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How to Use This Book 

Reading, Reflecting, Together 

This book was not written to be read in a single sitting. It was 

written to be read one day at a time, the way it was first written—a 

chapter at a time, over the course of several weeks, alongside an 

open Bible rather than in place of one. The believers in Berea were 

commended not simply for their eagerness to hear the Word but for 

their habit of examining the Scriptures every day to see whether what 

they had been taught was true (Acts 17:11). That daily habit, 

sustained over years rather than compressed into a season, is the 

entire aim of this book and of the Quiet Time practice that produced 

it. 

To help establish that rhythm, we have included, as an appendix 

at the back of this book, the same daily Bible reading plan we have 

used at dailyqt.org for well over a decade. It walks through the whole 

of Scripture in a year, a few chapters at a time, and it does not need 

to be started in January; you are free to begin on whatever date suits 

you and simply follow the sequence from there. Each of the twenty-

six chapters in this book lines up with exactly one day on that plan, 

from Leviticus 1–4 on the first day to Numbers 35–36 on the 

twenty-sixth, so that this book and your own Bible can move 

through Leviticus and Numbers together, side by side, one day at a 

time. 

Whether you are reading on your own or working through this 

book with a group like one of our own Sunday School classes at First 

Baptist Church in Dallas, we would suggest the following simple 

rhythm for each day, or for each session if you are meeting weekly 

as a group: 
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1. Begin and end in prayer. Ask God, before you open either Bible 

or book, to teach you something true about Himself that day, 

and thank Him, when you close both, for whatever He has 

shown you—even if it is smaller or slower than you expected. 

2. Read the assigned Scripture. Using the reading plan in the 

appendix, read the day’s passage directly from your own Bible 

before turning to our reflections on it. There is no substitute for 

reading the text itself first, in whatever translation you trust, and 

letting it raise its own questions before we offer our own. 

3. Read the corresponding chapter in this book. Each chapter 

walks through that day’s passage in the order Scripture presents 

it, drawing out its major movements and, where it seemed useful, 

the historical background behind them. Treat it as a 

conversation about the text you just read, not a replacement for 

it. 

4. Answer the discussion questions. Every chapter closes with 

three or four questions sized to fill a forty-five- to sixty-minute 

group discussion, though they work just as well as slower 

journaling prompts for a reader working through the book 

alone. Some ask you to notice something in the text; most ask 

you to notice something in yourself. 

If you are part of a group, we would encourage you to read both 

the day’s Scripture and the corresponding chapter individually 

during the week, and then use your time together for the fourth step: 

praying together and working through the discussion questions as a 

group. This was, after all, how the material in this book first took 

shape—not in a study or a library, but in a room full of ordinary 

readers asking each other what a passage meant and why it mattered, 

week after week, for years. We hope it will do the same for you. 
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Part One 

Holiness: Reflections on the Book of Leviticus 
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Introduction 

Holiness 

If one of us were to confess that Leviticus has, over the years, 

become more enjoyable to read than Exodus, you probably would 

not believe it. But it is true. What once felt like monotonous 

repetition, unfamiliar ritual, and an uncomfortable amount of blood 

and slaughter has, with time, become one of the richest books in all 

of Scripture to sit with slowly — and a little familiarity with the book 

of Hebrews goes a long way toward explaining why. 

Exodus ended with a tent finished, a cloud descending, and glory 

filling every corner of a structure that a band of former slaves had 

built with trembling precision. Leviticus opens in that same tent, 

before that same glory, with the LORD calling to Moses from within 

it. This is worth pausing over. God does not wait for Israel to prove 

itself worthy of His presence before speaking. He has already moved 

in. Even the Hebrew title of the book, simply “and He called” — 

taken, as always, from the book’s first word — signals that nothing 

new has begun here. There is no narrative break at all between the 

tabernacle’s completion and God’s first words from inside it; 

Leviticus continues a conversation already underway. Our English 

title comes instead from the ancient Greek translators, who named 

the book for its concern with the Levitical priesthood — a fitting 

title as far as it goes, but one that can mislead us slightly if we let it. 

Read the book itself, and it becomes clear that most of its regulations 

are addressed not to priests but to ordinary Israelites — the farmer, 

the shepherd, the mother, the merchant — telling each of them what 

to bring to the altar, when to appear, and what to expect the priest 

to do on their behalf once they arrive. This was a book for the whole 

congregation, not a private manual reserved for a professional class. 
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The deeper subject of the book, then, is not the priesthood as 

an institution but holiness as a reality, meant to be lived out by every 

Israelite. No word appears more often in these twenty-seven 

chapters. “Holy” and “holiness” together occur well over two 

hundred times — more than in any other book of the Bible — 

culminating in the refrain that becomes the heartbeat of the whole 

book: “Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy” (Leviticus 

19:2; cf. 11:44–45; 20:7), a line Peter later quotes almost verbatim to 

describe the calling of every Christian (1 Peter 1:15). Nearly 

everything else in Leviticus — the sacrifices, the priestly ordination, 

the dietary laws, the purification rites, the Day of Atonement, the 

sexual and social commands, the feasts, the sabbatical and jubilee 

years — exists to answer a single question in a thousand different 

situations: what does it mean, concretely, for an unholy people to 

live in the presence of a holy God? 

It may help, before going further, to say a word about why this 

book has such a difficult reputation, and why it is worth pressing 

through anyway. Leviticus has been called, only half-jokingly, the 

Bermuda Triangle of the Bible — the place where well-meaning 

readers who set out to read straight through Scripture lose their 

bearings and quietly give up. And yet, in the ancient Jewish tradition, 

it was often the very first book taught to children, on the reasoning 

that those who are pure should begin by studying what is pure. Both 

reputations are true at once, and both are worth keeping in mind as 

we begin. We would encourage every reader to press through every 

detail rather than skim past it — to notice, for instance, the careful 

distinctions between the burnt offering, the sin offering, the grain 

offering, and the peace offering, and to sit with the sobering fact that 

violating even a small detail of these instructions could mean death 

(cf. Leviticus 10:1–3). Try, as you read, to actually picture the scene: 

animal after animal killed and dismembered, blood splattered across 
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the altar and the priest’s own garments, day after day, year after year. 

This was never meant to be read as dry legislation. It was meant to 

teach Israel — and to teach us — just how seriously God takes sin, 

and just how much it cost to deal with it honestly (cf. Hebrews 9:22). 

One clarification is worth making early, because it will shape 

how we read every chapter that follows. It has become common, in 

some circles, to sort the Law of Moses into three separate categories 

— moral law, ceremonial law, and civil law — and then to argue that 

Christians remain bound only to the first of these. Whatever the 

appeal of this scheme, Scripture itself never draws such a line. The 

Old and New Testaments alike speak of the Law of Moses as a 

single, unified whole, and Hebrews is explicit that the entire 

covenant, not merely its ceremonial portions, was made obsolete by 

the cross (Hebrews 8:13; cf. Romans 7:6; Ephesians 2:14–15; 

Colossians 2:14; Galatians 5:18). Unlike God’s covenant with 

Abraham or the New Covenant in Christ, both of which are 

unconditional and eternal, the Mosaic covenant was conditional and 

temporary from the outset — a point the apostles themselves settled 

decisively when Gentile believers began entering the church and 

some insisted they first be brought under the Law of Moses (Acts 

15:10–11). None of this makes Leviticus irrelevant to us; quite the 

opposite. “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful” (2 Timothy 

3:16), and it is precisely in understanding what Leviticus required, 

and at what cost, that we come to appreciate what Christ has actually 

done for us. But it does mean we should resist the temptation, 

tempting as it may be at points throughout this study, to treat any 

single regulation in this book as a direct command binding on 

Christians today. 

Three things stand out across these chapters, and it may help to 

know what to watch for. The first is the sheer cost of approach. The 

sacrificial system that opens the book is not a vague religious gesture; 
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it is exact, bloody, and repetitive, designed to press home the 

seriousness of sin every single time an Israelite drew near to worship. 

Underneath the specific rituals lies a simple, threefold logic worth 

carrying with us through the whole book. Sin, as Leviticus depicts it, 

is first an unlikeness to God — a moral gulf, not merely a broken 

rule. It is second a wrong done to God Himself, even when the 

immediate victim is another human being, since every person bears 

His image. And it is third a source of real distance from God — the 

very reason an ordinary Israelite could not simply walk into the 

tabernacle at will, but needed priests, veils, and blood between 

himself and the LORD. The death of Nadab and Abihu partway 

through the book, struck down for offering “unauthorized fire” that 

God had not commanded, is not an isolated tragedy but a thesis 

statement: God will be treated as holy by those who come near Him, 

whether they mean to dishonor Him or not. 

The second is the relentless, almost exhausting attention to detail 

regarding clean and unclean, holy and common. Modern readers 

often stall out in these chapters, wondering what possible relevance 

the treatment of mildew or bodily discharges could have for us. We 

will try to take the text on its own terms rather than searching for 

hidden spiritual meanings the text itself never claims. The point, 

again and again, is simpler and more sobering than any hidden code: 

God’s people were to be visibly, tangibly set apart from the nations 

around them, because the God who dwelt among them was set apart 

from every false god the nations worshiped. It is worth noticing, too, 

a real difference between how this book of the Old Covenant 

defines uncleanness and how the New Covenant does. Leviticus 

focuses almost entirely on outward things — what touches the body, 

what enters the mouth, what the skin looks like. Jesus, teaching 

under the New Covenant, relocates the whole question inward: 

“Nothing outside a person can defile them by going into them. 
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Rather, it is what comes out of a person that defiles them… For it 

is from within, out of a person’s heart, that evil thoughts come” 

(Mark 7:15, 21). The principle of holy distinction remains exactly the 

same across both Testaments; what changes is where, chiefly, that 

distinction is now understood to be drawn. 

The third is the surprising tenderness beneath all this exactness 

— a tenderness bound up with what atonement actually 

accomplished. Three things were required to make it work, and each 

deserves a moment’s thought before we dive into the chapters 

themselves. There had to be a substitute, an innocent life standing 

in place of the guilty one. There had to be a transfer, symbolized 

every time a worshiper laid a hand on the animal’s head, so that the 

sin was reckoned to the substitute rather than the sinner. And there 

had to be a death, since Scripture everywhere insists that sin’s wage 

is nothing less. Old Testament worshipers, in effect, received 

forgiveness on credit — the animal sacrifices serving as a kind of 

continual, temporary covering against a debt only Christ’s own 

blood would finally settle in full: “It is impossible for the blood of 

bulls and goats to take away sins” (Hebrews 10:4), yet “we have been 

made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for 

all” (Hebrews 10:10). The Day of Atonement, at the center of the 

book, gave the whole nation one day each year when its accumulated 

guilt was genuinely dealt with, the blood of one goat satisfying God’s 

justice and the release of the other carrying Israel’s sin away into the 

wilderness, never to be seen again. And the sabbatical and jubilee 

laws near the book’s end reveal a God who built rest, debt-release, 

and land-restoration into the very fabric of His people’s economy 

— mercy woven into law. 

It is worth holding Exodus and Leviticus side by side for a 

moment, because the contrast between them sharpens what each 

book is actually doing. Exodus offers pardon; Leviticus offers purity. 
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In Exodus, God approaches man; in Leviticus, man is taught how 

to approach God. In Exodus, guilt is the dominant note; in 

Leviticus, it is defilement. In Exodus, God speaks from the 

mountain; in Leviticus, He speaks from within the tabernacle itself, 

already dwelling among His people. And lest all of this exacting 

detail leave the impression of a God concerned only with ritual 

precision and little else, it is worth remembering that one of the two 

commandments Jesus named as the greatest summary of the entire 

Law and the Prophets comes directly from this book: “Love your 

neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). Whatever else Leviticus is 

about, it was never about ceremony for its own sake. 

This book follows the same pattern as our earlier studies of 

Genesis and Exodus: ten chapters, one for each major reading 

through the text, drawing on more than a decade of daily Quiet Time 

reflections and on Sunday School classes at First Baptist Church in 

Dallas, where much of this material was first taught and discussed 

aloud. Leviticus is not an easy book, and many readers never finish 

it. We offer this study as a companion for the journey — not 

explaining away its difficulty, but trusting that the God who filled 

the tabernacle with His glory has, in every page of this book, 

something worth discovering about what it costs, and what it means, 

for Him to dwell among an unholy people still. 
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Chapter One 

Leviticus 1–4 

The book opens not with a narrative but with a voice: “The 

LORD called to Moses and spoke to him from the tent of meeting” 

(Leviticus 1:1). Exodus had ended with the glory of God filling the 

tabernacle so completely that even Moses could not enter it. Now, 

from inside that very glory, God speaks. This detail alone reframes 

everything that follows. The instructions for sacrifice that can feel, 

on a first reading, like impersonal legal code are in fact the voice of 

a God who has just moved into the neighborhood, explaining to His 

new neighbors how to live safely and rightly beside Him. 

The burnt offering, which opens the list of sacrifices, was 

distinct among them in one striking way: nearly the entire animal was 

consumed on the altar, with only the hide set aside for the priest. 

Every other offering split the meat between God, the priest, and 

often the worshiper himself. This offering alone went up in smoke 

almost entirely — a total, undivided gift. It was not new with Moses. 

Noah offered burnt offerings after the flood, and the LORD 

“smelled the pleasing aroma” and resolved never again to curse the 

ground because of humanity (Genesis 8:20–21). Abraham was told 

to offer his own son as a burnt offering on a mountain in the region 

of Moriah (Genesis 22:2) — the same total, unqualified surrender 

the offering itself pictured, worked out for one dreadful morning in 

Abraham’s own family before the LORD provided a substitute at 

the last possible moment. The fire of the burnt offering, once 

kindled, was never to go out (Leviticus 6:13); the pattern of total, 

continual devotion to God had to be Israel’s constant condition, not 

an occasional gesture. 
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At the center of these opening chapters lies the practice of laying 

a hand on the animal’s head before it was killed. “Lay your hand on 

the animal’s head, and it will be accepted on your behalf to make 

atonement for you” (Leviticus 1:4). One creature stood, quite 

literally, in the place of one person. Its death was accepted in place 

of the death the worshiper’s own sin deserved. What we learn later 

from Hebrews is that this substitution could never be more than a 

temporary shadow: “It is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats 

to take away sins” (Hebrews 10:4). The animal sacrifices were, in the 

language of Hebrews, “an annual reminder of sins” (Hebrews 10:3) 

rather than a final solution — the splattering of innocent blood and 

the smell of death kept alive, year after year, the memory of what sin 

actually costs, until the one sacrifice that could take sin away 

completely finally came. 

One line drawn through chapter 4 deserves special attention, 

because it will shape how we read the rest of the book: the sacrifices 

prescribed here covered sins committed unintentionally. “If a 

person sins unintentionally in any of the things the LORD has 

commanded not to be done… then he must offer a bull without 

defect as a sin offering” (Leviticus 4:2–3). No comparable provision 

exists for premeditated sin. Adultery and murder, for instance, 

carried no sacrificial remedy at all under the Law — only the death 

penalty, or the naked grace of God. This is precisely the corner into 

which David backed himself with Bathsheba and Uriah. He could 

bring no offering sufficient to cover what he had done deliberately; 

his only recourse was to throw himself on God’s mercy rather than 

the altar: “You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do 

not take pleasure in burnt offerings. My sacrifice, O God, is a broken 

spirit; a broken and contrite heart you, God, will not despise” (Psalm 

51:16–17). Even under the Old Covenant, in other words, ultimate 

forgiveness for the sins the Law itself could not cover came the same 
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way it always has — not through the sacrificial system at all, but 

through grace, received by a broken and contrite heart. The 

sacrifices Leviticus prescribes were real and were genuinely 

commanded by God, but from the very first chapter they point past 

themselves toward something the animals alone could never supply. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. God speaks to Moses from inside the tabernacle He has just filled 

with His glory, before Israel has done anything to earn that 

closeness. Where in your own life have you experienced God 

drawing near before you felt ready or worthy for it? 

2. The burnt offering was unique because almost the entire animal 

was given to God rather than shared. What would it look like for 

you to offer God something undivided this week, rather than the 

leftover portion of your time, attention, or resources? 

3. The sacrificial system provided no offering for premeditated sin 

— only for sins committed unintentionally — which is why 

David’s only appeal after his adultery and murder was to God’s 

grace rather than to any sacrifice. Have you ever tried to “make 

up for” a deliberate wrong through effort or good deeds, rather 

than simply casting yourself on God’s mercy? What happened? 

4. The animal sacrifices are described in Hebrews as “an annual 

reminder of sins” rather than a final solution. What regular 

practices in your own life remind you of the seriousness of sin, 

and do they point you toward Christ or merely toward guilt? 
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Chapter Two 

Leviticus 5–7 

If chapter 1 established that the sacrificial system covered 

unintentional sin, chapters 5 through 7 press the point home with 

uncomfortable clarity. There was no offering, no ritual, no provision 

anywhere in the Law for willful, premeditated sin — and this is 

worth sitting with rather than rushing past. Even Jesus, from the 

cross, appealed to ignorance on behalf of His executioners: “Father, 

forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 

23:34). But what of those who sin with open eyes, fully aware of 

what they are doing? Judas is called “the one doomed to destruction” 

(John 17:12), and Jesus tells Pilate that “the one who handed me 

over to you is guilty of a greater sin” (John 19:11) — greater, it 

seems, because more deliberate. The Law simply had no sacrifice to 

offer such people. They faced death, or restitution, or the sovereign 

mercy of God entirely apart from any ritual remedy. 

This should unsettle us more than it usually does. Most of us 

instinctively sort our sins into categories — the accidental slip we 

barely notice, and the deliberate choice we know full well is wrong 

when we make it — and we tend to excuse the first far more easily 

than Scripture does, while quietly hoping the second will simply be 

overlooked. But the writer of Hebrews is blunt: “It is impossible for 

the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” (Hebrews 10:4), and 

he quotes Psalm 40 to explain what God actually wanted all along: 

“Sacrifice and offering you did not desire… but a body you prepared 

for me” (Hebrews 10:5). That body was Christ’s own. “We have 

been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ 

once for all” (Hebrews 10:10). What the Law could never do for 

willful sinners, the cross accomplished once for everyone who trusts 

in it — not because the Law was insufficient in its design, but 
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because it was never intended to be the final answer. It was designed 

to expose the depth of the problem, not to solve it. 

Chapter 5 also confronts a related and equally uncomfortable 

truth: ignorance does not remove guilt. “If a person sins and does 

any of the things which the LORD has commanded not to be done, 

though he was unaware, still he is guilty and shall bear his 

punishment” (Leviticus 5:17). This principle carries straight into the 

New Testament. Paul writes that all people have at least enough 

knowledge of God, through creation itself, to leave them “without 

excuse” (Romans 1:20), even if that knowledge is not enough to save 

them. The Jews of Paul’s own day, despite possessing the clearest 

revelation of God available anywhere on earth, still stumbled over 

the most important thing of all — some of them apparently rejecting 

Jesus partly because they mistakenly believed He had been born in 

Galilee rather than Bethlehem (John 7:41–42, 52). Careless 

ignorance of God’s Word has never been a safe harbor. It is, if 

anything, evidence of how urgently that Word needs to be studied 

rather than assumed. 

And yet chapter 5 also describes, in remarkably tender terms, 

exactly how atonement was to work for those who did sin without 

full awareness: “When you realize what you have done, you must 

admit your guilt… you must confess your sin… then you must bring 

to the LORD, as the penalty for your sin, a sin offering… and you 

will be forgiven” (Leviticus 5:5–10, paraphrased). Confession, then 

sacrifice, then forgiveness — this was the ordinary rhythm of life 

with God under the Old Covenant. Under the New Covenant, the 

sacrifice has already been made once for all; but the rhythm of 

confession remains, not to secure a salvation already fully 

accomplished in Christ, but to restore the fellowship that sin 

disrupts along the way. “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just 

and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” 
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(1 John 1:9). We are no longer under the burden of bringing a new 

sacrifice every time we fail. We are, instead, invited simply to bring 

our confession to the One whose sacrifice has already covered it. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The Law provided no sacrifice for willful, deliberate sin — only 

for the unintentional kind. Why do you think we so often 

instinctively excuse our deliberate choices more easily than our 

accidental mistakes, when Scripture treats the deliberate ones as 

far more serious? 

2. Ignorance did not remove guilt under the Law, and Paul insists 

the same principle holds for all people today. Is there an area of 

God’s Word you have avoided studying carefully because it 

might be uncomfortable or costly to know clearly? 

3. Under the New Covenant, confession restores fellowship with 

God rather than securing salvation itself, since that has already 

been fully accomplished by Christ. Does your own practice of 

confession feel more like anxious bargaining or like grateful 

restoration? What might need to change? 

