the Levites.

3. The second Passover.

III. The Wilderness Journey: Sinai to Moab.  Chapters 10-21.



A. Sinai to Kedesh.  Chapters 10-14.  Israel made a good start, as ordered, but

complaints soon begin.  An instructive cycle is established:

sin—chastisement—grace.

1. Complaint.  Israel complained that they had only manna to eat, no meat. 

Then Moses complained to the Lord about the ingratitude of the people and

the burden of their care laid upon him.  The Lord answered by forming the

eldership with 70 elders from among the people to help him with the

oversight of the whole congregation.

2. Murmuring.  Israel murmured against Moses on account of the Gentile wife

he had.  The Lord judged between them and rebuked Aaron and Miriam. 

Note: He left Miriam temporarily with leprosy to show her and Aaron the

seriousness of their sin.  Aaron begged forgiveness, directed to the Lord

through Moses; so it was sought from both.  Moses interceded by prayer; but

the Lord left Miriam with leprosy for 7 days.

3. Disobedience.  The spies searched out the land, and because 10 of the 12

discouraged the people by their fearful report, the people disobeyed God and

refused to go in and take the land.  This was the worst of the three sins by

God’s people in this section of Scripture.  God would send them back into the

wilderness as a chastisement, where they would stay for 40 years while all the

men of war who disobeyed died.  Cf. Heb. 3:16 - 4:3.

B. Kadesh to Kadesh.  Chapters 15-19.

1. Instruction during their time in the wilderness.

2. Korah’s rebellion.  God destroyed the rebellion by means of His judgment:



the earth opened and swallowed up all who rebelled with Korah and their

families.  Too often, the head of a family who rebels against God leads his

family into rebellion.  Afterward is related the sin of the people and Aaron

standing in the gap, foreshadowing that Christ would “stand in the gap” to

keep the wrath of God from destroying us sinners who deserve it.  Also is

related God’s showing His approval of Aaron in the priesthood, as the one

ordained to it, by causing Aaron’s rod to bud.  Samuel Rutherford saw in this

that God committed the authority of oversight in the church to the ordained

offices (cf. his book, Aaron’s Rod Budding).

3. Chapter 18.  More of the duties of the Levites.

4. Chapter 19.  Ordinance of the Red Heifer.  Another type of Christ and the

gospel.  An unblemished red heifer was taken outside the camp and burned

completely.  Its ashes were gathered and were to be mixed with flowing (also

called “living” water) for the purification of one who had become unclean by

touching a dead person.  It foreshadowed that when we sin by putting

ourselves into contact with the ways of those who are dead in trespasses and

sins in a fallen world, cleansing of our guilt comes constantly by the Messiah

to come, who would be offered up unto death and the burning wrath of God. 

The application of His benefits would wash away his guilt.  It reminds the

Christian of the theme of the “scarlet thread” that runs throughout Scripture;

i.e., the central theme of all of Scripture is Jesus Christ; look for Him

throughout, without neglecting all of the other matters pertaining to life and

godliness that God gives us.



C. Kadesh to Moab.  Chapters 20-21.

1. Chapter 20.  Meribah.  The sin of Moses took place here; he struck the rock

to bring forth water instead of just speaking to the rock.  But water that gave

life and saved Israel from death by thirst, and sustained them in their life,

flowed from the rock in the wilderness.  In 1 Cor. 10:1-2, Paul identifies the

rock as Christ, i.e., as a type of Christ, who gives eternal life to those who

were dead in trespasses and sins, and gives His Spirit to indwell us as “a well

of water springing up to eternal life.”

2. Chapter 21.  The Bronze Serpent.  The Lord gave Israel victory in battle in

answer to their vow and prayer.  It was evidence that the Lord was with them. 

It was immediately followed by the sin of grumbling.  As a result, God sent

death among them by the sting of serpents.  The only way to avoid death

when the serpent stung was to look at the bronze serpent that had been lifted

up on a standard, believing in God’s promise while looking at it.  Jesus

Himself called this type into view and said His being lifted up on the cross

was the antitype (fulfillment of what the type foreshadowed and pictured)

(John 3:14-15).  God “made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf”

when He lifted Jesus up on the cross.  With the bronze serpent, the likeness

of what had brought death because of their sin was placed on the standard,

and looking to it with faith in God saved the sinner.  With Christ, the guilt of

the sinner’s sin that brought death upon him was charged to Christ’s account,

so that He was, in God’s sight, in the likeness of what had brought

death—namely, the sinner’s sin, and by looking to Him by faith, the sinner



is saved.  God’s people have life because death was hung on a “standard”

(cross) and done away.  Cf. Jonathan Edwards, The Death of Death in the

Death of Christ.

IV. Victory at the Plains of Moab.  Chapters 22-36.

A. Victory over the Subterfuge of the Midianites.  Chapters 22-25.

1. Balaam.  The Lord prevents his curse, and makes him pronounce blessing on

Israel instead.

2. The Sin of Peor.  Victory over it by the actions of Phinehas for God’s glory.

B. Victory over Midian in Battle.  Chapter 31.

C. Preparations to Enter the Promised Land.  Chapters 26-30, 32-36.

1. A new generation.  Those who were children in Egypt and children of those

who came out of Egypt.

2. A new leader.  Joshua is ordained to lead in Moses’ place.

3. Renewing old instructions and giving of new ones.  On offerings; vows to

establish family headship (this would also remind them of how God’s

covenant works for all the children, even though female children did not

receive the sign of circumcision).  It was preparation for the promised land

as they were about to circumcise the new generation.

4. Preparing to conquer and inherit the land.  Reuben and Gad conquer Gilead

east of the Jordan for their inheritance.  A recap of the journey is given to

show God’s faithfulness during Israel’s exile in the wilderness.  It also helped

them to look back to build courage for going forward.  This recap serves ain

the same manner for us today.  Conquering and apportioning of the



inheritance is recorded.  The cities given to the Levites is recorded.  The

cities of refuge are given and are a type of Christ.  He is our Refuge from the

Avenger of Blood (God’s vengeance) for our sins.  There are also other types

of gospel seen in the cities of refuge.  The manslayer (as all sinners are in

heart) has a place of safety, but his return to his inheritance is guaranteed by

the death of the high priest.


