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THE ISRAELITES PREPARE TO LEAVE SINAI 
Numbers 1 - 10 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 A. Name. The first sentence of Numbers has 
the word “numeri” from the Lain translation of St. 
Jerome. This became the name of the book: Num-
bers. It is well-named because there are various 
countings in the thirty-six chapters: two censuses, 
the number of offerings to Yahweh, of the spoils 
(goods from the conquered enemies in battle), of 
the days required for purification, and of territory 
divisions. All of this showed a structured and or-
ganized society. 
 
 Some events along the way to the borders of 
the Promised Land are also included. 
 
 B. Origin. Scholars believe that the laws of 
worship and legal traditions could have been de-
veloped only in a settled, agricultural society, not 
in a desert such as the Sinai area. Yet they are 
very ancient, possibly given beforehand to Moses 
or by him to ensure necessary adaptations in the 
land of Canaan. With so much new knowledge of 
the surrounding civilizations—their languages, 
laws, kings, customs, cities, and religions, from 
the last hundred years of unearthing buried cities 
in the Mid-East, it is believed that Numbers is a 

compilation of sources over a thousand years! The 
final “edition” which we have may have been 
done after the destruction of Sumaria in 721 B.C. 
by the Assyrians. 
 
 C. Historical Value. In studying the history 
in the Bible, we must avoid two extremes: 
 
  1. We must not expect these early people 
to have our view of “history.” The Book of Num-
bers is not an attempt to give an accurate account 
according to the standards of modern historians. 
Rather, the Israelite authors are most interested in 
the significance of that history, which is much 
more important. The Israelites could never under-
stand a merely secular view of history. For them, 
God was always active in their origin, in their de-
velopment. They saw everything that happened in 
terms of their relationship with God, of His rela-
tionship with them. This is a good way for us to 
see the Church and its history, to see our own life 
story. Can you give a statement of Christ that 
promises this? 
 
  2. The second extreme we must avoid is 
thinking that the above understanding cancels or 
distorts the solid foundation of historical fact. For 
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in time and space, both Jews and Christians meet 
God whose love is guiding and saving them 
throughout history. God acts among real people 
and places and times and, through them, even 
when they are evil (Romans 8:28). The historicity 
of the Bible is being strengthened much by the 
science of archeology today through discoveries 
of Bible place and event names on clay tablets 
buried for centuries. This has ended much of last 
century's skepticism by scholars. 
 
 D. The Religious Value of the Book of 
Numbers. Perhaps you, like me, have considered 
this book to be unimportant, just lists of names 
and obsolete laws. But as I have made this study 
of Numbers, a wonderful realization has come 
from it, one that has been growing in my study of 
Genesis on. I recommend an in-depth study of all 
the Bible! 
 
 That God would come down to that desert 
camp and dwell there among those wandering, 
uneducated desert tribes, reveals the personality of 
God better than any statement about Him! And 
doesn't it show the beginning of His future plans 
for His people—us? Here, among the Mosaic 
tribes, God, for the first time in history, dwelled 
on earth, humbly; He remained in a simple (but 
their very best) tent among those whom He had 
chosen to reveal to all people the truth about the 
Supreme Being they suspect in every century. 
This desert camp was made holy by His presence; 
it showed His great desire to be known and loved; 
to love and to be with human beings. It is the be-
ginning of His great plan which we live with in its 
final result, often so thoughtlessly: the hard-to-
believe reality, not only of His dwelling in a hu-
man being called Jesus Christ which the Jews of 
Jesus' days could not accept, but in an even lowli-
er form—bread and wine, which we can eat and 
drink, but which some Christians of today cannot 
accept. It is almost shocking, astounding, that God 
is willing to be so humbled in His great desire to 
show His love, that He is love. Pause and think: 
Almighty God dwells in each Catholic Church. 

What has been your response to this? How can 
you improve it? 
 
 Another religious aspect is the care and de-
termination of God to develop a whole-hearted 
obedience to His will, for it alone is supreme and 
good. It was disobedience that lost Paradise. How 
insistent in this Book of Numbers is God to train 
mankind to learn this hard lesson of obedience 
(see John 4:33-34). 
 