4. The chapter notes that even Jesus, from the cross, distinguished 

between sin done in ignorance and sin done knowingly. Is there 

someone in your life whose wrong against you might look 

different if you considered how much they actually understood 

about what they were doing? 
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Chapter Three 

Leviticus 8–10 

These three chapters move from instruction to narrative, and the 

story they tell is one of the most jarring in the entire Bible. Aaron 

and his sons are ordained as priests across a solemn eight-day 

ceremony, every detail carried out exactly as the LORD 

commanded. Fire comes out from the LORD’s presence and 

consumes the offering on the altar, “and when all the people saw it, 

they shouted for joy and fell facedown” (Leviticus 9:24). It is a 

moment of pure worship and awe. And then, in the very next verse, 

everything turns. “Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu took their 

censers, put fire in them and added incense; and they offered 

unauthorized fire before the LORD, contrary to his command. So 

fire came out from the presence of the LORD and consumed them, 

and they died before the LORD” (Leviticus 10:1–2). 

Two fires, within a handful of verses. The first produced 

reverent joy. The second produced terror. Whether in accepting an 

offering or in judging one, the LORD showed Himself holy — and 

this juxtaposition is surely deliberate. We are never told exactly what 

Nadab and Abihu’s motives were. Perhaps they were simply careless, 

caught up in the drama of their own ordination, adding something 

of their own devising to a ritual God had prescribed with painstaking 

exactness. The judgment recalls Uzzah centuries later, struck down 

for reaching out to steady the ark of the covenant when it began to 

slip — an act that looks, on the surface, almost helpful, and yet was 

still a violation of how God had commanded the ark to be handled 

(2 Samuel 6:6–7). In both cases, good intentions or simple 

carelessness did nothing to soften the consequence. Moses draws 

the lesson explicitly: “Among those who approach me I will be 



 

23 

proved holy; in the sight of all the people I will be honored” 

(Leviticus 10:3). 

What follows is a strange and easily overlooked detail. Aaron, in 

the immediate aftermath of losing two sons in an instant, does not 

eat the meat of the sin offering as the Law required, and Moses, 

initially angry, ultimately accepts his explanation (Leviticus 10:16–

20). Commentators disagree about exactly why. Some understand it 

as simple grief — a father too broken to feast on a day of such loss. 

Others, weighing the context more carefully, suggest something 

different: that Aaron and his surviving sons, having just witnessed 

what unholiness cost in the presence of God, were unwilling to risk 

eating a holy offering while genuinely uncertain whether they 

themselves carried the same taint that had just proven fatal. On this 

reading, Aaron’s hesitation was not really about his emotions at all, 

but about his reverence — a reluctance to treat God’s holiness 

carelessly even in the smallest remaining detail, precisely because he 

had just seen, at unbearable cost, what carelessness produced. 

Whichever reading is right, the passage as a whole will not let us 

settle into the comfortable modern instinct to equate sincerity with 

safety. We tend to assume that if our hearts are basically in the right 

place, the details hardly matter. Leviticus insists otherwise, at least 

where approaching a holy God is concerned. This does not sit easily 

beside the finished work of Christ, and it is not meant to erase it; 

under the New Covenant, we approach God’s throne with 

confidence, not dread, because Christ’s own blood has done what 

animal sacrifices never could (Hebrews 10:19–22). But the weight of 

Nadab and Abihu’s story should still press on us. Peter, writing 

centuries later to a church that lived entirely on this side of the cross, 

still reached back to this same principle: “Just as he who called you 

is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: ‘Be holy, because I 

am holy’” (1 Peter 1:15–16). The access we now enjoy through 
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Christ is a gift of astonishing grace, not a license to treat the God 

who grants it as anything less than holy. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Nadab and Abihu’s judgment came immediately after a moment 

of extraordinary worship and joy, without any stated explanation 

of their motive. Does it unsettle you that God did not explain 

Himself here? How do you typically respond when God’s 

actions in Scripture (or in your own life) go unexplained? 

2. Whether Aaron’s refusal to eat the sin offering came from grief 

or from reverence, the passage shows that good intentions alone 

did not settle the question of how to honor God rightly in that 

moment. Where might you be assuming your sincerity is enough, 

without also asking whether your actions actually honor God? 

3. Peter tells New Testament believers, who live under grace rather 

than the sacrificial system, to “be holy… in all you do,” quoting 

this same principle from Leviticus. How does grace change your 

motivation for pursuing holiness, without lowering the standard 

itself? 

4. The chapter compares Nadab and Abihu’s death to Uzzah’s death 

for touching the ark — both instances where carelessness, not 

malice, brought severe judgment. Is there an area of your 

spiritual life where familiarity has bred a kind of carelessness 

toward something you once approached with more reverence? 
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Chapter Four 

Leviticus 11–13 

Chapter 11 introduces the dietary laws, and it is worth asking 

directly the question so many readers bring to this text: why these 

particular restrictions? Modern popular teaching sometimes suggests 

the answer is health — that pigs and shellfish, for instance, carried 

disease risks in the ancient world that God was graciously protecting 

His people from. It is a tempting explanation because it feels 

immediately practical. But the text itself never gives health as the 

reason, and even respected Jewish scholarship agrees that this was 

never the biblical rationale for the laws. The reason Leviticus itself 

supplies is entirely different: “I am the LORD your God; consecrate 

yourselves and be holy, because I am holy… I brought you up out 

of Egypt to be your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy” 

(Leviticus 11:44–45). The dietary laws existed to set Israel visibly 

apart from the nations around her, not to optimize her health. 

Whatever God prescribed for His people would, almost by design, 

mark them as different from everyone else. 

This raises a further temptation, one worth naming plainly: the 

urge to find hidden spiritual meaning in every detail — to ask what 

“chewing the cud” or “dividing the hoof” might symbolize about 

meditating on God’s Word, or what possible lesson lies buried in the 

prohibition against eating creatures that “scurry along the ground.” 

Preachers have occasionally built entire sermons on such 

speculation, and it can sound plausible enough in the moment. But 

nothing in the text itself signals that this is what God intended, and 

Scripture elsewhere warns sharply against going “beyond what is 

written” (1 Corinthians 4:6). It is enough, and it is safer, to let the 

text mean what it plainly says: certain animals were declared unclean, 

Israel was expected to obey, and the obedience itself — not some 
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hidden allegorical payoff — was the entire point. Holiness, at 

bottom, is simply this: being set apart to God, and set apart from 

whatever God has named as unclean, for reasons that are ultimately 

His to give or withhold. 

The purification laws surrounding childbirth in chapter 12 

illuminate a scene in the New Testament that many readers pass over 

without quite understanding. When Mary and Joseph bring the 

infant Jesus to the temple “when the time came for the purification 

rites required by the Law of Moses” (Luke 2:22), and offer “a pair 

of doves or two young pigeons” rather than a lamb (Luke 2:24; cf. 

Leviticus 12:8), we are watching this very law fulfilled in the most 

ordinary and human way — Jesus’s own family too poor to afford 

the standard offering, quietly substituting the provision the Law 

made for exactly such families. Reading Leviticus alongside the 

Gospels this way does something valuable: it grounds the Nativity 

story, so often softened into pure sentiment, in the actual, gritty 

details of a real family observing a real law under real economic 

constraint. 

Chapters 12 and 13 also raise a harder question, one that 

deserves an honest answer rather than a dismissive one: why should 

uncleanness attach to something as morally neutral as childbirth, or 

illness, or the appearance of mold? The most defensible answer 

traces this back to the fall itself. Before sin entered the world, 

nothing was unclean; Adam and Eve walked with God in unguarded 

openness. Afterward, decay, sickness, and death entered every 

corner of creation, and Scripture describes the whole created order 

as still groaning under this same bondage, waiting to be set free 

(Romans 8:20–22). The various forms of ceremonial uncleanness in 

Leviticus, however morally neutral their immediate causes, function 

as small, recurring reminders that we live in a fallen world still 

marked by the consequences of Genesis 3 — and that only Christ, 
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who touched lepers and made them clean and stopped the flow of 

blood with a word, has the power to reverse what the fall broke. Ten 

men with leprosy once called out to Jesus for pity; He healed all ten, 

and only one — a Samaritan, an outsider even to Israel — returned 

to give thanks (Luke 17:12–19). The other nine walked away clean 

and never looked back. It is worth asking, honestly, which of the ten 

we more often resemble. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The dietary laws existed to mark Israel as holy and set apart, not 

primarily for health reasons, even though that explanation is 

often assumed today. Where else in your life have you assumed 

a practical or self-focused reason for something God actually 

intended for a deeper, God-centered purpose? 

2. The chapter warns against manufacturing hidden spiritual 

meanings for details the text itself never explains. Have you ever 

been drawn to a teaching that felt spiritually exciting but, on 

reflection, went beyond what Scripture actually says? 

3. Mary and Joseph’s offering of two birds instead of a lamb reveals 

their poverty within the ordinary details of the purification law. 

How does seeing this detail change the way you picture the 

Nativity, and what does it suggest about how God works 

through ordinary constraints in your own life? 

4. Only one of the ten healed lepers returned to thank Jesus. Where 

in your own life have you received a form of cleansing or healing 

from God without pausing to express real gratitude for it? 
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Chapter Five 

Leviticus 14–15 

Chapter 15 closes with a statement of purpose that could easily 

serve as a summary for these two chapters as a whole: “You must 

keep the Israelites separate from things that make them unclean, so 

they will not die in their uncleanness for defiling my dwelling place, 

which is among them” (Leviticus 15:31). The laws surrounding skin 

disease, mold in garments and houses, and bodily discharges are not 

arbitrary superstition. They exist because a holy God had chosen to 

pitch His tent in the middle of an ordinary, fallen human camp, and 

something had to govern how uncleanness and holiness could 

coexist in such close quarters without the one destroying the other. 

One detail here has troubled thoughtful readers for centuries: 

the period of ceremonial uncleanness following childbirth was twice 

as long for the birth of a daughter as for a son — thirty-three 

additional days for a boy, sixty-six for a girl (Leviticus 12:4–5, read 

alongside chapter 15’s broader concerns about discharge and 

impurity). The text nowhere explains why, and any explanation 

offered here has to be held with appropriate humility. But one line 

of reasoning connects this detail to the same larger theme running 

through these chapters: the whole category of ceremonial 

uncleanness, however morally neutral its immediate cause, traces 

back to the fall in Genesis 3, where the woman was deceived first 

and drew the man after her (1 Timothy 2:13–14), and where the 

specific curses pronounced afterward fell with particular weight on 

childbirth itself (Genesis 3:16). Whatever the precise reasoning, the 

extended period of separation may have functioned, for a reflective 

Israelite mother, as an occasion to ponder these very chapters of 

Genesis — not as a punishment for anything she personally had 

done, but as a lingering, tangible reminder of how deeply the fall had 
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reshaped human experience along exactly the lines of gender and 

generation. 

What ties every one of these purification laws together, more 

than any single explanation for any single regulation, is the answer 

to the question they all eventually raise: what could actually take 

uncleanness away? The Law’s own answer was necessarily partial. 

“The blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkled on 

those who are ceremonially unclean sanctify them so that they are 

outwardly clean” (Hebrews 9:13) — outwardly, and only 

temporarily. The deeper cleansing these rituals could only gesture 

toward finally arrived in Christ: “How much more, then, will the 

blood of Christ… cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to 

death, so that we may serve the living God!” (Hebrews 9:14). Every 

hand-washing, every waiting period, every ritual bath prescribed in 

these two chapters was a shadow cast backward by a cleansing that 

had not yet come. David, centuries before Christ but centuries after 

Moses, seems to have grasped something of this already, appealing 

not to any ritual but directly to God for the real thing: “Cleanse me 

with hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than 

snow” (Psalm 51:7). 

This section of Leviticus closes on a note that reaches well 

beyond ancient ceremonial law and into an abiding principle for 

God’s people in every age: holiness requires real separation. “Do not 

be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and 

wickedness have in common?… ‘Come out from them and be 

separate,’ says the Lord” (2 Corinthians 6:14, 17), Paul writes, 

borrowing language that echoes straight back to passages like these. 

The specific content of what counts as “unclean” has changed 

dramatically between the old covenant and the new — no one today 

is required to observe a waiting period after childbirth or to 

quarantine a house with mold. But the underlying principle has not 
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changed at all: God’s people are still called to be set apart, still called 

to resist entangling their closest relationships and deepest loyalties 

with whatever stands opposed to Him. Uncleanness, in whatever 

form it takes in any generation, was never meant to be lived with 

casually by those who belong to a holy God. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. These laws exist because God chose to dwell in the middle of an 

ordinary human camp, and something had to govern how 

holiness and uncleanness could coexist there. Where do you see 

the tension between God’s holiness and the ordinary mess of 

daily life most clearly in your own routine? 

2. The chapter offers a humble, tentative explanation for the 

differing purification periods after the birth of a son versus a 

daughter, tracing it back to the fall in Genesis 3. How 

comfortable are you sitting with biblical texts that raise real 

questions without fully resolving them? 

3. Every purification ritual in these chapters was, according to 

Hebrews, only an outward and temporary cleansing pointing 

toward the real cleansing found in Christ. Is there a habit or 

ritual in your own spiritual life that risks becoming merely 

outward rather than pointing you toward genuine inner change? 

4. Paul’s command not to be “yoked together with unbelievers” 

echoes this same principle of separation for the sake of holiness. 

Where in your closest relationships might you need to reconsider 

how entangled your deepest loyalties have become with 

something or someone opposed to God? 
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Chapter Six 

Leviticus 16–18 

At the center of Leviticus stands its most solemn day: Yom 

Kippur, the Day of Atonement, still the most sacred day on the 

Jewish calendar even now. On this one day each year, the high priest 

entered the Most Holy Place — the only day, and the only person, 

permitted to do so — and performed a ritual involving two goats 

that captures, more clearly than almost any other passage in the Old 

Testament, exactly what atonement accomplishes. “He is to cast lots 

for the two goats — one lot for the LORD and the other for the 

scapegoat” (Leviticus 16:8). The first goat was sacrificed, its blood 

brought into the Most Holy Place to make atonement. The second, 

the scapegoat, was presented alive, and after the priest confessed 

over it all the sins of Israel, it was driven out into the wilderness, 

“carrying on itself all their sins” (Leviticus 16:22), never to return. 

Two goats, two dimensions of the same problem. The first 

goat’s death satisfied God’s just wrath against sin — what 

theologians call propitiation, a word whose object is God Himself, 

appeased and satisfied by a sacrifice He accepts in place of the guilty. 

The second goat’s departure into the wilderness removed sin’s guilt 

from the sight of God entirely — what theologians call expiation, a 

word whose object is the sin itself, taken away and separated as far 

as it can possibly be separated. “As far as the east is from the west, 

so far has he removed our transgressions from us” (Psalm 103:12) 

captures the second half of this picture; “Since we have now been 

justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s 

wrath through him!” (Romans 5:9) captures the first. No single 

animal, and certainly no single ritual repeated year after year, could 

ever accomplish both halves permanently. Christ alone did what 

these two goats together could only picture: by His perfect life and 
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the shedding of His own blood, He both satisfied God’s wrath and 

carried away our sin, in a single, sufficient, unrepeatable act. “He 

himself is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours 

but also for the sins of the whole world” (1 John 2:2). 

Chapter 18 turns from ritual to ethics, laying out, in unusually 

direct and specific terms, the sexual boundaries God established for 

His people — boundaries that stand in sharp contrast to the 

practices of the surrounding Canaanite nations, whose sin, the text 

tells us plainly, had by this point “reached its full measure” (cf. 

Genesis 15:16). “You must obey all my regulations and be careful to 

obey my decrees, for I am the LORD your God. If you obey my 

decrees and my regulations, you will find life through them” 

(Leviticus 18:4–5). It is important to understand what this Law was 

and was not designed to do. It was never given, Paul explains, to 

perfect the people of Israel; it was given to expose how badly they 

needed something the Law itself could not supply. “Through the law 

we become conscious of our sin” (Romans 3:20). The Law required 

perfect obedience and offered life on those terms — but no one, 

then or now, could actually meet that standard. What was meant to 

bring life, in the hands of sinful people, could only bring death 

(Romans 7:10), driving anyone honest enough to recognize their 

own failure toward the one place genuine life could actually be 

found. 

There is a sobering pattern embedded in chapter 18 worth 

naming plainly, because Paul traces an almost identical progression 

centuries later in Romans 1: a society’s departure from God tends to 

move outward in stages, from the crumbling of sexual boundaries 

to a broader unraveling of every other kind of relational faithfulness 

— “envy, murder, strife, deceit, malice… they invent ways of doing 

evil” (Romans 1:29–30). This is not a comfortable passage to sit 

with, and it should not become an excuse for self-righteous 
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condemnation of others; both Leviticus 18 and Romans 1 are 

addressed first to God’s own people, as a warning against drifting 

into exactly the practices from which they had been rescued. What 

both passages hold out, alongside the warning, is genuine hope. The 

same Jesus who told the woman caught in adultery, “Go, and sin no 

more,” is the one who cleanses whatever shame the past still carries. 

Whatever the specific failure, past or present, the invitation of this 

chapter is not ultimately condemnation but the same invitation that 

runs through the whole book: come near to a holy God, by the only 

means He has provided, and be made clean. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The Day of Atonement required two goats to accomplish what 

one alone could not — satisfying God’s wrath and removing 

sin’s guilt. Which of these two dimensions of the gospel (God’s 

wrath satisfied, or your guilt genuinely removed) do you find 

easier to believe applies to you, and why? 

2. The Law was never meant to perfect Israel but to expose how 

deeply they needed grace. Is there an area of your life where you 

are still relying on your own effort to “find life,” rather than 

resting in what Christ has already accomplished? 

3. Paul traces a pattern in Romans 1 that closely parallels Leviticus 

18 — a society’s moral unraveling beginning with sexual 

boundaries and spreading outward. How do you hold together 

conviction about what Scripture teaches with genuine 

compassion for people, including yourself, who have fallen short 

of it? 

4. Jesus told the woman caught in adultery to “go and sin no more,” 

offering both forgiveness and a clear call to change. Is there a 
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place in your life where you have accepted God’s forgiveness but 

have not yet let go of the shame the past still carries? 

  



 

35 

Chapter Seven 

Leviticus 19–21 

“Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy” (Leviticus 

19:2) — the refrain that gives this whole book its name arrives at the 

head of a chapter that reads almost like a miscellany, moving 

abruptly between commands to leave the edges of a field 

unharvested for the poor, prohibitions on cheating a worker of his 

wages, warnings against partiality in judgment, and, most famously, 

the command later cited by Jesus Himself as the second great 

commandment: “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). 

The sheer variety of subjects covered under a single call to holiness 

is itself instructive. Holiness in Leviticus 19 is not confined to the 

sanctuary. It reaches into how Israel ran its harvests, treated its 

laborers, judged its disputes, and spoke about its neighbors. A 

business ethic built on cheating whenever the returns justified the 

risk, targeting the weak because they are easy prey, and rewarding 

those who benefit you most looks nothing like this chapter — and 

the difference, the text insists, comes down to motive. Israel was to 

do these things not primarily for its own benefit, nor even for the 

benefit of others, but because “I am the LORD” (Leviticus 19:10, 

12, 14, 16, 18) — a phrase repeated so often across this chapter it 

functions almost like a drumbeat under everything else. 

Chapters 18 and 20 also raise a question about translation worth 

pausing over, because it illustrates something important about how 

we read Scripture responsibly. Older, more literal translations render 

certain commands using the euphemism “to uncover someone’s 

nakedness,” while modern translations like the NIV typically render 

the same phrase as “sexual relations.” Comparing the two side by 

side can look, at first glance, like the modern translation is simply 

inventing a meaning. But translation is always interpretation, and the 
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interpretive question — what did this euphemism actually mean in 

context? — has a defensible answer here, drawn from how the same 

expression functions elsewhere in the surrounding chapters and in 

the broader sweep of biblical usage. The deeper principle for reading 

any translation carefully is this: every rendering involves judgment 

calls, and readers do well to compare translations rather than assume 

any single one is beyond question, while also resisting the opposite 

temptation to distrust Scripture itself simply because translators 

occasionally disagree about the clearest way to render an ancient 

euphemism. 

Chapter 20 also returns to the sober justification for Israel’s 

coming conquest of Canaan, a theme first raised centuries earlier in 

God’s words to Abraham: the LORD would wait until “the sin of 

the Amorites has reached its full measure” (Genesis 15:16) before 

bringing judgment on the land. “You must not live according to the 

customs of the nations I am going to drive out before you. Because 

they did all these things, I abhorred them” (Leviticus 20:23). This 

should reshape how we read the conquest narratives that follow later 

in the Old Testament. The judgment that eventually fell on Canaan 

was neither impulsive nor disproportionate to what Scripture 

describes; it followed centuries of patient restraint, and it fell only 

once, in God’s own timing, guilt had genuinely accumulated. And 

chapter 20 adds one more detail easy to miss: guilt in this text is not 

confined to those who personally commit the sinful acts. “If the 

members of the community close their eyes” to what is happening 

among them (Leviticus 20:4, paraphrased), they too bear 

responsibility. Silent tolerance of what God calls detestable is its own 

form of guilt — a principle that reaches forward into how any 

community of God’s people, in any era, is called to respond to sin 

in its midst. 
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The holiness commanded throughout this section is not, finally, 

a holiness Israel could manufacture on its own initiative, and neither 

is ours. The New Testament picks up this exact language and applies 

it directly to believers: “Just as he who called you is holy, so be holy 

in all you do” (1 Peter 1:15). But the New Testament also makes 

explicit something Leviticus only implies: this call to holiness rests 

entirely on grace, not achievement. “Since we don’t ever earn 

anything with respect to our salvation, the good that we do only 

confirms it” (cf. James 2:14–26) — our obedience is the fruit of 

grace already received, never the means of earning grace we still lack. 

