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BREAD OF LIFE TORAH STUDIES  

"I am the bread of life. He who comes to me shall never hunger …” John 6:35 

  

NUMBERS 19-21 

The Torah is an intricately woven text with a mixture of literary content, which can sometimes be 
baffling and seem to lack unity. And so it is with the law of the Red Heifer. Why isn’t this back in 
Leviticus where the offering laws were dealt with in detail? As we shall see, this ‘decree’ is quite 
unique and introduces a theme which runs through the following chapters – death and restoration 
life. 

Whilst it is not stated explicitly, almost forty years have passed since the events in the previous 
chapter. The Korah revolt took place in the second year of the journey, and now, suddenly, we are 
near the end.    

This ritual law is a decree, meaning that it makes no rational sense, but calls for humility, and ‘faith 
in a wisdom  greater than ours’.   In fact, the Talmud states that of all 613 commandments, this is the 
only one that King Solomon could not fathom. As we have seen before, this in itself is an indicator 
that the key to its interpretation, is found in Israel’s Messiah alone.    

CHAPTER 19 - The Law of the Red Heifer   

v.2 This is the ordinance of the law which the LORD has commanded, saying: “Speak to the children 
of Israel, that they bring you a red heifer without blemish, in which there is no defect and on which a 
yoke has never come.” 

It is fitting that we find this ritual here—after the heavy loss of life that took place during the Korah 
rebellion.  Anyone (or anything) that came into contact with a corpse (the embodiment of sin and 
death) was required to be purified. The purification process took seven days, using stalks of hyssop 
dipped in the ‘water of separation’ and sprinkled on the person undergoing purification on the third 
day and again on the seventh day.  The person then had to immerse in a mikveh (ritual immersion 
bath). 

Let’s have a look at some unusual elements of this law: 

A Red Heifer  
 It was the only sacrifice that required an animal of a specific colour.1 
 The word "red" used here (vs 2) is adom. It is related to the words ‘adam’ and ‘soil’ (from 

which Adam was taken);  and also blood, dam.  We see how this all points back to Adam.    
 1 Cor 15:22 For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ all shall be made alive. . . .  
 1 Cor 15:45 And so it is written, "The first man Adam became a living being." The last Adam 

became a life-giving spirit. 
 Mt. 27:28 They stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him… 

 
… without blemish, in which there is no defect 
 2 Cor.  5:21 For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the 

righteousness of God in Him. 
… on which a yoke has never come 

                                                           
1 

It is said that ‘nine were prepared from the time of the giving of the Commandment until the destruction of the 2nd 
Temple. The 10th will be prepared by the Messiah’!  
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 This signified the voluntary offer of Himself for us. The only cord that bound Him was the cord 
of His own love for His Father and for mankind. 

 Yeshua Himself provides the ultimate yoke: Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am 
meek and lowly in heart: and you shall find rest unto your souls.(Mt.11:29) 

 
Eleazer2 (son of Aaron), was to take it outside the camp and it was slaughtered it in his presence.  
 All other sacrifices were offered on the Brazen Altar. Being outside the camp shows that this 

sacrifice is for all people – not just for Israel. 
 Hebrews 13:12 And so Jesus also suffered outside the city gate to make the people holy 

through his own blood. 
 
It was totally burned in his sight.  
 Yeshua laid down the totality of his life – body, soul and spirit. The burning to ashes3 

represents the total consumption and destruction of the sin that he bore for our sake.   
 
The ashes (with the blood assimilated therein) were gathered and kept for purification from sin.  
 It was the only sacrifice where the ashes were preserved and used in perpetuity.4 

The ashes were sufficient for all the people – also the stranger who dwells among them 
(19:10).  
 

'And the priest shall take cedar wood and hyssop and scarlet thread, and cast them into the midst 
of the fire burning the heifer. 
 Symbolizing: the wood of the Cross; hyssop has symbolic power to absorb, and thus remove 

impurity from contamination with death.  Ps. 51:7. Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; 
scarlet thread5 – a theme seen in various scriptures – speaks of the shed blood of the Messiah. 