I. THE FIRST CENSUS (Numbers 1:1-46) 
 
 A. It was mid-April to mid-May of the 
second year after the departure from Egypt when 
God ordered Moses to break camp and leave Mt. 
Sinai. The census taken then was of men able to 
defend the people when they encountered enemies 
on their route. Each of the twelve tribes from the 
sons of Jacob were divided into clans and ances-
tral houses of descendants from their sons. Alt-
hough we know that in the genealogies some gen-
erations have been telescoped, from information 
given in these chapters we can conclude that Mo-
ses and Aaron and Miriam were grandchildren of 
Kohath, who was a grandson of Jacob through 
Levi. If so, they could have heard stories from 
Kohath of his grandfather, Jacob, who was the 
grandson of Abraham! The four hundred and thir-
ty years of sojourn in Egypt comprised a direct 
line from Abraham in only four generations! For 
from Jacob to Moses, if each lived 80 years, there 
would be 400 years, pretty close to the Exodus 
figure. Counting Eleazer, Aaron's son, it would be 
430 or more years. Factual traditions, even written 
ones, of their origins were very possible. 
 
 But the puzzle left us in this census is the huge 
number of people that it implies. If taken as it is, 
there would have been several million people liv-
ing in a desert waste, which is quite unlikely. 
These areas are still very sparsely settled. How 
then can it be explained? Only now do we have 
enough information. From clay tablets we find 
that the word “elep” originally meant a unit of a 
military force. Before its use in that way, it meant 
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the number thousand; translators of the Bible 
wrote thousand wherever the military unit was 
mentioned. Applied to the census of Judahites 
here, the correction would read (using “unit”): 74 
units with 600 men in each (Numbers 1:26-29); 
Issachar's tribe had 54 units and 400 men. A total 
of 598 units in the tribes would total 5550 men 
over twenty years of age. This number resembles 
other censuses found in clay tablets of armies. 
This is the best explanation so far. Another, used 
earlier, is that this census resembles in wording 
and pattern the one recorded later in David's time 
(2 Samuel 24) and the earlier one found in Num-
bers 26. Were these three lists variants of one 
original list? 
 
 B. The Levites. Levi was the third son of 
Jacob and Leah, yet his tribe is not listed in the 
census of the twelve tribes in this military census. 
Do you remember why there are twelve without 
Levi? (Joseph's tribe was divided between his two 
sons who were thereafter listed as among the 
twelve tribes.) 
 
 God had reserved a special honor for Levi's 
descendants. They were not to fight, but to have 
care of the Dwelling Tent where God's Presence 
was: of its sanctuary, its furniture and objects, and 
its transporting. Some think this honor came from 
the loyalty of Levi's tribe to God when Aaron and 
the others built the golden calf; others that it was 
because Moses and Aaron were from this tribe. 
(See Exodus 32:25-26, 29; Numbers 26:57-59; 1 
Chronicles 5:27-29.) 
 
II. ARRANGEMENT OF THE TRIBES 
 
 The “Dwelling of the Commandments” was 
evidently in the center, facing East. I found this of 
special interest—the detail about facing “toward 
the sunrise.” Ancient Christian churches were al-
ways built to face East in honor of Jesus' being the 
Sun of Justice, the rising Star, the Light of the 
world. Perhaps the Temple Solomon built also 
faced east, but I could not find this recorded. The 
priests' transfer of the Ark of the Covenant to the 

new and largest temple of Israel is recorded in 1 
Kings 8:6-13 and God's gracious acceptance by 
again coming to dwell over the sanctuary. This 
and Solomon's beautiful prayer (I Kings 8:27-53, 
56-61) follow. It is good to read it here (especially 
verses 27-30). 
 
 Moses and Aaron and his sons, the priests, 
camped east of the tent. The other Levites clans of 
the sons of Levi, dwelt west, south, and north of 
the Dwelling. Beyond them, the other Israelite 
clans dwelt around the Tent and the Levites. Their 
arrangement is quite structured and interesting, for 
Judah's clans, from which Jesus would descend, 
are also on the East, with his full brothers, Izzach-
ar and Zebulon, sons of Leah. Rachel's sons are 
also together, on the west, Reuben, Simeon, and 
Gad, together—son of Leah's maid. And so on, 
north and south of the dwelling. 
 
III. LEVITES' CENSUS, DUTIES, AND 
GROUPS 
 
 A. Census of the First Born. After the 
census of Levi's sons, Gershon, Kohath, and Me-
rari's clans, another census was taken, this time of 
the first-born males of all the tribes. For God had 
chosen the Levites in place of the first-born, even 
of the cattle. There were two hundred and seven-
ty-three first-born of the Israelites more than the 
number of the Levites, so these were ransomed at 
five shekels each. The silver collected was given 
to Aaron and his sons for their livelihood. 
 