This is, in the end, the same principle Paul presses on the 

Corinthians when they begin boasting about which human leader 

they follow: “What do you have that you did not receive?” (1 

Corinthians 4:7). Holiness, whether commanded to ancient Israel or 

to the church today, has never been a currency any of us could earn 

on our own. It has always, from the very beginning, been a gift to be 

lived out rather than a prize to be won. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Leviticus 19 applies the call to holiness across an unusually wide 

range of everyday practices — harvesting, wages, courtroom 

fairness, honest speech. Which “ordinary,” non-religious corner 

of your life have you least considered as an arena for holiness? 

2. The chapter explains how translators must make interpretive 

judgment calls even with ancient euphemisms, and suggests 

comparing translations rather than assuming any single one 

settles every question. Has an apparent discrepancy between 

Bible translations ever shaken your confidence in Scripture? 

How might a fuller understanding of translation change that? 
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3. God’s judgment on Canaan came only after centuries of patient 

restraint, once “the sin of the Amorites had reached its full 

measure.” How does this reshape any discomfort you may feel 

about passages describing God’s judgment on nations? 

4. The text suggests that “closing your eyes” to sin within a 

community carries its own guilt, not just committing the sin 

directly. Is there a form of quiet tolerance in your own 

community, church, or family that this principle might call you 

to address rather than ignore? 
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Chapter Eight 

Leviticus 22–23 

A single phrase recurs so often across these chapters, and across 

the Law as a whole, that it is easy to read past it without noticing: “I 

am the LORD.” It appears as a kind of bookend around command 

after command — not an explanation of why a particular law makes 

sense, but a simple assertion of who is speaking. “You shall not 

profane my holy name… I am the LORD who sanctifies you” 

(Leviticus 22:32). Israel was not meant to obey because the 

reasoning behind every regulation was self-evident, nor because 

obedience felt easy or emotionally satisfying, but because the LORD 

— the sovereign, self-existent God who had rescued them from 

Egypt — had spoken. This is, in its own way, a remarkably 

countercultural principle for any generation, including ours. We tend 

to want reasons we can evaluate and approve before we obey; 

Leviticus asks for obedience rooted simply in who is doing the 

commanding. 

Chapter 23 turns to Israel’s calendar of appointed feasts — 

Passover, Unleavened Bread, Firstfruits, the Festival of Weeks, 

Trumpets, the Day of Atonement, and Tabernacles — three of 

which required every Israelite man to travel to the place God would 

choose. This detail quietly explains a scene from the New Testament 

that can otherwise seem puzzling: why were there “God-fearing 

Jews from every nation under heaven” gathered in Jerusalem on the 

day the Holy Spirit fell in Acts 2 (Acts 2:5)? Because it was the 

Festival of Weeks — Shavuot in Hebrew, Pentecost in Greek, the 

very festival commanded here in Leviticus 23 — and faithful Jews 

from every corner of the diaspora had made the pilgrimage exactly 

as the Law required. Reading Leviticus alongside Acts this way does 

something valuable for how the Old and New Testaments fit 
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together: the Spirit did not choose an arbitrary day to inaugurate the 

church. He chose the one day each year when a God-fearing 

remnant from every nation was already gathered in one place, in 

obedience to a command given here, more than a thousand years 

earlier, at the foot of Mount Sinai. 

Notice, too, how heavily the whole Law leans on the language 

of careful, complete obedience — not partial or selective 

compliance, but obedience that holds nothing back. Scanning just 

the books from Exodus through Deuteronomy for the word 

“careful” turns up passage after passage built on the same pattern: 

“Be careful to do everything I have said to you” (Exodus 23:13); 

“Follow my decrees and be careful to obey my laws, and you will 

live safely in the land” (Leviticus 25:18); “So be careful to do what 

the LORD your God has commanded you; do not turn aside to the 

right or to the left” (Deuteronomy 5:32). The sheer repetition is itself 

the point. God was not interested in approximate obedience, or in 

obedience limited to whichever commands happened to feel most 

reasonable or most convenient. And yet this same emphasis on 

complete obedience is precisely what would eventually expose the 

Law’s deeper purpose. Paul explains plainly in Galatians that the 

Law “was not based on faith” and could never itself impart the life 

it promised (Galatians 3:11–12); it was designed, instead, to reveal 

humanity’s inability to meet its own standard, so that “we might be 

justified by faith” once faith in Christ finally arrived (Galatians 3:24). 

Many of Paul’s own people, tragically, never grasped this. “They are 

zealous for God, but their zeal is not based on knowledge… they 

did not submit to God’s righteousness” (Romans 10:2–3), pursuing 

law-keeping as if it could itself produce the righteousness only grace 

could supply. 

There is one more detail in the Leviticus 22 refrain worth 

lingering over, easy to miss on a quick reading: “I am the LORD 
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who sanctifies you” (Leviticus 22:32) is written in the present tense, 

not the past — not “who sanctified you” as a completed, one-time 

act, but “who sanctifies you,” continually and ongoing. Paul’s 

language in Philippians mirrors this exactly: “It is God who works 

in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose” 

(Philippians 2:13) — again, present tense, ongoing action. God’s 

sanctifying work in His people, whether under the Old Covenant or 

the New, was never a single completed transaction to be checked off 

and forgotten. It is a continuing, present-tense reality — which 

means the call to “work out your salvation with fear and trembling” 

(Philippians 2:12) is not an anxious striving to finish a project God 

has abandoned partway through, but a daily participation in a work 

God Himself is still actively doing. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The Law repeats “I am the LORD” as the primary reason for 

obedience, rather than offering explanations that might feel self-

evidently reasonable. Where in your own obedience to God do 

you find yourself wanting reasons you can evaluate first, rather 

than simply trusting who is asking? 

2. The timing of Pentecost in Acts 2 was not arbitrary — it depended 

on a festival commanded here in Leviticus 23, more than a 

thousand years earlier. Has learning this connection changed 

how you read that scene in Acts? What other Old Testament 

background might be shaping New Testament events you 

thought you already understood? 

3. The Law’s repeated emphasis on complete, careful obedience was 

ultimately designed to expose humanity’s inability to meet God’s 

standard, driving people toward grace rather than self-reliance. 
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Where might you still be quietly relying on partial obedience or 

good intentions rather than resting in grace? 

4. “I am the LORD who sanctifies you” is written in the present, 

ongoing tense, not the past. How does thinking of sanctification 

as something God is actively doing in you right now, rather than 

something already finished, change how you approach a current 

struggle? 
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Chapter Nine 

Leviticus 24–25 

Chapter 25 introduces one of the most remarkable economic 

provisions anywhere in the ancient world: every seventh year, the 

land itself was to rest. No planting, no harvesting — only what grew 

naturally, shared freely among the community, while Israel trusted 

God to provide during a year of deliberately reduced productivity. 

Built into this same rhythm was debt cancellation and, every fiftieth 

year, the Jubilee — a wholesale return of land to its original family, 

a release of Israelite servants, a reset of the entire economic order. 

The sabbatical and jubilee years were never intended as punishment. 

They were intended as blessing: a built-in, unavoidable reminder that 

the land, and everything it produced, ultimately belonged to God 

rather than to whoever happened to be farming it that year. 

Israel, predictably, ignored this command almost from the 

moment it entered the land. And the consequence, when it finally 

came, was itself a kind of grim fulfillment of the very law Israel had 

refused to keep: the seventy years of Babylonian exile corresponded, 

according to the Chronicler, to the sabbatical years Israel had failed 

to observe across the preceding centuries. “The land enjoyed its 

sabbath rests; all the time of its desolation it rested, until the seventy 

years were completed in fulfillment of the word of the LORD 

spoken through Jeremiah” (2 Chronicles 36:21). God had promised 

the land its rest one way or another — either Israel would grant it 

willingly, or the land would eventually take it by force, through exile, 

from a people no longer there to work it. By the time of Jesus, the 

pendulum had swung to an opposite extreme: Israel had grown so 

anxious about violating Sabbath law that religious leaders had 

constructed an elaborate hedge of additional regulations around it, 

to the point that even acts of obvious mercy on the Sabbath were 
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treated as violations. It is precisely into this climate that Jesus 

declares Himself “Lord of the Sabbath” (Luke 6:5), restoring the day 

to its original purpose: rest and mercy, not anxious legal minimalism. 

Chapter 25 also contains one of the most difficult passages in 

the entire book, and it deserves an honest reckoning rather than a 

hurried explanation-away: the Law’s provision allowing Israel to 

purchase slaves from the surrounding nations, while explicitly 

forbidding this same treatment of fellow Israelites (Leviticus 25:44–

46). Whatever precise form this servitude took — and there is real 

scholarly debate about exactly how the Hebrew term for 

“permanent” should be understood here — the text does not shy 

away from describing it in the language of property. This is 

uncomfortable, and it should be. What can be said, honestly, is this: 

the Law placed real moral guidelines and real limits on how such 

servants could be treated, in sharp contrast to servitude as practiced 

elsewhere in the ancient world; Israelites themselves were entirely 

exempt from this treatment by their own countrymen; and the New 

Covenant, when it finally arrived, dismantled the entire category 

from the inside out. “There is neither slave nor free… for you are 

all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28). The book of Philemon 

shows this transformation worked out in a single life — a runaway 

slave sent back not merely forgiven but embraced “no longer as a 

slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother” (Philemon 1:16). 

Whatever provisional accommodations the Old Covenant Law 

made for a world it did not invent, the trajectory of Scripture as a 

whole bends decisively toward the dignity Genesis had already 

announced belonged to every human being made in God’s image, 

and the New Covenant makes that dignity explicit and binding on 

how believers are to treat one another. 

Chapter 24 closes this section with the ancient formula “eye for 

eye, tooth for tooth” (Leviticus 24:20) — a phrase often 
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misunderstood, in both directions, as either a warrant for personal 

vengeance or as evidence of a uniquely harsh ancient morality. In its 

original context, it functioned instead as a limiting principle, 

restraining punishment to fit the actual crime in a world without an 

established court system, preventing minor offenses from escalating 

into disproportionate retaliation. Jesus’s teaching on this same 

principle in the Sermon on the Mount — “turn to them the other 

cheek… go with them two miles… give to the one who asks you” 

(Matthew 5:39–42) — does not contradict this limiting purpose so 

much as press disciples toward something even further beyond it: 

not merely restrained retaliation, but the active pursuit of peace, 

even at real personal cost. Jesus lived this teaching out to its furthest 

extreme in His own arrest and crucifixion, offering no resistance, 

absorbing every insult, and finally praying for the very people driving 

the nails: “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are 

doing” (Luke 23:34). The Law limited retaliation. Christ modeled its 

complete relinquishment. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The sabbatical and jubilee years were intended as blessing, not 

punishment, yet Israel largely ignored them until exile forced the 

rest they had refused to give voluntarily. Is there a rhythm of rest 

God has commanded in your own life — Sabbath, sleep, seasons 

of slower work — that you are currently resisting? 

2. The chapter does not soften the discomfort of Leviticus 25’s 

provisions regarding foreign servants, while also tracing how the 

New Covenant dismantles the entire category through passages 

like Galatians 3:28 and Philemon. How do you personally hold 

together honest wrestling with difficult Old Testament texts and 

confidence in where the whole of Scripture ultimately leads? 
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3. “Eye for eye, tooth for tooth” functioned originally as a limit on 

retaliation, not a license for it, and Jesus pressed His disciples 

even further, toward active peacemaking rather than mere 

restraint. Think of a recent situation where you felt wronged — 

did your response look more like limited retaliation or active 

peacemaking? 

4. Jesus modeled the complete relinquishment of retaliation at His 

own arrest and crucifixion, praying for forgiveness for those 

crucifying Him. Is there someone in your life toward whom 

“Father, forgive them” would be a genuinely difficult, but 

necessary, prayer for you to pray right now? 
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Chapter Ten 

Leviticus 26–27 

The book’s next-to-last chapter lays out, in exhaustive and 

almost overwhelming detail, the blessings that would follow Israel’s 

obedience and the curses that would follow her rebellion. The 

blessings are substantial: seasonal rain, abundant harvest, safety 

from wild animals and enemies, population growth, and — 

climactically — God’s own presence dwelling among His people 

(Leviticus 26:3–13). But the curses, when they come, are far more 

extensive: sudden terror, wasted harvests eaten by enemies, plagues 

multiplied “sevenfold” for continued unrepentance, wild animals, 

siege, and — in the most horrifying escalation of all — cannibalism 

born of desperate famine (Leviticus 26:14–39). This asymmetry is 

worth noticing on purpose, because certain popular teaching today 

quietly reverses it, dwelling at length on God’s promises of blessing 

while passing almost silently over His equally clear warnings of 

judgment for continued, unrepentant rebellion. Leviticus 26 does 

not allow that kind of selective reading. Both halves belong together, 

and history bore out both halves exactly as written: 2 Kings records 

the horrifying famine-driven cannibalism during the siege of Samaria 

(2 Kings 6:28–29), a literal, grim fulfillment of a curse pronounced 

centuries earlier in this very chapter. 

And yet the chapter does not end in judgment. Its closing verses 

turn, almost unexpectedly, toward covenant faithfulness that 

judgment itself cannot cancel: “Yet in spite of this, when they are in 

the land of their enemies, I will not reject them or abhor them so as 

to destroy them completely, breaking my covenant with them… I 

will remember for them the covenant with their ancestors” 

(Leviticus 26:44–45). The blessings and curses of chapter 26 belong 

to the conditional Mosaic Covenant — bringing real consequences 
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for real obedience or disobedience within a single generation’s 

lifetime. But underneath that conditional covenant, holding it in 

place, ran the older, unconditional covenant God had made with 

Abraham centuries earlier — a covenant that did not depend on 

Israel’s performance at all, and that God explicitly refused to 

abandon even in the darkest hour of judgment. This same 

Abrahamic covenant would eventually give rise to further 

unconditional promises: the promise of the land itself (Genesis 

15:18–19), the promise of an eternal king from David’s line (2 

Samuel 7:11–16), and finally the New Covenant, promised through 

Jeremiah and inaugurated by Christ’s own blood — “This cup is the 

new covenant in my blood, poured out for you” (Luke 22:20) — 

which finally accomplished the obedient heart the Mosaic Covenant 

could only demand but never supply. 

Chapter 26 also contains a curious repeated phrase worth 

pausing on: God’s warning to punish Israel’s continued rebellion 

“seven times over” (Leviticus 26:18, 21, 24, 28). This should not be 

read with strict arithmetic literalism, as though God were tallying an 

exact multiple. In Hebrew usage, seven regularly functions as a 

number denoting completeness or totality rather than a precise 

count — the same idiom appears in Deuteronomy’s promise that 

enemies “will flee from you in seven” directions (Deuteronomy 

28:7), and in Isaiah’s picture of seven women pursuing a single man 

during a time of severe scarcity (Isaiah 4:1). Neither passage 

anticipates an exact number; both describe totality using the number 

seven as shorthand. Read this way, God’s warning in Leviticus 26 is 

not a mathematical escalation clause but a straightforward promise: 

rebellion, if it continued unrepentant, would meet a response 

proportioned in full measure to the offense. 

The book’s final chapter turns, almost anticlimactically after 

such weighty material, to the mechanics of vows — the valuation 
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assigned to a person dedicated to the LORD’s service, and the 

redemption price for tithes a worshiper preferred to pay in silver 

rather than in kind. One detail here has occasionally been misread as 

evidence that Scripture regards women as inherently less valuable 

than men, since a man’s valuation for a vow ran higher than a 

woman’s (Leviticus 27:3–4). But the text itself is careful to specify 

that this valuation concerned service and utility within a specific 

ancient context — temple labor requiring a particular kind of 

physical strength — not essential worth before God. Both bear 

God’s image equally; both stand equal in His sight; utility within a 

given task is simply a different category from essence altogether, and 

the text nowhere confuses the two. It is a fitting, if unglamorous, 

note on which to close a book whose entire concern, from its first 

chapter to its last, has been holiness rightly understood — not as an 

achievement to be measured and compared, but as a gift, offered by 

grace, to be lived out by a people set apart for a God who has 

chosen, against every reasonable expectation, to dwell among them 

still. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Leviticus 26 gives far more space to the curses for disobedience 

than to the blessings for obedience, yet popular teaching today 

often dwells almost exclusively on the blessings. Where might 

you be guilty of the same selective emphasis in how you think 

about God’s promises? 

2. Even in pronouncing severe judgment, God refused to abandon 

His unconditional covenant with Abraham. Is there an area of 

your life where you fear you have disqualified yourself from 

God’s faithfulness through repeated failure? How does this 

passage speak to that fear? 
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3. The Hebrew idiom “seven times over” describes completeness 

rather than an exact multiple, a detail easy to miss without 

context. Has misunderstanding a figure of speech or idiom in 

Scripture ever led you to a conclusion the text didn’t actually 

intend? 

4. The valuation laws in chapter 27 distinguish between a person’s 

utility for a specific task and their essential worth before God. 

Where in your own life have you confused your usefulness or 

productivity with your fundamental value — to God, to others, 

or to yourself? 
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Conclusion 

From Holiness to the Wilderness 

We began this book with a voice calling from inside a tent filled 

with glory, and we close it with the mechanics of vows and 

valuations — an unglamorous ending, perhaps, but a fitting one. 

Leviticus was never meant to overwhelm us with drama at every 

turn. It was meant to answer, in exhausting and deliberate detail, the 

question Exodus left hanging in the air: now that a holy God dwells 

among an unholy people, how exactly are they to live? Between 

those two points lies one of the most demanding, most easily 

skipped, and most quietly profound books in all of Scripture. 

Three threads ran through nearly every chapter of this study, and 

it is worth naming them once more before we move on. The first 

was the sheer cost of approach — sacrifices exact enough to draw 

blood at every turn, ordination rituals precise enough that a single 

unauthorized departure from them proved fatal. We did not try to 

soften the deaths of Nadab and Abihu into something more 

palatable. God will be treated as holy by those who draw near Him, 

whether they mean to dishonor Him or not, and this principle did 

not disappear with the cross — it was fulfilled by it, and the 

fulfillment is why we now approach God’s throne with confidence 

rather than dread. 

The second was the exacting, almost exhausting attention to 

what was clean and unclean, holy and common. We resisted the 

temptation, common among readers of this book, to hunt for 

hidden spiritual meaning behind every regulation about mildew or 

discharge or diet. The point was simpler and more sobering than any 

hidden code: a people who belonged to a holy God were to be 

visibly, tangibly different from the nations around them, in matters 
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both sacred and startlingly ordinary — how they farmed, how they 

judged disputes, how they spoke of their neighbors, how they treated 

the poor and the foreigner in their midst. 

The third was the tenderness running underneath all this 

exactness — a tenderness easy to miss beneath so much ritual detail, 

but unmistakable once seen. The Day of Atonement provided real, 

if temporary, relief for a whole nation’s accumulated guilt. The 

sabbatical and jubilee laws built rest, debt-forgiveness, and 

restoration into the very structure of Israel’s economic life. And 

running beneath the entire conditional system of blessings and 

curses in chapter 26 was an older, unconditional promise God 

refused to abandon even at Israel’s lowest point — a promise that 

would not finally be fulfilled until Christ’s own blood inaugurated 

the New Covenant this whole book could only anticipate from a 

distance. 

Leviticus does not end the story; it ends with Israel still camped 

at Sinai, the tabernacle built and functioning, the sacrificial system 

fully operational, and the people of God finally equipped to live in 

close proximity to His presence without being consumed by it. But 

a question hangs over that ending that the next book exists to 

answer: now that Israel knows how to live near a holy God, will she 

actually trust Him enough to go where He leads? Numbers is where 

that question gets its answer, and it is not, for the most part, an 

encouraging one — grumbling in the wilderness, a generation that 

refuses to enter the land God has promised, forty years of wandering 

as the direct consequence of unbelief. If Leviticus has taught us 

anything, it is that holiness is costly, exacting, and never merely 

theoretical. It will be worth pressing forward to discover what 

happens when a people who have just learned how to approach a 

holy God are asked, next, to simply trust Him. 
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Part Two 

Wanderings: Reflections on the Book of Numbers 

  



 

55 

Introduction 

Wanderings 

If Leviticus was the book most readers abandon, Numbers may 

be the book most readers misjudge before they even open it — 

expecting either a dry list of statistics or a featureless stretch of 

desert, and finding instead one of the most eventful, emotionally raw 

books in the whole Pentateuch. Here is a fitting way to think about 

the shape of it: Exodus began with a story and ended with a law; 

Numbers reverses the pattern, opening with law and procedure 

before turning, by chapter 11, into one of the most sustained 

narratives in the Bible. If Exodus is law growing out of story, 

Numbers is story growing out of law — the practical outworking, in 

real time and real rebellion, of everything Leviticus had just finished 

prescribing. 