 
Living water (mayim chayim) is added to the ashes to be sprinkled on the unclean person. (19:17). 
 Water is essential for life, and Living Water is a symbol of God, who is Life. 

For I will take you from among the nations, and gather you out of all countries, and will bring 
you back to your own land. I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will 
cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. 26 I will give you a new heart and 
put a new spirit in you; … (Ezek. 36:24-26) 

 
The person who offered the red heifer himself became unclean—the only way he could be purified 
was by the ashes of that offering; even the one who sprinkles the water on the contaminated one 
and who touches the water of sprinkling, ‘shall immerse his clothing’ and ‘shall be contaminated 
until evening’. It was the only offering that (paradoxically) contaminated the priest who offered it, 
but made the one who was sprinkled clean. 
 
Jewish commentary states:  In the Torah all the purity in Israel depends on the Kohen (Priest). 
However, in Messianic times, Hashem Himself will sprinkle pure waters over us and purify us, for the 
last parah adumah (sacrifice of the Red Heifer), will be that of the Messiah.6     

For if the blood of bulls and goats and the ashes of a heifer, sprinkling the unclean, sanctifies for the 
purifying of the flesh, how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered 

                                                           
2 Abraham’s servant Eliezer – “God is his help” - was a ‘type’ of the Holy Spirit. 
3 Heb. word for ‘dust’ and ‘ashes’ are synonymous. 
4 The Temple Institute in Jerusalem's that seeks to rebuild the prophesied Third Jewish Temple – has announced the 
successful birth of a flawless all-red heifer (Sept. 2018).    
5 See Numbers 4 study. 
6 Munk, The Call of Torah, p.227.   
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Himself without spot to God, cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God? (Heb. 
9:13-14) 
 
Let us draw near to God with a sincere heart and with the full assurance that faith brings, having our 
hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure 
water. (Hebrews 10:22)   

 
CHAPTER 20  
 
Together with her brothers, Moses and Aaron, Miriam is described in the midrash as part of a family 
triumvirate of leaders. Although, unlike her brothers, she did not have any formal position, the 
Rabbis assert that she contributed greatly to the redemption of Israel from Egypt. She is mentioned 
as the one who prophesied the birth of Moses and his being the deliverer who would redeem Israel 
from the Egyptians, a task in which she would also assist him. In addition, Miriam acted as a leader 
during the wanderings in the wilderness; by her merit the Israelites were accompanied on their 
journeys by the well that bears her name: “Miriam’s Well.” 7 In a mural depiction, Miriam’s Well is 
seen with streams of water issuing forth to each of the tents of the twelve tribes of Israel.  She is 
seen as the central source of vitality. 
 
Before looking at the death of Miriam, I would like to share the article below, because it may throw 
light on what the Torah is telling us in a veiled way, and also seems to agree with the above article: 
 

Since the intimacy shared by the three members of the Trinity transcends our understanding and 
comprehension, I believe that God also has described triads of people in the Bible. These have been 
examples for all to see of how all the members of the Trinity of God work together as a “perfectly 
united team.”  

Moses, Aaron, and Miriam—two brothers and their sister—led the Israelites out of Egypt (Micah 
6:4) and then around the Sinai desert for forty years. Not only did the lives and roles of these three 
people demonstrate how the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit work together and cooperate in an 
intimate partnership, but each of these three also was an exhibit of how “dissociating” from and 
“losing harmony” with God, or with the other two, resulted in very unpleasant consequences 
 
MIRIAM 
The Holy Spirit is the third member of the Trinity of God. Of the gifts of the Holy Spirit, one 
important gift is that of prophecy. According to Exodus 15:20, Miriam was a prophetess. As such, I 
believe that, in the “triad” with her two brothers, Miriam was symbolic of the Holy Spirit. The 
primary role of the Holy Spirit is to “point to” the Father and to Jesus, the Son.  It is notable that 
Miriam sang, “Sing to the LORD, for he is highly exalted” (Exodus 15:21). 

