Numbers:  An Introduction

Author and Occasion

Numbers is the fourth of the “Five Books of Moses.” In Hebrew, it begins with the word “and” (as Exodus and Leviticus do), showing that this is part of the continuing story of Israel’s beginning.  It covers 40 years, from Israel leaving Mount Sinai to the brink of their entry into Canaan, the Promised Land.  The title comes from the “Numbering” (census)  of Israel in chapters 1-3, and 26. In the Jewish Scriptures, it’s called “In the Wilderness,” quoting part of the first verse.  Numbers tells of the Exodus generation traveling through the wilderness (desert) outside the promised land.  
Numbers is designed to rehearse the past and prepare for the future.  It recounts the history of one generation’s failure so that the next generation does not repeat it.  The first attempt to enter the promised land fails because of a lack of faith, and Numbers anticipates the second attempt with suspense:  will the new generation repeat the sins of the former?  Or will it move forward with faith and in the power of God?  Numbers invites us to answer these same questions for ourselves.
Outline 

I. Ch 1-25  The 1st Generation: The Failure of Faith 
A. Preparing to Enter the Promised Land

1. 1—10:11  Preparation to Leave Mount Sinai
2. 10:12—13  Approaching the Promised Land:  Non Stop Complaining
B. The Fear-Driven Failure of Faith

1. 14:1-4  Israel refuses to trust God to enter the land
2. 14:5-19  Moses intercedes for the people
3. 14:20-38  God forgives, but the 1st Generation will not enter the land
C. 25-25 Death in the Wilderness of the 1st Generation
1. Laws governing life in the wilderness
2. Relationship Cycle:  Rebellion, Judgment, Confession, Forgiveness
3. Balaam and his donkey
II. Ch 26-36  The 2nd Generation: Hope and Opportunity for New Life
A. 26-31  Laws Governing the New Generation
B. 32  Settlement of land just east of the Jordan River
C. 33-36  Dividing up the Promised Land in Preparation for Conquest
Themes

Israel Disobeyed—This is a fitting, two-word summary of Numbers.  This story is born out of tragedy.  After all that God did in the Exodus and at Mount Sinai, when Israel was on the verge of the Promised Land the first time, they chickened out, thinking that they couldn’t overcome the armies of the people who lived in the land.  So quickly they forgot the power that brought them out of Egypt!  Because of this lack of faith, the entire generation died in the wilderness, leaving a lesson to the next generation to not forget the power of God. 
Divine, Loving Patience—In older Bible versions, patience is described as long-suffering, we see that aspect of God over and over throughout Numbers.  The weakness and failure of Israel in Numbers highlights the persistent grace, protection, and care that God shows his people throughout their 40 years in the wilderness.  “The LORD is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, forgiving iniquity and transgression… Please pardon the iniquity of this people, according to the greatness of your steadfast love” (Num 14:18-19).
Endless Complaining—Numbers could be called “The Grumblings of a Nation.” The trust in God which took them out of Egypt evaporated as they began to experience the hardship of desert life.  The people respond to the wilderness by forgetting everything that God had done for them, focusing only on what they don’t have at that moment.  Reading about their continued childishness is frustrating, until we ask ourselves, “How do we respond to the wilderness in our lives?”

The Sin of Unbelief—There are sins to which God’s people are especially prone. The New Testament book of Hebrews comments on Numbers by saying that Israel failed to enter the Promised Land because of unbelief  (Heb 3:16-19).  This analysis is helpful, because often our outward sins—grumbling, complaining, jealousy, frustration with leaders, frustration with God—are often rooted in our lack of faith or trust in God. 
God Honors Faith—Caleb and Joshua stand out as men of faith.  Of the 1st Generation, they alone were allowed to enter the Promised Land.   Their faith was firm because they knew the power of God and his presence with them.  They weren’t afraid of even the worst odds because they trusted that God would make all his promises come true.  Their lives call us to continued faith in Jesus, for whom all God’s promises to us come true.
The Need for a Mediator—Numbers 11 and 14 show Moses in a unique role in the relationship between God and the people of Israel.  As he did in Exodus 32, we see Moses as the only thing standing between a disobedient people and an angry God ready to destroy them for their rebellion and sins.  During these instances, Moses pleads to God to show mercy and love to Israel, despite their sins.  In this role, Moses pictures Jesus, who is the mediator of the New Covenant, standing before God as our substitute, to gain God’s mercy and love for us in spite of our sins.
Manna—Israel wandered for 40 years in the desert, and every day they had food enough to eat.  God provided manna for them, keeping them alive and providing strength for them in the midst of their wilderness journey  (see Ex 16:35).  Though today scholars don’t know what manna exactly was (in fact, the word “manna” literally means “what is it?”) this was God’s constant provision, giving Israel every day their daily bread.  In John 6, Jesus compares himself to the manna, saying that faith in him provides the daily nourishment Christians need to thrive in the wilderness of this life and to live forever (see John 6:35).
The Censuses—Why all the counting?  The first census taken was to prepare Israel for battle, assuring them that God had grown them to be strong, able to take possession of the Promised Land.  The second census (in Chapter 26) was taken of the 2nd Generation, assuring them that they were a new people, being given a second chance.  God was working in them to grant them all the promises he had made to the 1st Generation.