The Hebrew title of the book, bemidbar, simply means “in the 

wilderness,” and it names the book’s true subject better than our 

English title does. “Numbers” comes to us instead from the Greek 

and Latin translators, who called it Arithmoi — the origin of our 

word “arithmetic” — because the book opens with a census of 

Israel’s fighting men (chapters 1–4) and closes, four decades later, 

with a second one (chapter 26). These two censuses do more than 

bookend the text; they measure something. Read them side by side 

and a striking, almost eerie fact emerges: after forty years of 

wandering, war, plague, and rebellion, Israel’s total population is 

nearly unchanged — roughly six hundred thousand fighting men at 

the start, roughly six hundred thousand at the end — with one 

significant exception, the tribe of Simeon, whose numbers collapse 

by more than half. We will have reason to ask why when we come 

to it. 
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It may help to say a word here about how strangely this book 

handles time, because it will keep the reader oriented through some 

genuinely disorienting stretches of text. Numbers covers roughly 

thirty-nine years in all — nearly the same span of chronological time 

as the whole rest of the Pentateuch put together — and yet the 

overwhelming bulk of its narrative detail is crowded into a mere 

nineteen days at the beginning and about five months at the very 

end. The thirty-eight years in between, the years of actual wandering, 

pass by in barely a dozen chapters, largely undated and largely 

unnarrated. Consider, by contrast, everything that came before it: 

Genesis 1–11 spans thousands of years in eleven chapters; Genesis 

12–50 spans a few generations; the first two chapters of Exodus 

span a single generation; the last thirty-eight chapters of Exodus 

span barely a year; and all of Leviticus takes place in the space of 

about one month. The length of chronological time covered by a 

passage of Scripture, in other words, has almost nothing to do with 

how much textual space is given to it. This should give us pause 

about how God weighs the significance of things. Jesus’ entire 

earthly ministry lasted only three years, yet it fills a full quarter of the 

New Testament. As Peter would later write, quoting an old psalm, 

“With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years 

are like a day” (2 Peter 3:8). 

The book’s true center of gravity falls at Kadesh-barnea, roughly 

a third of the way through, where Israel stood at the very edge of 

the Promised Land — eleven days’ journey from Sinai, according to 

Deuteronomy’s own reckoning — and refused, at the last possible 

moment, to trust God enough to cross in. What should have been 

an eleven-day journey became forty years of dying in the wilderness, 

one year of wandering for every day the twelve spies had spent 

scouting the land they refused to enter. Nearly everything that 

happens for the rest of the book, including the second generation’s 
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more hopeful approach to the same border decades later, has to be 

read against the shadow of that single failure. 

Three things stand out across these chapters, and it may help to 

know what to watch for. The first is the sheer patience of God with 

a people who test that patience at nearly every turn. This is not 

weakness on God’s part but strength; the years of wandering were 

years of discipline and preparation for the next generation, not 

simple abandonment of the one that failed. The second is the gravity 

of unbelief, which Numbers exposes with unflinching honesty — 

tracing it back to what one respected commentator calls a “mixed 

multitude” and “mixed motives”: a camp that included those 

without genuine covenant loyalty stirring up complaint among those 

who should have known better, and a people whose obedience, even 

at its best, was tangled up with self-interest rather than wholehearted 

devotion. The third is the discovery, made and remade across this 

book, that God’s people can delay His purposes through their 

unbelief, but they can never finally prevent them. Every single 

member of the generation that refused to enter the land at Kadesh 

died in the wilderness exactly as God had said they would — but 

their children still inherited the promise their parents forfeited. 

One respected commentator, reflecting on the whole sweep of 

the Pentateuch’s first four books, put the matter this way: Genesis 

expounds the meaning of faith; Exodus reveals that faith expresses 

itself in worship and obedience; Leviticus explains that worship 

more fully; and Numbers stresses the importance of obedience most 

of all, by showing us, in exhaustive and sometimes uncomfortable 

detail, the roots, the process, and the bitter fruits of disobedience. J. 

Sidlow Baxter believed the whole book could be summarized in a 

single line from Romans: “Behold the kindness and severity of God” 

(Romans 11:22) — severity toward the generation that fell in the 

wilderness and never saw Canaan, kindness toward the generation 
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that was carried through to inherit it. Bound up with that central 

message, in Baxter’s reading, are two further warnings drawn straight 

from how the New Testament itself interprets this book: a warning 

against presumption — “let him who thinks he stands take heed lest 

he fall” (1 Corinthians 10:12) — and a warning against unbelief — 

“take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving 

heart” (Hebrews 3:12). 

This book follows the same pattern as our earlier studies of 

Genesis, Exodus, and Leviticus: sixteen chapters, one for each major 

reading through the text, drawing on more than a decade of daily 

Quiet Time reflections and on Sunday School classes at First Baptist 

Church in Dallas, where much of this material was first taught and 

discussed aloud. Numbers can feel, on a first reading, like leaving a 

dense forest only to wander into a trackless wilderness — trading 

one kind of difficulty for another. But there is more story here than 

in any book since Genesis, and more honest reckoning with the cost 

of unbelief than anywhere else in the Old Testament. We offer this 

study as a companion for that reckoning, and we close this 

introduction the way Israel’s priests were instructed to close every 

gathering of God’s people, with the benediction first given in this 

very book: 

The LORD bless you, and keep you; the LORD make his face shine on 

you, and be gracious to you; the LORD lift up his countenance on you, and give 

you peace (Numbers 6:24–26). 
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Chapter One 

Numbers 1–2 

The book opens with an order to count. “Take a census of the 

whole Israelite community by their clans and families… all the men 

twenty years old or more who are able to serve in the army” 

(Numbers 1:2–3). It is worth pausing on the timing and purpose of 

this count before moving past it as a dry administrative detail. Israel 

stood eleven days’ journey from the Promised Land, about to march 

in and take it. This census was a mustering for war — an inventory 

of every man who could fight. And yet what follows this military 

count is not a discussion of weapons, tactics, or fortifications, but a 

detailed, almost fussy set of instructions for exactly how each tribe 

was to camp and march in relation to a tent: the tabernacle, pitched 

at the very center of the entire formation, with the Levites camped 

in a protective ring immediately around it and the twelve tribes 

arranged in their own ring beyond that (Numbers 2). 

The number itself is worth pausing over. The census counted 

603,550 fighting men alone — a figure that, once wives, children, 

and the 22,000 Levites are added, puts Israel’s total population 

somewhere north of two million. The family that entered Egypt 

under Joseph numbered perhaps seventy-five people. God had 

promised Abraham that his offspring would be as many as the stars 

of heaven and the sand on the seashore (Genesis 22:17), and here, 

four centuries later, is the promise made visible in a headcount. This 

growth would not stop with Numbers. By the time of David’s own 

ill-advised census centuries later, Israel’s population had swelled past 

five million (1 Chronicles 21:5). But numbers alone were never the 

measure of God’s favor, and Israel’s later history makes that 

painfully clear: by the time a remnant returned from Babylonian exile 

under Ezra and Nehemiah, the entire restored community 
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numbered only around forty-two thousand (Ezra 2:64; Nehemiah 

7:66) — a fraction of a fraction of what once stood assembled at 

Sinai. Even so, the remnant returned. Whatever else Israel’s 

numbers would do across the centuries — swell, collapse, scatter 

into exile — God preserved a witness for Himself in every 

generation, however small that witness became. 

This arrangement reveals something easy to miss on a casual 

reading: Israel needed protection on two fronts, not one. The 

outward-facing ring of tribes protected against the surrounding 

nations. But the Levites, camped between the tabernacle and the rest 

of the people, protected Israel from an entirely different danger — 

the LORD’s own anger, which “unauthorized” approach to His 

presence could provoke (Numbers 1:53). Read through the rest of 

Israel’s history and a startling pattern emerges: the LORD Himself, 

provoked by Israel’s own unfaithfulness, would prove a far greater 

threat to Israel across the centuries than any foreign army ever 

managed to be. The point could not be clearer. It mattered more for 

Israel’s armies to be pure and obedient before God than to be well-

armed and well-positioned against Moab or Midian. Long before 

Jesus would teach it in a Judean hillside, this military census was 

already living out the principle: “Seek first the kingdom of God and 

his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you” 

(Matthew 6:33). 

A second detail rewards attention: the specific arrangement of 

tribes within that outer ring. They are not scattered at random but 

grouped, generally, by their nearest family relation — the sons of 

Leah near one another, the two sons of Rachel’s son Joseph near 

Rachel’s other son Benjamin, and so on through the tribes 

descended from the two handmaids. And in the place of highest 

honor — Reuben’s, by strict birthright — stands Judah instead, 

leading the whole camp’s march from the east (Numbers 2:3, 9). 
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Reuben had forfeited the birthright through his sin with his father’s 

concubine; Joseph, through his rescue of the family from famine, 

was given a double portion instead, his two sons Ephraim and 

Manasseh each counted as a full tribe (cf. 1 Chronicles 5:1–2). But it 

is Judah, not Joseph, who leads — the tribe from which the royal 

line of David, and in time the Messiah Himself, would come 

(Genesis 49:10). None of this was left to chance or to the ordinary 

mechanics of inheritance law. Every tribe’s position was assigned 

directly by God, a reminder that even in something as seemingly 

mundane as a marching order, His sovereign purposes for the future 

of Israel — purposes reaching all the way to Bethlehem — were 

already quietly at work. 

One tribe stands entirely outside this count: the Levites, 

numbered separately and for an entirely different purpose (Numbers 

1:47–49; 3:15–16). We will spend more time with their unique role 

in the next chapter. For now, it is enough to notice the pattern this 

whole opening section establishes for the rest of the book: God’s 

people organized not around their own strength or strategy, but 

around His presence at the center of the camp — a pattern of 

ordered, worshipful nearness to God that the rest of Numbers will 

test, again and again, against the far messier reality of Israel’s actual 

obedience. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The census in Numbers 1 was a military mustering, yet what 

follows is not battle strategy but instructions for how Israel was 

to camp around the tabernacle. Where in your own life do you 

tend to reach for strategy and preparation before you reach for 

nearness to God? 
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2. The Levites camped between the tabernacle and the rest of Israel 

to protect the people from God’s own holiness, not merely from 

outside enemies. Have you ever considered that the greater 

danger in your life might come from treating God carelessly 

rather than from external circumstances? 

3. Judah, not Reuben or Joseph, was given the place of leadership in 

the camp — a placement tied to promises reaching centuries 

ahead to David and to Christ. Can you think of a time when 

God’s ordering of your circumstances only made sense much 

later, in hindsight? 

4. The tribes were arranged by family relation, with every position 

assigned by God rather than left to chance. Where in your own 

life might it help to remember that even the seemingly small, 

administrative details are not beneath God’s sovereign 

attention? 

  



 

63 

Chapter Two 

Numbers 3–4 

The Levites, we learn in these chapters, were not simply another 

tribe with a religious specialty. They existed, structurally, as a 

substitution — standing in the place of the firstborn son of every 

family in Israel, whom God had claimed for Himself when He 

spared them from the tenth plague in Egypt (Numbers 3:11–13). 

Since there were more firstborn Israelite males than there were 

Levite males to redeem them, the remainder had to be bought back 

with money, calculated to the last individual: 22,273 firstborn sons 

against 22,000 Levites, with the leftover 273 redeemed at five shekels 

each (Numbers 3:39–51). It would have been easy, and probably 

tempting, to round this off — to treat 273 out of over 22,000 as 

close enough, a rounding error safely within the margin of tolerance. 

God did not round off. Every single firstborn son had to be 

accounted for and redeemed by name. The same God who cared 

this much about precision in a census cared this much about 

precision in obedience, and Scripture invites us to bring the same 

careful attention to His Word that He brought to counting His own 

people. 

A smaller detail in this same chapter is easy to miss, but it 

rewards attention: the age requirements for Levitical service were 

entirely different from the age requirements for military service, and 

the difference is revealing. A Levite’s active duty at the tabernacle 

ran from age thirty to age fifty — a twenty-year window bracketed 

on both ends (Numbers 4:46–47) — while a soldier’s service began 

at twenty with no upper limit specified at all; Caleb was still leading 

assaults on fortified cities at eighty-five (Joshua 14:10–12). Military 

service, in other words, could be asked of a man for the whole of his 

adult life. Tabernacle service could not. The specialized, exacting 
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labor of handling holy furnishings demanded a level of alertness and 

precision that only a defined season of life could reliably sustain — 

old enough for the maturity the work required, not so old that 

fatigue or diminished attention might turn a sacred task into a fatal 

mistake, the very mistake that had already cost Nadab and Abihu 

their lives (Leviticus 10:1–2) and would soon cost Uzzah his (2 

Samuel 6:6–7). Israel needed soldiers for as long as it had enemies. 

It needed priests and Levites only at the peak of their readiness. The 

ordering of these two callings says something worth carrying 

forward: proximity to what is holy sometimes demands more 

exacting limits than proximity to danger ever does. 

Within the tribe of Levi, one family stood apart even further: 

Aaron’s. To Aaron and his sons alone belonged the office of high 

priest, with the singular privilege of entering the Most Holy Place 

once a year to make atonement for the sins of Israel. But there is a 

curious silence surrounding Moses’ own household in the middle of 

all this careful genealogical bookkeeping. Aaron’s sons are named 

and their descendants tracked with care; Moses’ own children are 

barely mentioned in the entire Pentateuch. This is remarkable given 

that Jewish tradition ranks Moses as the greatest of all the prophets, 

often placed even above Abraham or David. And it becomes more 

remarkable still once we notice that God offered Moses the 

opportunity to found his own dynasty — not once, but twice. At the 

golden calf, God offered to wipe out the rebellious nation and 

“make you into a great nation” through Moses alone (Exodus 32:10). 

Decades later, at Kadesh, God made the same offer again (Numbers 

14:12). Both times, Moses declined, interceding instead for the very 

people who had provoked God’s wrath, going so far as to offer 

himself in their place: “If not, then blot me out of the book you have 

written” (Exodus 32:32). 
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Moses could not, in the end, actually be that substitute; Scripture 

is clear that his offer was declined (Exodus 32:33–35). But in his 

willingness to be it — asking nothing for himself, seeking no lasting 

name or dynasty, offering his own future in exchange for a rebellious 

people’s forgiveness — Moses becomes one of the clearest human 

foreshadowings anywhere in the Old Testament of the one 

substitution that would actually work: the willing sacrifice of Christ, 

sinless man and very God, who alone could accomplish what Moses, 

for all his greatness, could not. “Greater love has no one than this, 

that someone lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). Moses 

did not die for Israel, but he offered to, and that offer tells us 

something true about the character of every leader God actually 

chooses to use: not self-interest, but self-forgetting love for the very 

people who least deserve it. It is worth asking, of any leader we 

follow or aspire to be, whether that same willingness to disappear 

for the sake of others is anywhere in view. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. God’s precision in redeeming exactly 273 leftover firstborn sons, 

rather than rounding to the nearest thousand, illustrates His 

attention to detail even in matters of accounting. Where might 

you be tempted to treat “close enough” as sufficient in your own 

walk with God? 

2. Moses twice declined the offer to found his own dynasty through 

Israel’s destruction, choosing instead to intercede for a 

rebellious people. What would it cost you to make a similar 

choice — putting the wellbeing of people who have wronged 

you ahead of your own advancement or legacy? 

3. Moses’ offer to be “blotted out” in Israel’s place foreshadows, but 

could not accomplish, the substitutionary atonement of Christ. 
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Where in your life do you see yourself trying to offer something 

that only Christ’s sacrifice can actually provide? 

4. Aaron’s descendants are carefully named throughout Scripture, 

while Moses’ own children are barely mentioned at all. How does 

this reshape your idea of what a truly significant legacy looks 

like? 
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Chapter Three 

Numbers 5–6 

Tucked into these two chapters is one of the more unusual 

provisions in the entire Law: the Nazirite vow, a voluntary 

commitment — open to any Israelite, man or woman — to a season 

of special consecration to the LORD, marked by abstaining from all 

grape products, refusing to cut one’s hair, and avoiding any contact 

with a dead body (Numbers 6:1–8). The word itself, nazir, means 

“consecrated” or “set apart.” Unlike the priesthood, which was 

hereditary and permanent, the Nazirite vow was voluntary and 

usually temporary — an ordinary Israelite choosing, for a season, to 

visibly set themselves apart for God’s service in a way normally 

reserved for the priestly line alone. Samson is the most famous 

Nazirite in Scripture, dedicated from the womb rather than by his 

own choice (Judges 13:4–5), though his actual life — marked by 

revenge, foreign entanglements, and repeated contact with the dead 

— sits uneasily beside the vow’s requirements, a tension Scripture 

never fully resolves but leaves for the reader to sit with. 

Chapter 5 also contains a passage that modern readers often find 

troubling on first encounter: an elaborate, publicly humiliating ritual 

a woman had to undergo if her husband suspected her, without 

proof, of infidelity — with no comparable procedure required of a 

husband under similar suspicion (Numbers 5:11–31). It is worth 

working through this honestly rather than explaining it away. The 

distinction here is not one of guilt — infidelity by either spouse was 

punishable by death under the Law — but one of accountability 

structure. A wife was directly accountable to her husband; a husband 

was directly accountable to God. This same principle of ordered 

accountability surfaces again in the New Testament: “the head of 

every man is Christ, the head of a wife is her husband, and the head 
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of Christ is God” (1 Corinthians 11:3). The ritual, uncomfortable as 

it is to read, actually protected a wife from an obsessively jealous 

husband who might otherwise accuse her repeatedly without 

recourse; her innocence, publicly demonstrated, brought shame on 

him rather than her. The distinctions Scripture draws between men 

and women here are not distinctions of worth — both are 

unambiguously equal in value before God — but distinctions of 

order, function, and accountability, the same kind of distinction that 

exists within the Trinity itself, between Father, Son, and Spirit, 

without any one Person being of lesser worth than the others. 

The chapter’s opening verses lay down a broader principle worth 

carrying through the rest of the book: confession and restitution as 

the twin response to sin against another person. “When a man or 

woman commits any of the sins that people commit… that person 

is guilty and must confess the sin they have committed. They must 

make full restitution for the wrong they have done, add a fifth of the 

value to it and give it all to the person they have wronged” (Numbers 

5:6–7). Even sin committed primarily against another person, the 

text insists, is ultimately a breach of faith with God — which is 

exactly why David, having wronged both Bathsheba and Uriah 

beyond any possibility of restitution, still directed his confession to 

God alone: “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is 

evil in your sight” (Psalm 51:4). Under the New Covenant, we no 

longer bring a guilt offering plus one-fifth restitution; but the 

underlying rhythm — confess honestly, make right what can be 

made right, and trust God for what cannot — remains exactly as 

urgent as it was for Israel in the wilderness. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The Nazirite vow allowed an ordinary Israelite to voluntarily set 

themselves apart for God’s service for a season. Is there a season 
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of deliberate, visible consecration to God that you sense Him 

inviting you into right now? 

2. The ritual for a suspected wife protected her from repeated, 

unprovable accusation, while placing the husband under a 

different, direct accountability to God. How do you typically 

respond when Scripture draws a distinction that feels 

uncomfortable to modern sensibilities — do you dismiss it, 

defend it reflexively, or sit with it? 

3. The text ties confession and restitution together as the proper 

response to sin against another person, since such sin is 

ultimately a breach of faith with God Himself. Is there a wrong 

in your life that calls for actual restitution, not just an apology? 

4. David’s confession in Psalm 51 was directed to God alone, even 

though his sin had wronged Bathsheba and Uriah directly. Why 

do you think ultimate accountability for sin against others is, in 

Scripture, still framed primarily as accountability to God? 
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Chapter Four 

Numbers 7 

At first glance, chapter 7 looks like one of the more tedious 

stretches in all of Scripture: the exact same offering, described in 

exact the same words, repeated twelve times over as each tribal 

leader brings his dedication gift for the newly completed tabernacle. 

It would have been easy for Moses to simply write “the same as the 

first” after the initial description. He does not. Every single tribe’s 

identical offering is recorded in full, word for word. One plausible 

reason: the repetition itself is the point. Each leader’s obedience is 

recorded individually, in full, because each one mattered individually 

to God — not merely as an anonymous unit within a collective, but 

as a named participant whose specific act of worship was worth 

recording in its entirety. It is worth asking, reading this, whether we 

tend to think of our own worship as interchangeable with everyone 

else’s, or whether we recognize that God notices each offering, 

however ordinary, as its own distinct act of devotion. 