 There was a time that Miriam and Aaron rebelled against the authority of Moses (Numbers 
12:1,2). God Himself reprimanded Miriam and Aaron for this (12:8b). However, Miriam got the brunt 
of the punishment for this act of rebellion by becoming leprous (12:10).  Perhaps she, more than 
Aaron, had violated her “prime directive” of focusing the attention of the Israelites on Moses and on 
God. 

It was not long, after that, until Miriam died (Numbers 20:1b). Soon thereafter, Moses and Aaron 
usurped their authority with God (20:10,11). Symbolically, this could have indicated that any of the 
members of the Trinity of God (after which I believe Moses, Aaron, and Miriam were modelled) 
would be unable to continue in a relationship of perfect intimacy if one of the Three, somehow, 
were absent.  Of course, in reality, this never would happen, because no part of God can cease to 
exist, nor can it “defect” from the others. Perhaps Satan’s main intent, in his attempt to destroy 
Jesus, was to cause the Trinity to “fall apart,” thus enabling Satan to take charge of God’s Creation. 

                                                           
7 https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/miriam-midrash-and-aggadah 
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The Death of Miriam 
 
The events covered in this chapter took place within a period of five months. Miriam died in the first 
month and Aaron died on the first day of the fifth month of the fortieth year (Num. 33:38-39). Whilst 
it is not stated explicitly, almost forty years have passed since the Korah rebellion, which took place 
in the second year of the journey, and now suddenly we are near the end.  Being 40 years on also 
means that Miriam’s death marks the end of the previous generation, who were condemned not to 
enter the Promised Land. 
 
20:1 And the nation settled in Kadesh (‘holy’) and Miriam died there, and was buried there—in one 
very brief sentence, the bible records the death of Miriam, the sister of Moses and Aaron.  The very 
next sentence reads:  And there was no water for the nation.”      
 
From this, the Jewish sages understand that for all the previous 40 years, they had a ready water 
source through Miriam’s merit and presence. “Miriam’s Well” is therefore the name of the spring 
that miraculously provided water and accompanied the Israelites throughout the 40 years they 
travelled in the wilderness. 
Q. How do you correlate this with Paul’s statement that the rock that followed them was Christ?8    
 
Very little is said about Miriam even though she is seen as integral part of the threefold leadership.   
I brought you up out of Egypt and redeemed you from the land of slavery. I sent Moses to lead you, 
also Aaron and Miriam. (Micah 6:4). Miriam cannot be overlooked as largely irrelevant. Let’s look at 
what the Torah reveals about her:  
 

 Miriam first appears in the Torah anonymously, as the sister of Moses who stands on 
the riverbank and ensures his survival;  (Ex. 2) 

 She was known as a prophet;  Miriam is first mentioned by name at the Song at the Sea 
(Ex. 15:20–21): “Then Miriam the prophetess, Aaron’s sister, took a timbrel in her hand, 
and all the women went out after her in dance with timbrels. And Miriam chanted for 
them…” 

 After Miriam’s song of praise to God, there is a lack of drinking water. (Exodus 15:22-25) 
God then turns the bitter waters of Marah sweet after a piece of wood is thrown into 
the water. 

On the last day, that great day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried out, saying, “If anyone thirsts, let 
him come to Me and drink. He who believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, out of his heart will flow 
rivers of living water.” But this He spoke concerning the Spirit, whom those  believing in Him would 
receive; for the Holy Spirit was not yet given, because Jesus was not yet glorified.(Jn. 7:37-39) 

Moses Strikes the Rock  - Read 20:6-13   

Few passages have generated as much controversy as this one. What had Moses done wrong? What 
was his sin? Why such a great punishment after a relatively small offence – after all he has put up 
with!? Poor Moses—in seeking answers commentators have accused him of well over a dozen sins.   

Overcome by grief at the death of his sister – a loss both deeply personal and striking a blow to the 
community – and worn down by the people’s grumblings, Moses loses his moral compass and,   
showing  a lack of compassion for the people’s needs, deliberately strikes the rock in defiance of 
God’s instruction. Read the following verses carefully: 

                                                           
8 1 Cor.10:4 

http://jwa.org/taxonomy/term/424
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Num. 20:10-11 And Moses and Aaron gathered the assembly together before the rock; and he said to 
them, “Hear now, you rebels! Must we bring water for you out of this rock?”  Then Moses lifted his 
hand and struck the rock twice with his rod; and water came out abundantly, and the congregation 
and their animals drank. 
  