 B. “Ordination” Rites. Before the Levites 
entered upon their services, they were purified. 
The water of remission used, the sin offerings, the 
laying on of hands by the whole community, and 
the offering of them to the Lord by Aaron, are all 
foreshadowings of Christian rites: remission of sin 
in the sacrament of Reconciliation, holy water, 
ordination ceremonies of deacons and priests, the 
church ceremony of the Consecration of Virgins, 
and the sacrament of Matrimony blessings. 
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 The Levites were to begin their service at 
twenty-five years and end at fifty years. 
 
 C. Duties. Numbers 3:21-37 carefully gives 
the assigned duties to each tribe of the three sons 
of Levi and name Eleazar, son of Aaron, supervi-
sor of the sanctuary attendants. We saw in Num-
bers 4 the duties of each in breaking camp. We 
see the care God and Moses took in teaching and 
commanding the greatest respect for objects con-
nected with the sanctuary and the worship of God. 
The Church has always observed this reverence, 
but with the freedom and spirit of Jesus which 
eliminated death threats for disobedience. With 
the beginning of Divine worship in these tribes, 
perhaps this was necessary. 
 
 D. The Priests of the Dwelling. Exodus 
29 had shown us the ordination and anointing of 
the priests (Exodus 29:4-9, 35-37). Here we have 
added, in Numbers 6:22-26, the beautiful blessing 
the priests were to give the Israelites. This has 
been made into Christian songs and parts of the 
Divine Office. Another addition to the priests' sto-
ry is given in Numbers 8:1-4, the seven lamps on 
a lampstand of beaten gold. This is probably the 
origin of the Menorah in modern Jewish syna-
gogue worship. 
 
 E. The Nazarites. Among the people were 
devout Israelites who wished to make dedication 
of themselves to the Lord in Solemn vows. Either 
man or woman could do this. Many rituals are 
given here; we see them even in the New Testa-
ment, in St. Paul's life (Acts 21:24-26 and Acts 
18:18). Most of these vows were temporary, but 
by the time of Christ and the spread of His mes-
sage, we find vows for life taken by Roman vir-
gins, then after Rome's dissolution became un-
bearable for Christians, by men and women who 
took up residence in desert places and formed the 
first monasteries and religious orders, lives of 
complete dedication to God and His service. This 
writer is happy to be one of these. 
 

IV. THE COMPLETION OF THE DWELLING 
(Numbers 7) 
 
 Just as for our Christian churches, there was a 
special dedication and anointing to the Lord of the 
building and its materials. On this day the “princ-
es”—chosen leaders of each of the twelve tribes—
offered the same objects and number for its up-
keep and service. The whole list is repeated for 
each prince as a sort of official registration of 
each tribe in the worship of God. 
 
 At the end of this is added the important in-
formation of God's further acceptance of this very 
best of materials in His place of worship: Moses 
heard “the Voice” speaking to him above the pro-
pitiatory on the Ark of the Commandments. The 
Cherubim figures (found also in excavations of 
pagan shrines) reveal a belief of heavenly court 
beings who attend the adoration and praise of God 
in the heavens. In Ephesians 1:15ff, St. Paul calls 
these heavenly beings “thrones, dominations, 
principalities, and powers,” and he triumphantly 
declares that Jesus the Lord, the Messiah of the 
Jews, “is before all else that is—all were created 
through Him and for Him.” A Man-God we can 
joyfully and humbly realize is before even the an-
gels and powers in heaven. Again, we see the hu-
mility of God and the terrible test of the humility 
of the angels when, as some Fathers of the Church 
believed, they were shown the mystery of the In-
carnation and failed to accept the worship of a 
Man (lower than the angels) who was God. It 
shows us the terrible sin of pride and the im-
portance of our fight against it. 
 
V. MOSAIC LAWS (Numbers 5) 
 
 A small insertion of the Holiness Code is 
made here. The expulsion of the “unclean” and 
the ritual purity is both religious and hygienic. 
The desert people believed every disability to be 
infectious and even sometimes connected with 
sinfulness. We can surely see some truth in this 
with the terrible spread of AIDS through active 
homosexuality which is still strongly forbidden by 
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official Catholic teaching. St. Paul and Jesus ele-
vated these ritual impurity laws just as Jesus did 
to the Mosaic laws and Paul to the law of circum-
cision, by applying them to spiritual purity. In 1 
Corinthians 5:7-13 and 2 Corinthians 6:16-18 and 
7:1, we have examples of this. Jesus' touching a 
leper and St. Francis of Assisi embracing one 
show us the Christian example. The unjust pos-
session law is call “breaking faith with the Lord,” 
directly relating wrong doing to the neighbor with 
our love or rejection of God. The idea of confess-
ing the wrong done, surely a Christian idea, and 
restoring the ill-gotten goods is never out-of-
fashion in any civilization. The “in addition, give 
one fifth of their value to the one wronged,” is 
surpassed by the repentant Zaccheus in Luke 19:8. 
The attempt to discover guilt or innocence in the 
case of adultery seems grossly unfair to the wom-
an, but it is a lesser trial than in pagan nations, and 
the man had to prove innocence, too, in this case. 
 