The text does not explain what each of the four elements in this 

repeated offering actually meant, but reading it alongside Leviticus 

allows a reasonable reconstruction. The grain offering, of flour and 

oil, most likely expressed thanksgiving for God’s sovereign 

provision — the same provision that once gave Adam and Eve 

“every seed-bearing plant” for food (Genesis 1:29) and would soon 

give Israel a land flowing with milk and honey it had not labored to 

produce (Deuteronomy 6:10–11). The burnt offering, wholly 

consumed, likely represented atonement for Israel’s innate, inherited 

condition as sinners — the same condition burnt offerings 

addressed all the way back to Noah and Abraham, long before the 

Law formalized it (Genesis 8:20; 22:2). The sin offering addressed 

sins committed specifically in ignorance, echoing David’s later 
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prayer, “who can discern their own errors? Forgive my hidden 

faults” (Psalm 19:12). And the peace offering, unlike the other three, 

was not primarily about atonement at all but about shared 

satisfaction — God, the priests, and the worshiper each receiving a 

portion, with nothing left over to spoil, so that every party involved 

came away content. Together, these four gifts pictured something 

worth noticing: thanksgiving for what God provides, atonement for 

what we are by nature, atonement for what we do without realizing 

it, and the shared peace that follows when all of this has been rightly 

addressed. 

It is worth pausing, too, on a small piece of trivia that reinforces 

the chapter’s own emphasis. Numbers 7 is the second-longest 

chapter in the entire Bible. The longest, Psalm 119, is devoted 

entirely to the Word of God. The third-longest, 1 Kings 8, records 

Solomon’s lengthy prayer dedicating the temple — an act of 

worship, much like this one. Scripture’s own proportions, in other 

words, quietly reinforce Jesus’ own priority centuries later: “seek first 

his kingdom and his righteousness” (Matthew 6:33). The Word of 

God and the worship of God receive more textual space than almost 

anything else in the Bible, which is itself a kind of argument for what 

ought to receive the most space in a life. 

The chapter closes on a striking note: “Whenever Moses went 

into the tent of meeting to speak with the LORD, he heard the voice 

speaking to him… The LORD spoke to him” (Numbers 7:89). 

Compare this with the access granted to everyone else in the camp. 

The ordinary Israelite could not approach the tabernacle at all. The 

Levites could handle its furnishings but never enter its inner 

sanctuary. Even Aaron, the high priest himself, could enter the Most 

Holy Place only once a year, and only with a blood sacrifice for his 

own sin (Leviticus 16:2). Moses alone seems to have moved in and 

out of God’s presence essentially at will, speaking with the LORD 
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“face to face, as one speaks to a friend” (Exodus 33:11) — a degree 

of access greater even than the high priest’s, though Moses held no 

priestly office at all. 

What are we to make of this extraordinary relationship? Most 

obviously, it marks Moses out as uniquely favored among all the 

leaders of Israel — a point God Himself makes explicitly when 

Aaron and Miriam dare to criticize him (Numbers 12:6–8). But there 

is a further implication worth sitting with. Through Christ, the veil 

separating God’s presence from His people has been permanently 

removed — not so that believers might approach God as the high 

priest once did, with an annual sacrifice and trembling caution, but 

so that we might approach Him as Moses did: freely, directly, as a 

friend approaches a friend. “Since we have a great high priest who 

has ascended into heaven, Jesus the Son of God… let us then 

approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may 

receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need” 

(Hebrews 4:14, 16). What was once the singular privilege of one 

uniquely chosen prophet is now, astonishingly, the ordinary 

inheritance of every believer in Christ. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Moses records each tribe’s identical offering in full rather than 

abbreviating after the first, suggesting each act of obedience 

mattered individually to God. Do you tend to view your own 

acts of worship as significant in themselves, or as 

interchangeable with anyone else’s? 

2. Moses had freer access to God’s presence than even the high 

priest — greater, in fact, than anyone else in Israel’s history 

before Christ. How does it change your prayer life to realize that 
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this same access is now the ordinary inheritance of every 

believer, not a rare privilege reserved for the spiritually elite? 

3. The text emphasizes that Moses spoke with God “as one speaks 

to a friend.” Does your own experience of prayer feel more like 

approaching a distant authority or speaking with a friend? What 

might need to change? 

4. Each of the twelve tribal leaders brought the exact same offering, 

apparently following the first leader’s example rather than any 

explicit command. What does it look like in your own life to 

simply offer what is expected, versus offering something 

distinctly your own? 
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Chapter Five 

Numbers 8–10 

These three chapters turn from the tabernacle’s furnishings to 

its daily rhythm of guided movement — and at the center of that 

rhythm stood a visible cloud. “On the day the tabernacle, the tent of 

the covenant law, was set up, the cloud covered it… From evening 

till morning the cloud above the tabernacle looked like fire” 

(Numbers 9:15–16). This was the Shekinah glory, God’s own visible 

presence, and its comings and goings governed the entire nation’s 

movements for the next forty years: “Whether it was two days or a 

month or a year that the cloud lingered over the tabernacle, staying 

above it, the sons of Israel remained camped and did not set out; 

but when it was lifted, they did set out” (Numbers 9:22). There is 

something almost playful, and also profoundly serious, in the 

resemblance this bears to a children’s game — the same one many 

of us grew up playing, in fact. In “Simon Says,” a leader issues 

commands, but players are only supposed to obey the ones prefaced 

by the magic words; miss the pattern, obey the wrong command, 

and you are out. The game rewards exactly one skill: paying close, 

unbroken attention, ready to act the instant — and only the instant 

— the real signal comes. Israel’s entire discipline for forty years came 

down to exactly this — watching, waiting, and being ready to move 

the instant God’s presence moved, neither presuming to go ahead 

of the cloud nor refusing to follow when it lifted. Perhaps this was 

part of the cloud’s purpose all along: to train an entire nation, across 

four decades, in the single skill that would matter more than any 

other once the manna stopped and the pillar of fire was gone — a 

readiness to listen carefully and respond immediately, the same 

readiness Peter would later ask of every believer in an entirely 

different key: “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone 
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who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Peter 

3:15). 

This same glory has its own larger story across Scripture, worth 

tracing briefly here because it illuminates so much of what comes 

later. It filled the tabernacle in Moses’ day, so completely that even 

Moses could not enter (Exodus 40:34–35). It filled Solomon’s 

temple centuries later, just as completely (2 Chronicles 7:1–2). It 

departed from that same temple when Israel’s sin finally reached its 

limit, in one of the most sorrowful visions in all of prophecy (Ezekiel 

10:18). And it never returned to the second temple built after the 

exile — which is very likely why the older generation of returning 

exiles wept, rather than rejoiced, when that second temple’s 

foundation was laid (Ezra 3:12); they were not merely mourning a 

building of lesser splendor, but the absence of the very glory that 

had once filled its predecessor. Then, centuries later still, that same 

glory appeared again, in a form no one expected: “The Word became 

flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory” 

(John 1:14). The cloud and fire that once led Israel through the 

wilderness had, in the fullness of time, become a person — and 

though He came to His own people, “his own did not receive him” 

(John 1:11), just as Isaiah had long ago warned they would not 

(Isaiah 6:9–10). 

Chapter 10 closes this section with a small but striking promise: 

at the sound of trumpets sounded in battle, “the LORD your God 

will remember you and rescue you from your enemies” (Numbers 

10:9). It is a remarkably simple mechanism for victory — no 

elaborate strategy required, only the sound of a trumpet and the 

LORD’s faithfulness to His own word. Christians today have no 

trumpets to sound, but we have something no less certain: 

“everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” 

(Romans 10:13). If God did not spare His own Son but gave Him 
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up for us all, Paul reasons, “how will he not also, along with him, 

graciously give us all things?” (Romans 8:32). The full realization of 

that promise, admittedly, belongs more to the life to come than to 

this one — which is exactly why Paul can say in the same breath that 

“our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that 

will be revealed in us” (Romans 8:18). Israel’s forty years taught 

them, slowly and at great cost, to wait for the cloud to move before 

moving themselves. Perhaps the deepest lesson of these three 

chapters, for us as much as for them, is simply this: the discipline of 

watching for God, and being ready to follow the instant He leads. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Israel’s entire pattern of movement depended on watching for the 

cloud and being ready to move the instant it lifted, regardless of 

how long the waiting lasted. Where in your life is God currently 

asking you to wait, and how well are you watching for His signal 

to move? 

2. The Shekinah glory filled the tabernacle and Solomon’s temple, 

departed from Jerusalem before the exile, never returned to the 

second temple, and then appeared again in the person of Jesus. 

How does tracing this thread across Scripture change how you 

read John 1:14, “the Word became flesh and made his dwelling 

among us”? 

3. Israel’s own people “did not recognize” God’s glory when it 

appeared among them in Christ, just as Isaiah had prophesied 

they would not. Is there a way God has been at work in your 

own life that you nearly missed or failed to recognize at the time? 

4. Victory in battle was tied to the simple sound of a trumpet and 

God’s faithfulness to His promise, not to elaborate human 
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strategy. Where in your current circumstances are you relying on 

your own strategy rather than simply calling on the Lord? 
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Chapter Six 

Numbers 11–13 

If the first ten chapters of Numbers show Israel organized, 

consecrated, and ready to march, chapters 11 through 13 show how 

quickly that readiness collapsed. “Now the rabble that was among 

them had a strong craving. And the people of Israel also wept again 

and said, ‘Oh that we had meat to eat! We remember the fish we ate 

in Egypt that cost nothing, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the 

onions, and the garlic’” (Numbers 11:4–5). What stands out here is 

not the hunger itself but the astonishing selectivity of the memory 

behind it. These were the same people who had been worked 

“ruthlessly” as slaves under “harsh labor” only months before 

(Exodus 1:13–14) — and yet what they remembered about Egypt 

was the produce, not the whips. This is worth sitting with, because 

the same selective memory shows up everywhere in ordinary life: in 

marriages where every past hurt resurfaces the moment a new one 

occurs while years of faithfulness are quietly forgotten, in seasons of 

spiritual dryness where the comforts we gave up loom larger in 

memory than the bondage we were rescued from. God does not 

share this selective memory. Where we forget our own gratitude, He 

never forgets His own promises. 

Notice, too, exactly who is identified as the source of this 

particular complaint: not “the Israelites” in general but “the rabble” 

or “mixed multitude” among them — the foreigners and hangers-

on who had joined Israel’s exodus from Egypt without sharing its 

covenant history (cf. Exodus 12:38). Their craving spread through 

the wider camp like an infection, until “the people of Israel also wept 

again.” This pattern — a minority’s discontent metastasizing into a 

nation’s rebellion — recurs often enough in Scripture and in 

ordinary experience to be worth naming plainly: “bad company 
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corrupts good character” (1 Corinthians 15:33). We are not always 

as insulated from the grumbling of those around us as we imagine 

ourselves to be. It is worth noting that this same “mixed multitude” 

is mentioned only one other place in the whole of Scripture, at the 

very beginning of the exodus itself (Exodus 12:38) — foreigners and 

hangers-on who left Egypt alongside Israel without ever fully 

belonging to its covenant. Leviticus records a related detail: a son 

born to an Israelite mother and an Egyptian father, who blasphemed 

the LORD and was stoned for it, God commanding swift and 

complete judgment precisely because a half-hearted response might 

have let his influence spread further still (Leviticus 24:10–23). 

Whether at the edges of the camp in Leviticus or at its center in 

Numbers, Scripture treats this kind of unassimilated discontent as a 

genuine danger, not a minor irritant — which is worth remembering 

the next time an unexamined voice, inside or outside our own 

household of faith, starts to shape what we crave. 

And what, exactly, did they crave? “We remember the fish we 

ate in Egypt that cost nothing — also the cucumbers, melons, leeks, 

onions, and garlic” (Numbers 11:5). It is worth sitting with the sheer 

smallness of this list. These were people who had been “worked 

ruthlessly” as slaves under “harsh labor” only months earlier 

(Exodus 1:13–14), and yet freedom, hunger, and a diet of daily 

miracle bread had them longing not for rescue from Egypt but for 

its condiments. Few episodes in Scripture illustrate more plainly how 

easily people trade what is genuinely valuable for what merely tastes 

good in the moment. Esau did the same, centuries earlier, trading his 

entire birthright for a single bowl of stew and then protesting, when 

the loss became real, “What good is my birthright if I am dead?” 

(Genesis 25:29–34) — a fear-driven exaggeration that revealed, 

more than anything else, what he had actually valued all along. 

Hebrews holds Esau up as a permanent warning: “see that no one is 
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sexually immoral, or is godless like Esau, who for a single meal sold 

his inheritance rights” (Hebrews 12:16). Craving has a way of 

shrinking our field of vision until the immediate thing in front of us 

eclipses everything we would, on reflection, actually say we value 

most. 

The rebellion in these chapters is not confined to anonymous 

crowds. Miriam and Aaron, Moses’ own siblings, criticize him over 

his marriage and openly question whether God speaks only through 

him (Numbers 12:1–2). God’s response draws an explicit contrast 

that the text does not let us miss: “With him I speak face to face… 

Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant Moses?” 

(Numbers 12:8). Miriam alone is struck with leprosy for this — not 

Aaron, a detail that has puzzled readers for centuries and to which 

Scripture offers no explicit answer, though Aaron’s role as high 

priest and his need to remain ritually able to serve may be part of it. 

And then, at the height of the section, twelve men are sent to scout 

the land God has already promised to give them. Ten return with a 

report calibrated entirely to human strength: “We can’t go up against 

them; they are stronger than we are” (Numbers 13:31). Only Joshua 

and Caleb answer in a different register entirely — not denying the 

size of the obstacle, but refusing to let its size eclipse the size of 

God. 

It is worth reading the spies’ report carefully enough to separate 

what they actually saw from what they concluded about it, because 

the two are not the same thing and the text does not treat them the 

same way. Every one of the twelve agreed on the facts: the land was 

genuinely fruitful, “flowing with milk and honey,” and its inhabitants 

were genuinely strong, its cities genuinely fortified (Numbers 13:27–

28). Caleb, hearing exactly the same facts, drew the appropriate 

conclusion and urged the people forward. The other ten did not stop 

at reporting; they added an opinion beyond anything they had 
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actually been sent to determine — “we are not able to go up against 

the people, because they are too strong for us” (Numbers 13:31) — 

and then reached for language no honest observation could support: 

giants descended from the ancient Nephilim, a land that “devours 

its inhabitants,” Israel reduced to grasshoppers by comparison 

(Numbers 13:32–33). Taken literally, that comparison would require 

the Canaanites to stand some sixty times taller than an ordinary man 

and outweigh him by a factor of nearly a quarter million — which is 

to say, it was never meant literally at all. It was fear dressed up as 

reconnaissance, exaggeration doing the work that honest reporting 

was never asked to do. (It is worth noting, too, a small oddity in how 

the mission itself was organized: a leader from the tribe of Reuben 

headed the list of the twelve spies, even though God had already 

designated Judah, not Reuben, as the camp’s leading tribe. Whatever 

the reason, it was Judah—through Caleb alone among the spies—

that ultimately carried the standard of faith that day.) 

What makes the ten spies’ failure so instructive is that their fear, 

however irrational in hindsight, would have sounded entirely 

reasonable to anyone standing in the crowd that day. This is often 

exactly how faith is actually tested: not by a proposition we can 

coolly evaluate from a distance, but by a moment where trust and 

observable risk point in opposite directions and only one of them 

can be followed. The tightrope walker Charles Blondin, who crossed 

Niagara Falls repeatedly in the nineteenth century, is remembered 

for exactly this kind of test. Having wheeled a wheelbarrow across 

the falls to thunderous approval, he reportedly asked the crowd 

whether they believed he could cross again with a person riding in 

it. The crowd roared its enthusiastic yes. He then asked for a 

volunteer. The applause stopped. Believing a thing is possible and 

trusting that thing with your own life are not the same act of faith, 

and the gap between them is exactly where Israel failed at Kadesh. 
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They had watched God do far harder things than walk them into 

Canaan — a sea parted, an empire broken, water from a rock, bread 

from the sky — and still, when the moment came to climb into the 

wheelbarrow themselves, they could not do it. James makes a similar 

point about Abraham: his belief was credited to him as righteousness 

the moment he trusted God’s promise of a son (Genesis 15:6), but 

that faith was not fully proven until decades later, when God asked 

him to actually offer that son on an altar (James 2:21–23). Belief that 

has never been asked to bear real weight is a belief whose depth 

remains, in an important sense, still unknown — including to the 

person who holds it. 

What ties every episode in this chapter together is not really the 

specific complaint — food, leadership, or intimidating enemies — 

but the object each complaint reveals. In every case, the underlying 

question was never really about cucumbers or giants. It was about 

whether God could be trusted with what He had already promised. 

“We can learn that God’s providence is not always coincident with 

His pleasure,” one of the authors of this study has reflected on this 

text; “if we do not receive God’s providence in faith, we may be 

cursed by the very thing He provides.” The quail that Israel craved 

for so long finally arrived in overwhelming abundance — and while 

it was still in their mouths, judgment fell (Numbers 11:33). It is a 

sobering picture of what it looks like to receive exactly what we 

begged for, only to discover that craving itself, unmoored from trust 

in the God who provides, was the real danger all along. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The Israelites remembered the food of Egypt but conveniently 

forgot the brutal slavery that came with it. Where in your own 

life has selective memory made a past season look more 

appealing than it actually was? 
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2. A “mixed multitude” without deep covenant loyalty stirred up 

complaint that spread through the whole camp. Are there voices 

or influences in your life right now that are shaping your 

discontent more than you realize? 

3. Ten spies gave an honest report calibrated to human strength 

alone, while Joshua and Caleb saw the same obstacles but 

refused to let them eclipse the size of God. When you face a 

genuinely difficult circumstance, which report do you tend to 

give — and to yourself? 

4. Israel finally received the meat they had craved for so long, and 

judgment fell while it was still in their mouths. Has God ever 

given you exactly what you asked for, only for you to discover 

that the craving itself, not the lack, was the deeper problem? 
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Chapter Seven 

Numbers 14–15 

The rebellion that began with grumbling in chapter 11 reaches 

its full, catastrophic expression here. Having heard the ten spies’ 

report, “all the congregation lifted up their voices and cried, and the 

people wept that night… ‘Would that we had died in the land of 

Egypt! Or would that we had died in this wilderness!’” (Numbers 

14:1–2). Not a faction. Not even a majority. The entire adult 

congregation, with the sole exception of Moses, Aaron, Joshua, and 

Caleb, chose in that moment to reject the land God had promised 

and prepared for them. Joshua and Caleb’s response deserves close 

attention for what it reveals about the nature of real faith: “If the 

LORD delights in us, he will bring us into this land… Only do not 

rebel against the LORD. And do not fear the people of the land, for 

they are bread for us” (Numbers 14:8–9). That last phrase — “bread 

for us,” rendered by the NIV as “we will devour them” — carries 

more weight than a simple boast of confidence. Ancient Jewish 

tradition understood the image this way: just as bread is easy to eat, 

so these enemies would be easy to defeat. Joshua was not merely 

confident that Israel could win. He believed, on the strength of God’s 

own character, that victory would be almost effortless — because 

“their protection is removed from them, and the LORD is with us” 

(Numbers 14:9). 

The assembly’s answer to this faith was to talk of stoning Joshua 

and Caleb (Numbers 14:10). God’s answer to the assembly was a 

sentence as precise as it was devastating: every adult twenty years 

and older who had been counted in the census, and who had 

grumbled against Him, would die in the wilderness over the next 

forty years — one year of wandering for each of the forty days the 

spies had spent in the land (Numbers 14:29–34). Only Caleb and 
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Joshua, of that entire generation, would live to enter. When some of 

the people then attempted, too late, to march up and take the land 

after all — a change of heart that looked, on the surface, like 

repentance — Moses warned them plainly that the LORD was no 

longer with them, since their new obedience was actually a further 

act of disobedience: ignoring God’s latest command in favor of His 

earlier one (Numbers 14:41–42). They were beaten back decisively. 

Sincerity, however genuine, cannot substitute for obedience to what 

God is actually saying in the present moment, rather than what He 

said before. 

It is worth pausing on just how total this rejection was. Of an 

entire adult generation that had personally witnessed the plagues, the 

Red Sea, and the thunder of Sinai, only four people — Moses, 

Aaron, Joshua, and Caleb — refused to join the rebellion. Everyone 

else, the overwhelming majority, chose unbelief. Centuries later, 

after telling a parable about a widow whose persistence in prayer 

finally secured her justice, Jesus asked His disciples an unsettling 

question of His own: “when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith 

on the earth?” (Luke 18:8) — a question that only makes sense if the 

honest answer is something less than a confident yes. Genuine, 

tested faith has always run through Scripture as a minority report, 

not a majority one: eight people survived the flood, and most of 

them for Noah’s sake rather than their own righteousness; two 

adults out of an entire generation entered the land they had all been 

promised. This should reshape how we read our own moment, 

whatever era we happen to occupy. Being part of a large crowd, even 

a crowd that shares our vocabulary and our religious label, has never 

been proof of shared faith. The remedy Scripture offers is not 

resignation but attentiveness: to know God’s Word well enough, as 

the psalmist did, to test what we hear rather than simply absorbing 

it from whoever happens to be speaking loudest — “I have more 
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understanding than the elders, for I obey your precepts” (Psalm 

119:100). 

Hebrews, writing centuries later with this exact wilderness 

generation in view, adds a detail that sharpens the tragedy 

considerably. Their failure was not simply that they died in the desert 

instead of a nicer location. It was that they died having never actually 

entered God’s rest in any sense — physical or spiritual. “They were 

not able to enter because of unbelief” (Hebrews 3:19), and God’s 

own sworn verdict, quoted from a psalm of David, still stands 

centuries later as a warning to any reader tempted toward the same 

hardened heart: “they shall never enter my rest” (Hebrews 4:3, 

quoting Psalm 95:11). In an important sense, this generation died 

twice — once physically in the wilderness, and once already, 

spiritually, the moment their unbelief became final at Kadesh. It is a 

sobering thought, and Hebrews means it to be: “See to it, brothers, 

that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart” (Hebrews 3:12). 

Chapter 15 adds one more piece to a theme that has run through 

this study since Leviticus: the sharp distinction between 

unintentional sin, for which the Law provided real atonement, and 

“high-handed” or presumptuous sin, for which it provided none at 

all — “that person shall be cut off from among his people… because 

he has despised the word of the LORD” (Numbers 15:30–31). This 

distinction should unsettle rather than comfort us. We tend to treat 

our unintentional failures as the more serious category and our 

deliberate choices as somehow more excusable, when Scripture 

consistently reverses that instinct. It is precisely because the Law 

offered no remedy at all for willful, premeditated sin that what Christ 

accomplished on the cross is so uniquely necessary and so uniquely 

wonderful: “what the blood of animals could not atone, His blood 

atoned for us.” No one is justified before God by the Law (Galatians 
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3:11); this was never its design. Its design was to expose exactly this 

kind of hopeless gap — a gap only grace could ever close. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The entire adult congregation, not merely a faction, chose to reject 

the Promised Land at Kadesh — a rejection so total that only 

four people stood against it. Have you ever found yourself swept 

into a group’s collective unbelief simply because everyone 

around you shared it? 

2. Joshua’s confidence rested not merely in Israel’s ability to win, but 

in his conviction that victory would be nearly effortless because 

God had already removed the enemy’s protection. Where in 

your current circumstances might you be underestimating what 

God has already accomplished on your behalf? 

3. When Israel tried to enter the land after all, their apparent change 

of heart was actually further disobedience, since it ignored God’s 

most recent command in favor of His earlier one. Is there an 

area where you are clinging to what God once said rather than 

listening for what He is saying now? 

4. The Law provided no atonement at all for presumptuous, 

deliberate sin — only for what was done in ignorance. Why do 

you think we so often treat our unintentional failures more 

seriously than our willful ones, when Scripture suggests the 

opposite emphasis? 
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Chapter Eight 

Numbers 16–17 

Korah’s rebellion is a masterclass in the rhetoric of grievance, 

and it rewards a close reading precisely because its tactics are so 

recognizable. Korah does not argue that he personally deserves 

more power, nor does he point to any specific failure on Moses’ or 

Aaron’s part. Instead, he appeals directly to the crowd’s sense of 

collective grievance: “You have gone too far! The whole community 

is holy, every one of them, and the LORD is with them. Why then 

do you set yourselves above the LORD’s assembly?” (Numbers 

16:3). It is an argument built entirely on flattering the audience rather 

than defending a position — and it is worth noticing how effective, 

and how common, this particular rhetorical move remains. Appeals 

to collective grievance can feel like appeals to fairness and equality 

even when they are, underneath, simple bids for personal power. It 

helps to know what specifically stood behind each rebel’s grievance, 

since their motives were not identical. Dathan and Abiram belonged 

to the tribe of Reuben, the firstborn of Jacob — a birth-order 

seniority that, in ordinary human reckoning, should have counted 

for something, and yet Reuben’s tribe held no special leadership in 

the camp at all, that place having gone instead to Levi’s line through 

Moses and Aaron. Korah’s grievance ran differently. He belonged 

to the Kohathite clan of Levi — the very same clan as Moses and 

Aaron — entrusted with carrying the ark and the sanctuary’s sacred 

furnishings, and near enough to the priesthood to feel its authority 

as something almost within reach, yet permanently barred from it by 

God’s own decree. Sibling jealousy of exactly this kind, resentment 

sharpened rather than soothed by proximity, drove Reubenite and 

Kohathite alike into a common cause against a leadership neither of 
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them could actually unseat, because neither Moses nor Aaron had 

ever held it by human right in the first place. 

What Korah, Dathan, and Abiram failed to reckon with was that 

Moses and Aaron’s authority did not rest on merit, popularity, or a 

vote of the people. It rested entirely on God’s own sovereign choice. 

To contest their leadership was, in substance, to contest God’s 

authority directly — “a very foolish thing to do.” Twice in this 

section alone, God’s patience reaches its limit and He moves to 

destroy the entire congregation outright; twice, only the swift 

intercession of Moses and Aaron holds back that judgment 

(Numbers 16:20–22, 44–48) — and if the rebellion at Kadesh in the 

previous chapter is counted alongside these two, this makes the third 

time in barely three chapters that Israel’s continued existence hung 

on nothing but Moses’ willingness to stand in the gap. It would be 

easy to credit the two brothers’ quick thinking or persuasive appeals 

for this reprieve, and the text does record their specific actions — 

falling on their faces, appealing to God’s own righteous character, 

moving swiftly to make atonement. But the deeper lesson is not 

really about the persuasive power of Moses and Aaron. It is about 

what it costs, and what it takes, to turn aside the wrath of a holy God 

who has been genuinely provoked: humility, an appeal to God’s own 

honor rather than human fairness, and swift, unhesitating obedience. 

The section closes with a strange and beautiful confirmation. 

Twelve staffs, one for each tribe, are placed overnight before the 

ark; by morning, Aaron’s staff alone “had sprouted and put forth 

buds and produced blossoms, and it bore ripe almonds” (Numbers 

17:8) — a dead piece of wood bursting, overnight, into full and 

fruitful life. It is difficult to imagine a more vivid answer to Korah’s 

challenge. Authority in Israel was never going to be settled by 

argument, popular appeal, or majority sentiment. It was settled by 

God causing dead wood to bloom. The staff was kept afterward “as 
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a sign to the rebels” (Numbers 17:10) — a permanent, tangible 

reminder, sitting in full view beside the ark, that some questions in 

the life of God’s people are not actually open for democratic 

reconsideration. Moses himself, notably, never coveted this 

authority for its own sake; when Joshua once urged him to silence 

two elders who had begun prophesying outside the usual order, 

Moses replied, “Are you jealous for my sake? Would that all the 

LORD’s people were prophets, that the LORD would put his Spirit 

on them!” (Numbers 11:29). The man God vindicated so 

dramatically against Korah’s challenge was, in his own heart, 

remarkably unconcerned with defending his own status — which 

may be the surest evidence of all that his authority was never really 

his own to begin with. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Korah’s appeal to the crowd rested on flattering language about 

collective holiness rather than any specific argument. Have you 

encountered — or made — an argument that sounded like a 

defense of fairness but was really a bid for personal power? 

2. God’s judgment against Korah’s rebellion was turned aside only 

through Moses and Aaron’s humility, appeal to God’s character, 

and swift obedience — not through clever argument. What does 

genuine intercession look like in your own life when you see 

someone heading toward serious consequences? 

3. Aaron’s staff alone bloomed overnight among twelve identical 

dead sticks, settling a leadership dispute that argument could not 

settle. Is there a conflict in your life where you are trying to win 

by argument something that only God’s own vindication can 

actually resolve? 



 

91 

4. Moses, whose authority God defended so dramatically, was 

famously unconcerned with protecting his own status or 

reputation. How does genuine humility change the way a person 

responds when their authority or position is challenged? 
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Chapter Nine 

Numbers 18–20 

Chapter 18 turns from crisis back to instruction, laying out in 

detail the responsibilities and provisions given to the priests and 

Levites for their service at the tabernacle. One warning stands out 

for its sheer weight: “You yourselves must perform the duties of the 

sanctuary and the duties of the altar, so that wrath may not come 

again on the people of Israel” (Numbers 18:5). The burden of the 

priesthood’s faithfulness was never merely personal. A failure in 

duty here would not stay contained to the individual priest; it would 

ripple outward to his family, and from his family to the entire 

worshiping community. Under the New Covenant, believers are 

described in similar collective terms — “the salt of the earth,” “the 

light of the world” (Matthew 5:13–14) — a calling that carries the 

same warning built into it. Salt that loses its saltiness is good for 

nothing. A light hidden under a bowl serves no one. Our own 

faithfulness or carelessness, like the Levites’, rarely stays contained 

to ourselves alone. 

Chapter 18 also gives the fullest, most explicit treatment of the 

tithe found anywhere in the Law, and it rewards careful reading, 

since almost every popular assumption about “biblical tithing” turns 

out to be some combination of incomplete and mistaken once this 

chapter is read in context alongside Leviticus and Deuteronomy. “I 

give to the Levites all the tithes in Israel as their inheritance in return 

for the work they do” (Numbers 18:21) establishes the first tithe: a 

tenth of the produce of the land, given by ordinary Israelites to the 

Levites in exchange for their labor at the tabernacle (cf. Leviticus 

27:30). The Levites, in turn, were required to give a tenth of what 

they received — a tithe of the tithe — to the priests (Numbers 

18:25–28), meaning the priests, the actual ministers of the sacrifices, 
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received only about one percent of Israel’s total giving directly. But 

this was not the only tithe Israel owed. A second tithe, described in 

Deuteronomy 14:22–23, was brought to Jerusalem and consumed 

there by the worshiper’s own family during the three annual 

pilgrimage festivals. A third tithe, collected only every third year, was 

stored locally for the Levites, foreigners, orphans, and widows in 

each town (Deuteronomy 14:28–29). Add these together across a 

normal three-year cycle and Israel’s actual giving under the Law ran 

closer to twenty percent in most years and thirty percent in the third 

year — far beyond the flat ten percent most modern discussions 

assume, and always in kind, in produce and livestock, never in 

money. 

This matters for reading Malachi correctly. The most famous 

passage often cited to urge believers toward tithing, Malachi’s rebuke 

about “robbing God” by withholding “the whole tithe” from “the 

storehouse” (Malachi 3:8–10), was addressed specifically to the 

Levites who had failed in exactly this responsibility to pass along 

what they owed to the priests and to those the third tithe was meant 

to feed (cf. Nehemiah 10:38; 13:10–13) — not to the general Israelite 

population, and certainly not, by direct application, to the New 

Testament church. This is worth knowing not to excuse stinginess 

but simply to read the passage rightly: Malachi 3 is not, read in its 

own context, primarily a passage about the giving habits of ordinary 

worshipers. 

It is worth asking the larger question directly, since this chapter 

raises it unavoidably: are Christians obligated to tithe? The two 

accounts of voluntary giving that predate the Law — Abraham 

giving a tenth of the spoils of war to Melchizedek after a single battle 

(Genesis 14:18–20), and Jacob’s conditional vow at Bethel to give 

God a tenth if he returned home safely (Genesis 28:20–22) — are 

sometimes cited as proof that tithing outlasts the Mosaic Law, since 
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both men tithed before that Law existed. But neither example will 

bear that weight. Both were one-time, voluntary, personal acts of 

worship, not recurring obligations; nothing in either text suggests 

Abraham or Jacob understood themselves to be establishing a 

permanent rule for anyone else. And when Jesus mentions the tithe 

centuries later — “you tithe mint, dill, and cumin, but you have 

neglected the more important matters of the law” (Matthew 23:23) 

— He is rebuking the Pharisees for their misplaced priorities under 

a Law still fully in force for them, not establishing tithing as a pattern 

for a church that did not yet exist. Once that Law was fulfilled and 

superseded — “by calling this covenant ‘new,’ he has made the first 

one obsolete” (Hebrews 8:13) — its tithing requirement did not 

survive as an isolated exception while the rest of the Law fell away. 

New Testament giving is described instead in entirely different 

terms: voluntary, cheerful, and proportionate rather than a fixed 

legal percentage. “Each of you should give what you have decided 

in your heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God 

loves a cheerful giver” (2 Corinthians 9:7). This does not make 

giving optional or unimportant — the New Testament, if anything, 

asks for a more searching generosity than a flat tithe ever required, 

since it is measured by the heart rather than a percentage — but it 

does mean the specific Mosaic structure this chapter lays out 

belongs, like the rest of the Law, to a covenant believers are no 

longer bound to keep. 

The chapter that follows records one of the most sobering 

moments in Moses’ entire life. Israel again complains about the lack 

of water, and God instructs Moses to “speak to the rock before their 

eyes, that it may yield its water” (Numbers 20:8). Instead, Moses 

gathers the assembly, declares, “Shall we bring water for you out of 

this rock?” — and strikes the rock twice with his staff rather than 

speaking to it (Numbers 20:10–11). Water comes out regardless. But 
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God’s verdict is severe and immediate: “Because you did not believe 

in me, to uphold me as holy in the eyes of the people of Israel, 

therefore you shall not bring this assembly into the land” (Numbers 

20:12). 

It helps to set this scene beside its near-twin from nearly forty 

years earlier. Early in Israel’s wilderness journey, at Rephidim, the 

people had complained of thirst in almost identical terms, and God 

told Moses then to strike a rock with the same staff that had once 

struck the Nile; he did exactly as told, and water came out, with no 

rebuke recorded anywhere in the text (Exodus 17:1–7). Set side by 

side, the two episodes reveal several differences, not merely one. At 

Rephidim, Moses struck the rock because God told him to; at 

Meribah, decades later, God told him to speak to the rock instead — 

and specifically to take the staff kept before the ark as “a sign to the 

rebels,” the staff that had budded, which was Aaron’s, not his own 

(cf. Numbers 17:10; 20:8). Moses took his own staff instead and 

struck rather than spoke. At Rephidim, Moses defended the 

LORD’s honor against the people’s complaint; at Meribah, he seems 

to fold his own frustration into the miracle itself, asking “shall we 

bring water,” as though the wonder about to happen belonged to 

him and Aaron as much as to God. And the psalmist adds one 

further detail Numbers itself only implies: “rash words came from 

Moses’ lips” (Psalm 106:32–33) — anger spoken aloud, in public, in 

front of the very people he was supposed to be leading toward trust 

rather than exasperation. Commentators have puzzled for centuries 

over exactly which of these failures — the wrong staff, the striking 

instead of speaking, the self-reference, the visible anger — was the 

deciding one. Perhaps it was all of these together. What is not 

ambiguous is the outcome: after forty years of faithful, exhausting 

leadership through a rebellious people’s worst moments, Moses 

himself would not enter the land he had led them toward for so long 
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— struck down by the same principle of holiness that had already 

claimed an entire generation before him. God does not overlook 

unfaithfulness in His most faithful servants any more than in anyone 

else. If anything, as this study has already had occasion to note more 

than once, He may hold them to an even higher account. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. A priest’s individual failure in duty was said to bring wrath not just 

on himself but on the whole worshiping community. Where do 

you see your own faithfulness or carelessness rippling outward 

to affect people beyond yourself? 

2. Malachi’s famous rebuke about the tithe and the storehouse was 

addressed to the Levites specifically, not to ordinary Israelites or 

to the church today. Has this chapter changed how you think 

about a Bible passage you had previously applied to yourself 

without checking its original context? 

3. Moses’ single act of striking the rock instead of speaking to it, 

after decades of faithful leadership, cost him entry into the 

Promised Land. Does it unsettle you that one moment of 

unfaithfulness could carry such weight after a lifetime of 

obedience? Why do you think God held him to this standard? 

4. Moses’ anger and self-reference (“shall we bring water”) seem to 

have played some role in his failure to honor God as holy before 

the people. Where might frustration be tempting you to take 

credit, even subtly, for something only God can actually 

provide? 
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Chapter Ten 

Numbers 21–22 

This section opens with a battlefield vow worth pausing over, 

since its wording is easy to misread as strange or even redundant. 

Facing the Canaanite king of Arad, Israel promises the LORD, “if 

you will hand these people over to us, we will completely destroy all 

their towns” (Numbers 21:2). It sounds, on first hearing, like an odd 

thing to vow — why promise destruction rather than praise, or 

sacrifice, or obedience? But the Hebrew term behind “completely 

destroy” carries the sense of consecrating something to God 

entirely, whether by giving it as an offering or by destroying it 

outright, and Israel understood the vow as both at once: the towns 

themselves would become the offering. After the victory, Israel 

renamed the site Hormah — “dedicated to God for destruction” 

(Numbers 21:3) — language that recalls the whole-burnt offering 

this study has already traced back to Leviticus, except that here the 

offering was an enemy nation under God’s own prior judgment (cf. 

Exodus 34:11–12; Deuteronomy 7:1–5), rather than an animal. 

This principle of complete rather than partial obedience 

resurfaces, with devastating consequences, generations later in the 

story of Israel’s first king. God commanded Saul to “attack the 

Amalekites and totally destroy all that belongs to them” (1 Samuel 

15:3). Saul destroyed most of it, but spared King Agag and the best 

of the plunder — and then, confronted by Samuel, insisted, “I did 

obey the LORD” (1 Samuel 15:20), apparently believing that mostly 

obeying was close enough to count. Samuel’s verdict remains one of 

Scripture’s sharpest lines on the subject: “to obey is better than 

sacrifice” (1 Samuel 15:22) — and yet Saul, strikingly, had failed at 

both. His sacrifice was disobedient, since the animals he claimed to 

be saving for an offering were animals God had already commanded 
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him to destroy. Partial obedience, in other words, is not a lesser form 

of obedience. It is simply disobedience, dressed in obedience’s 

language, and Saul’s rationalizing — he had, after all, “completely 

destroyed” nearly everything — illustrates exactly how natural and 

reasonable-sounding that dressing can be. What God required at 

Hormah, and what He required of Saul centuries later, was never 

ninety percent. 

Israel’s old pattern of complaint resurfaces with an added and 

lethal consequence. “The people spoke against God and against 

Moses, ‘Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the 

wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we loathe this 

worthless food’” (Numbers 21:5). This time, God sends venomous 

snakes among the camp, and many die. When the people repent and 

beg for relief, God’s remedy is strange enough to be unforgettable: 

Moses is told to make a bronze serpent and mount it on a pole; 

anyone bitten who simply looks at it will live (Numbers 21:8–9). 

There is no incantation required, no additional penance, no 

complicated ritual — only looking, in simple trust, at the remedy 

God provided. Centuries later, Jesus Himself would reach back to 

this exact image to explain His own coming death: “As Moses lifted 

up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted 

up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life” (John 3:14–

15). The parallel is precise and deliberate. Just as a dying Israelite 

needed only to look at the bronze serpent to live, so anyone dying 

in sin needs only to look to Christ, lifted up on His own pole of 

wood, to live forever. Salvation, in both pictures, comes not through 

effort but through simple, trusting sight. 

This section also introduces one of Scripture’s genuinely strange 

and ambiguous figures: Balaam, a non-Israelite diviner hired by 

Balak, king of Moab, to curse the people God had already promised 

to bless. Balaam’s introduction includes one of the Old Testament’s 
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most startling scenes: riding to meet Balak despite God’s displeasure, 

Balaam fails three times to notice the angel of the LORD blocking 

the road with a drawn sword, visible the whole time to the donkey 

beneath him. When the terrified animal finally balks and Balaam 

beats her for it, “the LORD opened the donkey’s mouth” and she 

asks, with plain and devastating logic, why he has struck her these 

three times (Numbers 22:22–30). Only then are Balaam’s own eyes 

opened to see what the donkey had seen all along. The scene is 

almost comic in its detail, and Peter later treats it as exactly that kind 

of humbling absurdity — “a beast without speech spoke with a 

man’s voice and restrained the prophet’s madness” (2 Peter 2:16) — 

but its point is serious: a man renowned for spiritual insight was, in 

this moment, less spiritually perceptive than the animal he rode. 

What makes Balaam so unsettling is precisely how much 

authentic access to God he seems to possess. God speaks to him 

directly (Numbers 22:9), and Balaam insists, apparently sincerely, 

that he “could not do anything, either small or great, contrary to the 

command of the LORD my God” (Numbers 22:18). Was Balaam a 

genuine, if compromised, prophet of the true God, or merely a 

shrewd diviner who had learned, whether from calculation or half-

belief, to invoke Yahweh’s name convincingly? Scripture itself seems 

to hold both possibilities in view without fully resolving them — but 

later writers leave no doubt about how his story ultimately ends: 

remembered as “wicked” (2 Peter 2:15; Jude 1:11), the very man 

whose supernatural insight into God’s character did nothing, in the 

end, to keep him from choosing a path of ruin for the sake of profit. 