VI. PREPARATION FOR DEPARTURE 
 
 It was time to set out again after the quiet 
which was rich in instruction and growth in rela-
tionship with God. The second Passover during 
the evening of the fourteenth day of the first 
month was celebrated with its lengthy account of 
the plight of the men who had to bury the corpse 
and their appeal to Moses who allowed them to 
celebrate after a month of purification. 
 
 Here is also placed the memory of the Cloud 
that covered the dwelling after its erection. God's 
continual leadership and close revealing of His 
will is added when the cloud rises at His wish and 
stays at His wish, thus deciding their setting out or 
staying. We can learn from this to listen to the 
Spirit who dwells in us and to realize how to dis-
cern the difference between our own natural de-
sires and the inspirations that come from God. 
 
 As we begin Numbers 10, we find that the sil-
ver trumpets also indicated a pattern we find in 
the Church: Moses was to assemble the people, 
the whole community, at the entrance of the tent 

when he blew the two trumpets. When Aaron or 
the priests blew them they were to set out for bat-
tle with the enemy who was preventing them from 
obeying God in their journey to the Promised 
Land. We too, find this has a rich symbolism for 
us for we are in the midst of a highly secularized, 
irreligious society with many enemies who op-
pose God's ways and a Christian society. Our faith 
is our trumpet and God says to us also: “I am the 
Lord, I am your God” (Numbers 10:10). Whom 
do we serve, “God or money”? 
 
APPLICATION 
 
 In our relationship with God, do we allow 
Him to lead us into a desert in order “to speak to 
our hearts”? Do we take time for retreats, week-
ends or weeks given just to our spiritual develop-
ment or to listen to the voice of God through read-
ing and prayer? Is He directing our lives or is so-
ciety and consumerism? Are our sons and daugh-
ters given the example of our choice of God first? 
 
 This sojourn in the desert is instructive for our 
salvation, just as it was for those people. Each day 
we should find a little desert, a place and time just 
for communication with God. Without that, we 
dry up in spirit. The Church today is rediscovering 
this. All over America and Europe and Africa are 
retreat centers, new religious orders, hermitages, 
new monasteries, all shouting to modern Chris-
tians—put God first and all will be well! 
 
 The experience of the Israelites under God's 
direction is called salvation history. It is repeated 
in each individual's salvation. Each of us has to let 
ourselves be called to a desert experience where 
God brings us closer to Himself, where He reveals 
His will in our life; clarifies the ways He wants us 
to relate to and worship Him, and to celebrate our 
faith in the community of Jesus' followers. After 
this, which we need to repeat more than once to 
renew, the realities of our situation in life have to 
be met; battles with evil in our environment have 
to be undertaken; opposition to God's call and the 
Christian Gospel demand us to go to battle for 
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God and the freedom to live under His kingship. 
Are you listening to the need for these two pat-

terns in your life. 
 

 
* * * * * * *



Series II   Lesson 20  
Page 7 

 

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 21 
Numbers 11-16 

 
 
Day 1  Read the Notes and the texts from the New Testament referred to. 
  Find in the notes a spiritual or moral lesson that challenges you to apply it to your life and 

share it here. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 2  Read Numbers 10. 
 a. One commentator remarks that Numbers is the “book of the Church Militant.” What support 

for that statement do you find in this chapter? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 3  Read Numbers 11. 
 a. Why does Moses complain to Yahweh, and what response does God make? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 b. What words indicate God's anger with the people? What signs of doubt do you hear in Mo-

ses' response? Give verses. 
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Day 4  Read Numbers 12. 
 a. What constitutes the sin of Miriam and Aaron? How does Yahweh respond? What role does 

Moses play? What do we learn about him? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 b. Are we ever tempted to their sin? What opportunities do we have to imitate Moses? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 5  Read Numbers 13-14. 
 a. What report do the scouts bring back? How do the mixed reports affect the camp? 
 
 
 
 
 
 b. What punishment for disbelief does God announce? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 6  Read Numbers 15-16. 
 a. How does the narrative in Numbers 15:32-36 relate to what went immediately before it? 
 
 
 
 
 
 b. What is the sin of Korah? Why, in your opinion is the punishment so severe? 