Few warnings in Scripture are more sobering than this one. Real 

spiritual experience, real access to genuine truth about God, is no 

guarantee against ultimately choosing to abandon Him for 

something as ordinary as money. 
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Notice, too, what these two chapters share thematically with the 

earlier complaint about manna: in both cases, Israel’s hunger for 

something other than what God was presently providing became the 

occasion for testing and judgment. God had deliberately kept Israel 

dependent on unfamiliar, unglamorous provision for forty years — 

“that he might humble you, testing you, to know what was in your 

heart… that he might make you know that man does not live by 

bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth 

of the LORD” (Deuteronomy 8:2–3). Centuries later, a crowd that 

had eaten its fill from five loaves and two fish followed Jesus for 

exactly the wrong reason — “not because you saw signs, but because 

you ate your fill of the loaves” (John 6:26) — and missed entirely 

what those loaves were meant to reveal about the One who 

multiplied them. Israel in the wilderness, and the crowds around 

Jesus, shared the same fundamental confusion: mistaking the gift for 

the point of the gift, and missing, in both cases, the God who stood 

behind it. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The remedy for the snakebites required nothing but simple, 

trusting sight — looking at the bronze serpent God provided. Is 

there an area of your life where you are trying to add complexity 

or effort to something God has actually made simple: trust and 

look? 

2. Balaam had real, direct access to God’s voice and still chose, in 

the end, a path of ruin for profit. Does it unsettle you that 

genuine spiritual experience is no guarantee against eventually 

walking away from God? How do you guard against this in your 

own life? 
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3. Israel’s forty years of manna were designed to teach dependence 

on God’s word rather than on familiar provision, yet they 

repeatedly missed the lesson and craved something else instead. 

Where has God kept you on an “unglamorous” provision longer 

than you would like, and what might He be teaching you through 

it? 

4. The crowds who followed Jesus after the feeding of the five 

thousand wanted the bread more than they wanted Him. Is there 

a “gift” from God in your own life that you have come to value 

more than the Giver Himself? 
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Chapter Eleven 

Numbers 23–25 

Balak brings Balaam to curse Israel three separate times, from 

three different vantage points, hoping a change of scenery might 

change the outcome. Each time, Balaam opens his mouth to curse 

and blesses instead. His oracles contain some of the most 

theologically weighty lines in the entire book: “God is not man, that 

he should lie, or a son of man, that he should change his mind. Has 

he said, and will he not do it? Or has he spoken, and will he not 

fulfill it?” (Numbers 23:19). This is worth holding onto as a fixed 

point of orientation for reading the rest of Scripture, since the Bible 

elsewhere does speak, in more figurative terms, of God “relenting” 

or seeming to change course. Such language describes how God’s 

unchanging character responds differently to changing human 

circumstances — the same fixed sun casting a different shadow as 

the day moves — not any actual instability in God Himself. He does 

not lie. He does not change. What He has said, He will do. 

Balaam’s third and most remarkable oracle observes: “He has 

not beheld misfortune in Jacob, nor has he seen trouble in Israel” 

(Numbers 23:21) — not because Israel was actually without sin (we 

have already seen, repeatedly, how far from true that was) but 

because God’s covenant commitment to His people did not hinge 

on their present moral performance. Balaam, having failed three 

times to curse Israel through direct confrontation, appears to have 

discovered a different strategy entirely — one Numbers 31:16 later 

reveals explicitly was his own counsel to Balak: entice Israel into sin, 

and let their own unfaithfulness accomplish what no external curse 

ever could. “The men began to whore with the daughters of Moab. 

These invited the people to the sacrifices of their gods, and the 

people ate and bowed down to their gods. So Israel yoked himself 
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to Baal of Peor, and the anger of the LORD was kindled against 

Israel” (Numbers 25:1–3). Twenty-four thousand died in the plague 

that followed — a staggering toll inflicted with no army, no battle, 

and not a single arrow loosed by any enemy. Israel’s own 

unfaithfulness proved more lethal than any curse Balaam could ever 

have pronounced. 

It is worth asking directly, at this point in Balaam’s story, a 

question this study raised but did not settle in the previous chapter: 

was Balaam a true prophet or merely a gifted fraud? Jesus once 

offered a principle for exactly this kind of question, defending John 

the Baptist and Himself against religious leaders who judged both 

men by surface impressions rather than results: “wisdom is proved 

right by her deeds” (Matthew 11:19). Judged only by appearances, 

Balaam looks every bit the genuine article. He refers to God by His 

covenant name, Yahweh (Numbers 22:8). God speaks to him 

directly, and he obeys what he is told (22:13, 20). He refuses Balak’s 

escalating bribes, insisting he can only say what the LORD tells him 

(22:18). He calls the LORD “my God” (22:18), the language of 

personal relationship. And he blesses Israel three separate times, 

against his own patron’s explicit wishes and at real financial cost to 

himself. By every visible measure, this looks like faithfulness. 

And yet Scripture’s own verdict on Balaam, once his deeds are 

allowed to speak, is unambiguous. Joshua later calls him simply “the 

diviner” (Joshua 13:22), naming the very practice of divination the 

Law forbade (Deuteronomy 18:10–13). Numbers 31:16 reveals that 

Balaam, having failed to curse Israel directly, was the actual 

mastermind behind the Baal of Peor seduction — counseling Balak 

to accomplish through enticement what no curse could achieve. And 

when God’s judgment finally fell on Midian, Balaam died alongside 

the very people he had steered Israel toward (Numbers 31:8). The 

New Testament’s assessment, once his deeds were in full view, is 
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scathing rather than ambiguous: Peter calls him a man who “loved 

the wages of wickedness” (2 Peter 2:15), Jude lists his “error” 

alongside Cain’s and Korah’s as a byword for corruption pursued 

for profit (Jude 11), and Revelation names “the teaching of Balaam” 

directly as a warning to churches tempted to tolerate exactly the kind 

of compromise he engineered (Revelation 2:14). Real access to God, 

real correct doctrine even, proved no substitute in Balaam’s case for 

an actually faithful heart — which is precisely the warning Jesus gives 

His own followers centuries later: “not everyone who says to me, 

‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 7:21). 

Wisdom, and its opposite, are proved right by their deeds, not by 

their vocabulary. 

In the middle of that plague, one act by one man brought it to a 

halt. An Israelite brazenly brought a Midianite woman into the camp, 

in open view of the entire weeping assembly; Phinehas, Aaron’s 

grandson, alone left the gathering, took up a spear, and killed them 

both on the spot (Numbers 25:6–8). “Then the plague on the people 

of Israel was stopped” (Numbers 25:8). Psalm 106 records that this 

act “was counted to him as righteousness” (Psalm 106:31) — the 

very same language Genesis uses of Abraham’s faith (Genesis 15:6). 

While every other leader in the assembly stood weeping over what 

God’s judgment might require of them, Phinehas alone acted, 

without hesitation, deliberation, or delay. It is a difficult episode to 

sit with comfortably, and it should be — but its central lesson is not 

really about violence. It is about the difference between grief that 

merely feels the weight of sin and zeal that actually does something 

about it. God’s own commendation of Phinehas’ “zeal” (Numbers 

25:11) suggests that wholehearted, unhesitating obedience, even 

when it costs something significant, matters to Him more than we 

typically assume. 
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Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Balaam’s oracle declares that God “is not man, that he should 

lie… or change his mind,” even though Scripture elsewhere 

speaks of God relenting. How do you personally hold together 

God’s unchanging character with the passages that describe Him 

responding to human circumstances? 

2. Having failed to curse Israel directly three times, Balaam 

apparently counseled Balak to entice Israel into sin instead — a 

strategy that proved far more devastating than any curse. Where 

in your own life has temptation toward sin proven more 

dangerous than any external opposition you’ve faced? 

3. Phinehas alone acted decisively while the rest of the assembly 

stood weeping over the crisis without doing anything about it. Is 

there a situation in your own life where grief or hand-wringing 

has substituted for actual, costly action? 

4. Twenty-four thousand people died from Israel’s own 

unfaithfulness, with no enemy army involved at all. Does this 

change how you think about the relative danger of internal 

compromise versus external threat in your own spiritual life? 
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Chapter Twelve 

Numbers 26–27 

A second census closes the book’s account of the wilderness 

generation and opens its account of the generation that would 

actually enter the land. Set side by side with the first census from 

thirty-eight years earlier, the numbers tell an unmistakable story: the 

totals across the twelve tribes remain remarkably stable — 603,550 

at the start of the book, 601,730 here — except in one striking case. 

The tribe of Simeon collapses from 59,300 to just 22,200, a decline 

of nearly two-thirds, the sharpest drop of any tribe by an enormous 

margin. Numbers 25:14 identifies the ringleader of the Baal of Peor 

incident as “Zimri… a leader of a father’s house belonging to the 

Simeonites” — and while the text never states outright that the 

twenty-four thousand who died in that plague were 

disproportionately Simeonite, the timing and the tribal leadership 

involved make the connection difficult to avoid. One entire clan of 

Simeon, the descendants of Ohad, vanishes from the genealogical 

record between Genesis 46 and this second census, never mentioned 

again. When Moses later blesses each of the twelve tribes before his 

death, Simeon alone receives no blessing at all (Deuteronomy 33). 

Whatever exactly happened to this tribe in the wilderness, the 

pattern is a sober one: a leader’s sin, given room to run, can shape 

the fate of everyone who follows him — a principle worth 

remembering by anyone who leads even a single household, let alone 

a congregation or a nation. 

This section also introduces five daughters — Mahlah, Noah, 

Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah, the daughters of a man named 

Zelophehad, who died in the wilderness leaving no sons. Under the 

existing law, this would have meant his family line lost its inheritance 

in the land entirely. Rather than accept this quietly, or complain 
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about it to whoever would listen, the five daughters approached 

Moses directly, publicly, and through the proper channel, asking that 

their father’s inheritance not disappear simply because he had no 

son (Numbers 27:1–4). God’s response is unambiguous: “The 

daughters of Zelophehad are right” (Numbers 27:7), and a new 

provision is added to the Law on the spot, permitting daughters to 

inherit when there is no son. It is worth noticing both halves of this 

story: the daughters’ courage in raising a legitimate grievance 

through legitimate means, and God’s genuine responsiveness to a 

request that reshaped His own revealed Law in response to a real 

and reasonable need — a pattern of bold, respectful appeal that 

stands in sharp contrast to nearly every other instance of complaint 

in this book. 

The section closes with one of the most poignant moments in 

Moses’ long life. God tells him to climb a mountain and view the 

Promised Land he would never enter: “When you have seen it, you 

also shall be gathered to your people” (Numbers 27:13). Moses had 

pleaded, according to Deuteronomy’s fuller account, to be allowed 

to cross over and see the good land with his own feet, not merely 

his eyes (Deuteronomy 3:23–25); God did not relent. And yet it is 

worth asking, as this study has asked before regarding Abraham, 

whether the land itself was ever really the point. Long before God 

promised Abraham the land of Canaan, He had promised him 

something greater still: “I am your shield; your reward shall be very 

great” (Genesis 15:1). The land was always meant to be a gift 

pointing toward the Giver, never a substitute for Him. “The LORD 

is my portion,” the exiled prophet Jeremiah would write centuries 

later, from a position far more painful than a mountaintop view 

(Lamentations 3:24). Moses died without setting foot in Canaan. He 

did not die without his true reward. 
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Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. An entire clan of the tribe of Simeon disappears from the 

genealogical record, likely connected to one leader’s sin at Baal 

of Peor. How seriously do you take the ripple effects your own 

choices, especially as a leader in your family or community, 

might have on those who follow your example? 

2. Zelophehad’s daughters raised a legitimate grievance through 

legitimate, respectful means — publicly and directly to Moses — 

rather than complaining informally, and God responded by 

changing the Law itself. What would it look like for you to bring 

a genuine concern to the right person, in the right way, rather 

than venting it elsewhere? 

3. Moses was allowed to see the Promised Land but not enter it, 

despite pleading directly with God to be allowed across. How do 

you personally make peace with prayers that God clearly and 

finally says no to? 

4. God promised Abraham Himself as a “very great reward” before 

He ever promised him land. Where in your own life might you 

be treating a good gift from God as though it were the ultimate 

point, rather than God Himself? 
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Chapter Thirteen 

Numbers 28–30 

Chapter 28 and the opening of chapter 29 lay out Israel’s full 

calendar of appointed offerings and festivals — the daily sacrifices, 

the weekly Sabbath, and the great national feasts spread across the 

year: Passover and Unleavened Bread, Firstfruits, the Feast of Weeks 

(later called Pentecost), the Feast of Trumpets, the Day of 

Atonement, and the Feast of Tabernacles. It would be easy to treat 

this as simply a repetition of material already covered in Leviticus 

23, but reading it here, at the close of the wilderness generation and 

the opening of the new one, gives it a different weight: this was the 

rhythm the next generation would carry with them into the land, the 

calendar around which their entire agricultural and spiritual year 

would turn. It is worth noting, too, that these festivals were not 

abandoned or forgotten once Christ came; the Gospels and Acts 

show Jesus and His disciples still observing them centuries later — 

Passover at the Last Supper, the Feast of Tabernacles in John 7, 

Pentecost at the birth of the church in Acts 2. Paul’s counsel on this 

point strikes a careful balance: “Let no one pass judgment on you in 

questions of food and drink, or with regard to a festival or a new 

moon or a Sabbath. These are a shadow of the things to come, but 

the substance belongs to Christ” (Colossians 2:16–17). Christians 

today are free to mark these feasts thoughtfully if they choose, 

understanding what each one pictured and how each has already 

found its fulfillment in Him — but bound to none of them as 

obligation. 

Chapter 30 turns to a different subject: the binding nature of 

vows, and specifically the unusual authority given to a father or 

husband to nullify a vow made by a daughter or wife under his 

household, provided he does so the moment he learns of it 
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(Numbers 30:3–15). Scripture records several famous vows worth 

setting alongside this law — Jacob’s vow at Bethel (Genesis 28:20–

22), the Nazirite vow already discussed in chapter 3 of this study, 

Jephthah’s rash and costly vow that cost him his only child (Judges 

11:30–39), and Hannah’s vow to dedicate her son Samuel to the 

LORD (1 Samuel 1:11), the only vow made by a woman recorded in 

Scripture prior to this law, and one which no husband apparently 

stepped in to nullify. Every one of these vows, whatever human 

parties were involved in the speaking of them, was ultimately made 

directly with God — which is precisely why they mattered so much, 

and why Jephthah’s rash vow proved so costly. The New Testament 

application of this principle runs in an unexpected direction: rather 

than a husband’s right to annul his wife’s vows, Paul describes the 

husband’s calling as a far weightier commitment of his own — 

“Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave 

himself up for her” (Ephesians 5:25). Where the Old Covenant 

husband might release his wife from a vow’s consequences, the New 

Covenant husband is called to something considerably harder: to 

absorb the cost of his wife’s failures himself, exactly as Christ 

absorbed the cost of the church’s, holding nothing back. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Israel’s festival calendar was carried forward into the New 

Testament era, still observed by Jesus and the early church, even 

as Paul insisted no believer should be judged for observing or 

not observing it. How do you personally think about the place 

of Old Testament practices like these in the Christian life today? 

2. Several biblical vows — Jacob’s, the Nazirite’s, Jephthah’s, 

Hannah’s — were all made directly with God, regardless of 

which human parties were present. Is there a promise or 
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commitment you have made that you have treated more lightly 

than you should, given that it was ultimately made before God? 

3. The New Testament reframes a husband’s authority over his 

wife’s vows into a far weightier calling: to love her as Christ 

loved the church, absorbing cost rather than simply granting or 

withholding release. How does this reframe your understanding 

of authority and love within any relationship where you hold 

responsibility for someone else? 

4. Jephthah’s vow was made rashly, without adequate thought for its 

consequences, and proved devastating to fulfill. Have you ever 

made a commitment too quickly, only to discover later how 

costly it would be to keep? 
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Chapter Fourteen 

Numbers 31–32 

The command in these chapters is difficult, and it should be read 

as difficult rather than smoothed over. God instructs Moses, as his 

final task before death, to “take full vengeance for the people of 

Israel on the Midianites” (Numbers 31:2) — a directive that traces 

back explicitly to the Baal of Peor incident, where a Midianite 

woman named Kozbi had brazenly led a Simeonite leader into open 

sexual sin inside the very entrance of the tent of meeting (Numbers 

25:6, 14–18). This command deserves the same honest reckoning 

this study gave to similarly difficult passages in Leviticus and 

Deuteronomy: Scripture does not soften it, and neither should we 

pretend it is easily comfortable. What can be said is that Israel’s own 

record of the campaign is striking in one specific respect — the 

army’s officers report to Moses afterward that “no man of us is 

missing” (Numbers 31:49), a battle with no Israelite casualties 

whatsoever, a kind of victory that stands out precisely because it was 

so uncommon even in Israel’s own history. This was, the text implies 

throughout, never really a war Israel won through numbers or 

tactics; it was a war God won entirely on Israel’s behalf, in exact 

fulfillment of the sentence He had pronounced back in chapter 25. 

The chapter that follows records a very different kind of episode 

— not open rebellion, but a choice made for entirely 

understandable, practical reasons that nonetheless carried real 

spiritual risk. The tribes of Reuben and Gad, along with half of 

Manasseh, possessing large herds and noticing the excellent grazing 

land already conquered east of the Jordan, request permission to 

settle there rather than crossing over with the rest of Israel into 

Canaan proper (Numbers 32:1–5). Moses’ initial response is sharp, 

accusing them of repeating the very failure of the ten spies — 
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discouraging the rest of the nation and abandoning their brothers to 

fight alone (Numbers 32:6–15). The two and a half tribes clarify that 

they intend no such thing; they will send their fighting men across 

the Jordan to help conquer the rest of the land before returning to 

settle permanently on the eastern side (Numbers 32:16–19), and on 

these terms, Moses grants the request. It was not outright rebellion, 

and Moses does not treat it as such once its terms are clarified. But 

it is worth asking, as later biblical history quietly suggests through 

this tribe’s earlier and more thorough disappearance into idolatry 

and conquest, whether choosing convenient grazing land over full 

participation in the inheritance God had prepared came with a 

spiritual cost these tribes did not fully anticipate — a caution worth 

carrying into our own decisions about what we are willing to settle 

for short of God’s fuller intention, simply because it is closer, easier, 

or more immediately practical. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Israel’s campaign against Midian resulted in no Israelite casualties 

at all, a victory the text presents as entirely God’s doing rather 

than the product of Israel’s own strength. Can you recall a time 

when you experienced a “disproportionate” outcome that could 

only be credited to God’s intervention rather than your own 

effort? 

2. Reuben, Gad, and half of Manasseh chose land based on excellent 

grazing rather than full participation in Canaan, a choice Moses 

initially treated as a repeat of the spies’ unbelief. Where might 

you be tempted to settle for a convenient, practical option rather 

than pursuing the fuller inheritance God actually intends for 

you? 
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3. Moses did not condemn the two and a half tribes once they 

clarified their intention to help conquer the rest of the land 

before settling. What does this exchange teach about the 

difference between a request that sounds like unbelief and one 

that actually is? 

4. This chapter deals honestly with a command many readers find 

difficult. How do you personally hold together confidence in 

God’s justice with genuine discomfort at specific instances of it 

in Scripture? 
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Chapter Fifteen 

Numbers 33–34 

Chapter 33 pauses to review, in a long and unhurried list, every 

stop Israel made across forty years of wandering — a kind of travel 

journal compressed into forty-two brief verses, marking a journey 

whose real significance lay less in its geography than in what 

happened, spiritually, at each stop along the way. Coming at the very 

end of the wilderness narrative, just before Israel finally crosses into 

the land, this review functions much like a testimony offered right 

before a major transition: a chance to look back over the whole 

winding, often humiliating road that led to this threshold, and to 

recognize God’s faithfulness across every single stage of it, including 

the stages Israel would rather forget. 

What follows this review is a command that will echo through 

the rest of Israel’s history, for good and for ill: “You shall drive out 

all the inhabitants of the land from before you… But if you do not 

drive out the inhabitants of the land from before you, then those of 

them whom you let remain shall be as barbs in your eyes and thorns 

in your sides, and they shall trouble you in the land where you dwell. 

And I will do to you as I thought to do to them” (Numbers 33:52, 

55–56). The warning could not be clearer, nor could the stakes: 

obedience here, or the very fate intended for the Canaanites would 

become Israel’s own. And yet the book of Judges records, with 

unflinching honesty, exactly what happened next: Israel did not 

drive them out. Instead, “when Israel grew strong, they put the 

Canaanites to forced labor, but did not drive them out completely” 

(Judges 1:28) — a decision that must have looked, from a purely 

human vantage point, perfectly sensible: better to profit from cheap 

labor than to complete a costly and difficult conquest. Within a 

single generation, the cost of that reasonable-sounding compromise 
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became clear: “there arose another generation after them who did 

not know the LORD or the work that he had done for Israel… and 

they abandoned the LORD and served the Baals” (Judges 2:10, 13). 

The parents’ pragmatic compromise became the children’s spiritual 

catastrophe, exactly as this warning had predicted it would. 

There is a hard lesson buried in this sequence worth sitting with 

rather than rushing past. God did not merely allow Israel’s 

incomplete obedience to go unaddressed; He later used the very 

peoples Israel failed to remove as an ongoing test for the generations 

that followed (Judges 2:20–23) — making obedience, in effect, even 

harder for Israel’s descendants than it would have been for Israel 

itself. This should temper any expectation that obedience to God 

gets progressively easier over time, or that faithfulness today 

guarantees an easier road for those who come after us. What we 

leave unfinished, whether through compromise, convenience, or 

simple exhaustion, often becomes someone else’s inherited 

difficulty. The command to drive out the Canaanites was never really 

about ethnic hostility; it was about refusing to let anything remain, 

in the land or in the heart, that would eventually become “a barb in 

your eyes.” That principle, translated into terms the New Testament 

makes explicit, applies just as much to whatever compromises we 

are tempted to leave “not driven out” in our own lives and in the 

households we will eventually leave behind us. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The long, unhurried travel review in chapter 33 functions almost 

like a testimony delivered at a major life transition. If you were 

to write your own version of this list — the “stops” along your 

own spiritual journey — what would stand out most? 
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2. Israel’s failure to fully drive out the Canaanites looked like a 

reasonable, pragmatic compromise at the time, but became a 

spiritual catastrophe within a single generation. What 

“reasonable” compromise in your own life might be quietly 

setting up a harder road for those who come after you? 

3. God used the peoples Israel failed to remove as an ongoing test 

for later generations, making obedience harder rather than easier 

over time. Does the expectation that faithfulness should get 

progressively easier match your own experience, or does this 

passage challenge that expectation? 

4. The warning about “barbs in your eyes and thorns in your sides” 

was fulfilled almost exactly as stated within a generation or two. 

Is there something in your own life you have left “not driven 

out” that may eventually become exactly this kind of barb? 
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Chapter Sixteen 

Numbers 35–36 

The book’s closing chapters return, fittingly, to matters of justice 

and inheritance — the practical, unglamorous machinery by which 

a holy God’s people were meant to actually live together in the land. 

Chapter 35 establishes six cities of refuge, scattered throughout the 

land, where a person who killed another accidentally, without malice, 

could flee for protection from the “avenger of blood” until a fair 

trial could take place (Numbers 35:9–15). But the text is equally clear 

that no such refuge existed for genuine murder: “if he struck him 

down with an iron object, so that he died, he is a murderer… the 

murderer shall be put to death” (Numbers 35:16–18). This 

distinction between intentional and unintentional killing runs 

through the entire book of the Law, and by this point in the study it 

should feel familiar: no sacrifice, no offering, no ritual remedy 

existed anywhere in the Mosaic system for premeditated, high-

handed sin. Murder, adultery, blasphemy, deliberate Sabbath 

violation — every one of these carried the death penalty directly, 

with no atoning substitute available at all. 

This raises again a question this study has sat with more than 

once already: how, then, could David live, after his adultery with 

Bathsheba and his engineered murder of her husband Uriah — both 

capital offenses under exactly this law? Nathan’s pronouncement is 

starkly simple: “The LORD also has put away your sin; you shall not 

die” (2 Samuel 12:13). Not a sacrifice. Not a ritual. Only sovereign, 

undeserved grace, extended to a man who had broken the two most 

serious commands in all the Law and who had, by his own later 

confession, no appeal to make except to God’s mercy: “My sacrifice, 

O God, is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart you, God, will 

not despise” (Psalm 51:17). Even under the Old Covenant, where 
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the Law’s demands were most exacting and least forgiving, the 

deepest reality operating beneath the Law’s surface was always the 

same one operating in the New: undeserved grace, extended to those 

who had no claim on it whatsoever, received through nothing more 

or less than a broken and honest confession. 

The book’s final scene returns, fittingly, to the five daughters of 

Zelophehad, whose earlier appeal for an inheritance is now 

complicated by a practical concern: if they marry outside their own 

tribe, their father’s land will permanently transfer to their husbands’ 

tribes, diminishing the inheritance God had originally allotted. The 

solution, once again given directly through Moses as “what the 

LORD has commanded” (Numbers 36:6), requires the daughters to 

marry within their own tribe — and the book’s very last narrative 

line before its closing summary records their complete and 

immediate compliance: “Zelophehad’s daughters did as the LORD 

commanded Moses” (Numbers 36:10). It is a quiet, almost 

anticlimactic note on which to end a book so full of dramatic 

rebellion, plague, and judgment — but perhaps that is exactly the 

point. After sixteen chapters chronicling nearly every conceivable 

form of Israel’s unbelief, complaint, and outright defiance, the book 

chooses to close not with another rebellion but with simple, 

unremarkable obedience: five women who had already shown 

courage in raising a legitimate request now show something quieter 

and, in its own way, no less remarkable — doing exactly what God 

asked, without complaint, once He had answered them. If the whole 

book of Numbers has one final lesson to leave with its reader, it may 

be this: heartfelt obedience, however unglamorous, is worth more 

than any grand or dramatic gesture the wilderness generation ever 

managed to produce. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 



 

120 

1. The cities of refuge protected unintentional killers, but no sacrifice 

or ritual existed for deliberate, premeditated sin anywhere in the 

Law. Why do you think God structured the Law this way, and 

what does it teach you about what Christ’s sacrifice specifically 

accomplished that the Law never could? 

2. David’s forgiveness for adultery and murder came through 

nothing but sovereign grace received via honest confession, with 

no ritual available to him at all. Is there a sin in your own life you 

have been trying to atone for through effort, rather than simply 

receiving grace through honest confession? 

3. The book of Numbers ends not with a dramatic climax but with 

the quiet, complete obedience of Zelophehad’s daughters. Why 

might Scripture choose to end such a dramatic and turbulent 

book on such an unremarkable, quiet note? 

4. Having walked through this entire book, which single episode — 

from the twelve spies to Korah’s rebellion to Balaam to the 

daughters of Zelophehad — has stayed with you most, and why? 
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Conclusion 

Kindness and Severity 

We began this book with a mustering for war and a marching 

order arranged around a tent; we end it with cities of refuge and a 

quiet act of obedience by five women completing what a rebellious 

generation could never manage: simply doing what God asked. 

Between those two points lies one of the most emotionally 

exhausting, spiritually honest books in the whole of Scripture — a 

book that does not flatter its own subjects, does not soften its own 

God, and does not pretend that faith, once given, is easy to sustain 

across four difficult decades. 

Three threads ran through nearly every chapter of this study, and 

it is worth naming them once more before we move on. The first 

was the patience of a God who bore with a genuinely difficult, 

frequently rebellious people for forty consecutive years without 

abandoning them — a patience this study insisted, more than once, 

was strength rather than weakness. The years of wandering were 

years of discipline and preparation for the generation that would 

actually inherit the promise, not simply forty years of divine 

indifference toward the generation that forfeited it. 

The second was the sheer gravity of unbelief, traced here to its 

actual roots rather than treated as an abstract failing: a mixed 

multitude without deep covenant loyalty stirring discontent through 

the wider camp, and a people whose motives, even at their most 

apparently devout, remained tangled with self-interest rather than 

purified into wholehearted trust. We did not try to soften the death 

of an entire generation in the wilderness into something more 

comfortable, any more than we softened the death of Nadab and 

Abihu in Leviticus. Unbelief, this book insists from beginning to 
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end, is not a minor lapse. It is the one thing capable of turning an 

eleven-day journey into a forty-year grave. 

The third was the discovery, made and remade in episode after 

episode, that God’s people can delay His purposes but never finally 

prevent them. Korah’s rebellion could not unseat Moses and Aaron. 

The ten spies’ unbelief could not cancel the promise, only postpone 

its fulfillment to the next generation. Balaam’s engineered 

temptation at Baal of Peor could not accomplish what his failed 

curses never managed either. Even Moses’ own disqualification 

from entering the land could not stop Israel from entering it under 

Joshua instead. Every attempt in this book to thwart or delay what 

God had promised succeeded only in delaying it — never in 

preventing it. 

Numbers does not end the story; it ends with Israel camped on 

the plains of Moab, across the Jordan from the land, poised at last 

to enter it under new leadership after forty years of discipline had 

done its slow, painful work. But a question hangs over that ending 

that the book of Deuteronomy exists to answer: now that this new 

generation stands where their parents once stood and failed, will they 

remember what their parents forgot? Moses, in his final act before 

his own death, will gather them once more to rehearse the whole 

story — the deliverance, the Law, the wilderness, the failures and 

the faithfulness alike — so that a generation who did not personally 

witness Egypt or Sinai might still carry forward everything their 

parents so nearly threw away. If Numbers has taught us anything, it 

is that the kindness and severity of God run through the very same 

book, often in the very same chapter, and that the only fitting 

response to either one is not analysis but worship: gratitude for a 

God who is patient enough to wait out forty years of unbelief, and 

reverent enough never to let that patience be mistaken for 

indifference to how His people actually live. 
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Appendix 

Daily Bible Reading Plan 

This is the same daily Bible reading plan we use at dailyqt.org, 

covering the entire Bible—Old and New Testaments alike—in three 

hundred sixty-five daily readings. It does not begin on January 1st, 

and neither must you; begin on whatever date suits you and simply 

follow the sequence from there. The twenty-six readings that 

correspond to the chapters of this book—Leviticus 1–4 through 

Numbers 35–36—fall a little over a month into the full sequence, 

but the complete year-long plan is reprinted here, as it is in every 

volume of this series, so that wherever you are in your reading you 

always have the whole plan close at hand. Check off each day’s 

passage as you complete it, and feel no need to catch up if you fall 

behind by a day or a week. The goal was never a perfect record. It 

was a daily habit of opening God’s Word, kept up faithfully enough, 

and long enough, that it becomes less a task to complete than simply 

the shape of an ordinary day. 

 

Date Passage Date Passage 

1/10 Gen 1-3 1/11 Gen 4-7 

1/12 Gen 8-11 1/13 Gen 12-15 

1/14 Gen 16-18 1/15 Gen 19-21 

1/16 Gen 22-24 1/17 Gen 25-26 

1/18 Gen 27-29 1/19 Gen 30-31 

1/20 Gen 32-34 1/21 Gen 35-37 

1/22 Gen 38-40 1/23 Gen 41-42 

1/24 Gen 43-45 1/25 Gen 46-47 

1/26 Gen 48-50 1/27 Ex 1-3 

1/28 Ex 4-6 1/29 Ex 7-9 

1/30 Ex 10-12 1/31 Ex 13-15 

2/1 Ex 16-18 2/2 Ex 19-21 
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Date Passage Date Passage 

2/3 Ex 22-24 2/4 Ex 25-27 

2/5 Ex 28-29 2/6 Ex 30-32 

2/7 Ex 33-35 2/8 Ex 36-38 

2/9 Ex 39-40 2/10 Lev 1-4 

2/11 Lev 5-7 2/12 Lev 8-10 

2/13 Lev 11-13 2/14 Lev 14-15 

2/15 Lev 16-18 2/16 Lev 19-21 

2/17 Lev 22-23 2/18 Lev 24-25 

2/19 Lev 26-27 2/20 Nu 1-2 

2/21 Nu 3-4 2/22 Nu 5-6 

2/23 Nu 7 2/24 Nu 8-10 

2/25 Nu 11-13 2/26 Nu 14-15 

2/27 Nu 16-17 2/28 Nu 18-20 

3/1 Nu 21-22 3/2 Nu 23-25 

3/3 Nu 26-27 3/4 Nu 28-30 

3/5 Nu 31-32 3/6 Nu 33-34 

3/7 Nu 35-36 3/8 Dt 1-2 

3/9 Dt 3-4 3/10 Dt 5-7 

3/11 Dt 8-10 3/12 Dt 11-13 

3/13 Dt 14-16 3/14 Dt 17-20 

3/15 Dt 21-23 3/16 Dt 24-27 

3/17 Dt 28-29 3/18 Dt 30-31 

3/19 Dt 32-34 3/20 Jos 1-4 

3/21 Jos 5-8 3/22 Jos 9-11 

3/23 Jos 12-15 3/24 Jos 16-18 

3/25 Jos 19-21 3/26 Jos 22-24 

3/27 Jdg 1-2 3/28 Jdg 3-5 

3/29 Jdg 6-7 3/30 Jdg 8-9 

3/31 Jdg 10-12 4/1 Jdg 13-15 

4/2 Jdg 16-18 4/3 Jdg 19-21 

4/4 Ruth 4/5 1 Sa 1-3 

4/6 1 Sa 4-8 4/7 1 Sa 9-12 

4/8 1 Sa 13-14 4/9 1 Sa 15-17 

4/10 1 Sa 18-20 4/11 1 Sa 21-24 
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Date Passage Date Passage 

4/12 1 Sa 25-27 4/13 1 Sa 28-31 

4/14 2 Sa 1-3 4/15 2 Sa 4-7 

4/16 2 Sa 8-12 4/17 2 Sa 13-15 

4/18 2 Sa 16-18 4/19 2 Sa 19-21 

4/20 2 Sa 22-24 4/21 1 Ki 1-2 

4/22 1 Ki 3-5 4/23 1 Ki 6-7 

4/24 1 Ki 8-9 4/25 1 Ki 10-11 

4/26 1 Ki 12-14 4/27 1 Ki 15-17 

4/28 1 Ki 18-20 4/29 1 Ki 21-22 

4/30 2 Ki 1-3 5/1 2 Ki 4-5 

5/2 2 Ki 6-8 5/3 2 Ki 9-11 

5/4 2 Ki 12-14 5/5 2 Ki 15-17 

5/6 2 Ki 18-19 5/7 2 Ki 20-22 

5/8 2 Ki 23-25 5/9 1 Ch 1-2 

5/10 1 Ch 3-5 5/11 1 Ch 6 

5/12 1 Ch 7-8 5/13 1 Ch 9-11 

5/14 1 Ch 12-14 5/15 1 Ch 15-17 

5/16 1 Ch 18-21 5/17 1 Ch 22-24 

5/18 1 Ch 25-27 5/19 1 Ch 28-2 Ch 1 

5/20 2 Ch 2-5 5/21 2 Ch 6-8 

5/22 2 Ch 9-12 5/23 2 Ch 13-17 

5/24 2 Ch 18-20 5/25 2 Ch 21-24 

5/26 2 Ch 25-27 5/27 2 Ch 28-31 

5/28 2 Ch 32-34 5/29 2 Ch 35-36 

5/30 Ezr 1-3 5/31 Ezr 4-7 

6/1 Ezr 8-10 6/2 Neh 1-3 

6/3 Neh 4-6 6/4 Neh 7 

6/5 Neh 8-9 6/6 Neh 10-11 

6/7 Neh 12-13 6/8 Esth 1-5 

6/9 Esth 6-10 6/10 Job 1-4 

6/11 Job 5-7 6/12 Job 8-10 

6/13 Job 11-13 6/14 Job 14-16 

6/15 Job 17-20 6/16 Job 21-23 

6/17 Job 24-28 6/18 Job 29-31 
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Date Passage Date Passage 

6/19 Job 32-34 6/20 Job 35-37 

6/21 Job 38-39 6/22 Job 40-42 

6/23 Ps 1-8 6/24 Ps 9-16 

6/25 Ps 17-20 6/26 Ps 21-25 

6/27 Ps 26-31 6/28 Ps 32-35 

6/29 Ps 36-39 6/30 Ps 40-45 

7/1 Ps 46-50 7/2 Ps 51-57 

7/3 Ps 58-65 7/4 Ps 66-69 

7/5 Ps 70-73 7/6 Ps 74-77 

7/7 Ps 78-79 7/8 Ps 80-85 

7/9 Ps 86-89 7/10 Ps 90-95 

7/11 Ps 96-102 7/12 Ps 103-105 

7/13 Ps 106-107 7/14 Ps 108-114 

7/15 Ps 115-118 7/16 Ps 119:1-88 

7/17 Ps 119:89-176 7/18 Ps 120-132 

7/19 Ps 133-139 7/20 Ps 140-145 

7/21 Ps 146-150 7/22 Prov 1-3 

7/23 Prov 4-6 7/24 Prov 7-9 

7/25 Prov 10-12 7/26 Prov 13-15 

7/27 Prov 16-18 7/28 Prov 19-21 

7/29 Prov 22-23 7/30 Prov 24-26 

7/31 Prov 27-29 8/1 Prov 30-31 

8/2 Ecc 1-4 8/3 Ecc 5-8 

8/4 Ecc 9-12 8/5 Ss 1-8 

8/6 Isa 1-4 8/7 Isa 5-8 

8/8 Isa 9-12 8/9 Isa 13-17 

8/10 Isa 18-22 8/11 Isa 23-27 

8/12 Isa 28-30 8/13 Isa 31-35 

8/14 Isa 36-41 8/15 Isa 42-44 

8/16 Isa 45-48 8/17 Isa 49-53 

8/18 Isa 54-58 8/19 Isa 59-63 

8/20 Isa 64-66 8/21 Jer 1-3 

8/22 Jer 4-6 8/23 Jer 7-9 

8/24 Jer 10-13 8/25 Jer 14-17 
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Date Passage Date Passage 

8/26 Jer 18-22 8/27 Jer 23-25 

8/28 Jer 26-29 8/29 Jer 30-31 

8/30 Jer 32-34 8/31 Jer 35-37 

9/1 Jer 38-41 9/2 Jer 42-45 

9/3 Jer 46-48 9/4 Jer 49-50 

9/5 Jer 51-52 9/6 Lam 1:1-3:36 

9/7 Lam 3:37-5:22 9/8 Eze 1-4 

9/9 Eze 5-8 9/10 Eze 9-12 

9/11 Eze 13-15 9/12 Eze 16-17 

9/13 Eze 18-20 9/14 Eze 21-22 

9/15 Eze 23-24 9/16 Eze 25-27 

9/17 Eze 28-30 9/18 Eze 31-33 

9/19 Eze 34-36 9/20 Eze 37-39 

9/21 Eze 40-42 9/22 Eze 43-45 

9/23 Eze 46-48 9/24 Dan 1-3 

9/25 Dan 4-6 9/26 Dan 7-9 

9/27 Dan 10-12 9/28 Hos 1-7 

9/29 Hos 8-14 9/30 Joel 

10/1 Amos 1-5 10/2 Amos 6-9 

10/3 Ob-Jonah 10/4 Micah 

10/5 Nahum 10/6 Hab-Zeph 

10/7 Haggai 1-2 10/8 Zech 1-7 

10/9 Zech 8-14 10/10 Mal 1-4 

10/11 Mat 1-4 10/12 Mat 5-6 

10/13 Mat 7-8 10/14 Mat 9-10 

10/15 Mat 11-12 10/16 Mat 13-14 

10/17 Mat 15-17 10/18 Mat 18-19 

10/19 Mat 20-21 10/20 Mat 22-23 

10/21 Mat 24-25 10/22 Mat 26 

10/23 Mat 27-28 10/24 Mark 1-3 

10/25 Mark 4-5 10/26 Mark 6-7 

10/27 Mark 8-9 10/28 Mark 10-11 

10/29 Mark 12-13 10/30 Mark 14 

10/31 Mark 15-16 11/1 Luke 1 
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Date Passage Date Passage 

11/2 Luke 2-3 11/3 Luke 4-5 

11/4 Luke 6-7 11/5 Luke 8-9 

11/6 Luke 10-11 11/7 Luke 12-13 

11/8 Luke 14-16 11/9 Luke 17-18 

11/10 Luke 19-20 11/11 Luke 21-22 

11/12 Luke 23-24 11/13 John 1-2 

11/14 John 3-4 11/15 John 5-6 

11/16 John 7-8 11/17 John 9-10 

11/18 John 11-12 11/19 John 13-15 

11/20 John 16-18 11/21 John 19-21 

11/22 Acts 1-3 11/23 Acts 4-6 

11/24 Acts 7-8 11/25 Acts 9-10 

11/26 Acts 11-13 11/27 Acts 14-15 

11/28 Acts 16-17 11/29 Acts 18-20 

11/30 Acts 21-23 12/1 Acts 24-26 

12/2 Acts 27-28 12/3 Rom 1-3 

12/4 Rom 4-7 12/5 Rom 8-10 

12/6 Rom 11-13 12/7 Rom 14-16 

12/8 1 Cor 1-4 12/9 1 Cor 5-8 

12/10 1 Cor 9-11 12/11 1 Cor 12-14 

12/12 1 Cor 15-16 12/13 2 Cor 1-4 

12/14 2 Cor 5-9 12/15 2 Cor 10-13 

12/16 Gal 1-3 12/17 Gal 4-6 

12/18 Eph 1-3 12/19 Eph 4-6 

12/20 Phi 1-4 12/21 Col 1-4 

12/22 1 Thess 1-5 12/23 2 Thess 1-3 

12/24 1 Tim 1-6 12/25 2 Tim 1-4 

12/26 Titus-Phm 12/27 Heb 1-6 

12/28 Heb 7-10 12/29 Heb 11-13 

12/30 James 12/31 1 Pe 

1/1 2 Pe 1/2 1 John 

1/3 2 John-Jude 1/4 Rev 1-3 

1/5 Rev 4-8 1/6 Rev 9-12 

1/7 Rev 13-16 1/8 Rev 17-19 
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Date Passage Date Passage 

1/9 Rev 20-22   

 