As we know, Moses had earlier struck the rock in order to provide water for the people (Ex.17:5-7), 
and we see this as a picture of Jesus who would be ‘stricken’ for us (Isa. 53:4, 1 Cor. 10:4); the rock 
that was once smitten was now to be spoken to, not smitten again. But this does raise a question: 
Why did water flow out abundantly, even though Moses struck the rock twice instead of speaking to 
it as the LORD instructed? Notice vss. 12 and 13—God was hallowed nonetheless. 

Another point to notice in the above verses, is that Moses and Aaron seemingly act as one – and 
indeed, Aaron receives the same fate as Moses. Might it be the lack of Miriam’s presence that brings 
them undone?  If we see the loss of Miriam as signifying the loss of the Holy Spirit, this then makes 
sense of the fact that Moses’ behaviour is quite uncharacteristic—his anger and self-will.  
Moses’ leadership has been vital to this point, but, just as we understand that the death of the 
Messiah was a paradigm shift into a New Covenant, so too does this time in the journey mark a 
paradigm shift – they are about to enter the Promised Land.  
 
To this day, those who attempt to add to the work of the LORD by works of their own righteousness 
will likewise be barred from the Land of Promise. We are again reminded of Hebrews 4:1 Let us fear, 
therefore, lest, while the Promise of entering into his rest stands, any of you should be found to come 
short of entering. 
 
Despite the miracles they have witnessed, the severe judgements that have occurred, and a new 
generation raised up, Egypt is still a governing factor in the peoples’ hearts. This demonstrates that 
the Law, divinely inspired and wonderful as it is, was not able, in itself, to bring the people out of 
their sinful state.    
 
Numbers 20:14-21 - Now Moses sent messengers from Kadesh to the king of Edom. “Thus says your 
brother Israel… ‘Please let us pass through your country.’ Their request is refused, even though they 
promise to not even drink the water.  

The Edomites were the descendants of Esau, the firstborn son of Isaac and the twin brother of Jacob. 
In the womb, Esau and Jacob struggled together – the disjointed relationship is still in effect. 

The Death of Aaron – 20:22-29  

We are probably very familiar with the fact that Moses was not able to enter the Land because of 
the ‘waters of Meribah’ incident, but may not be so familiar with the fact that Aaron was also judged 
as rebellious because of that incident (Num. 20:12) As we saw, Moses and Aaron were spoken to as 
one, even though Aaron seemed to be silent throughout. Now we see that he is the first to “be 
gathered to his people”—to die — the old leadership is breaking down. 

25  “…bring them (Aaron & Eleazer) up to Mt Hor …”   (Heb. "Hor ha-har" - "Mountain of the 
mountain," situated on the edge of the land of Edom) 26 “Strip Aaron  strip of his vestments and 
dress Eleazar9 his son in them;  Aaron shall be gathered in and die there.”   

Q. Where have we seen the name Eleazer before and what was his role?10   

                                                           
9
 Eleazer - “God is my help”.  

10
 Genesis 24, where he is a type of the Holy Spirit. 
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Unlike the virtual non-event of Miriam’s death, Now when all the congregation saw that Aaron was 
dead, all the house of Israel mourned for Aaron thirty days. They now have a new High Priest. 

Jewish Midrash says that, “Upon the death of Aaron, the Clouds of Glory for protection of Israel 
were said to have lifted, exposing the children to peril from various predators in the desert.” 
Discuss this in the light of the death of Christ. 

The Brass Serpent – 21:4-9 

They journeyed on from Mt Hor by way of the Sea of Reeds “…and the spirit11  of the people became 
short on the way”.  “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is 
no food and no water, and our soul loathes this worthless bread.”   

6 So the LORD sent fiery serpents (seraphim nachashim)  among the people, and they bit the people; 
and many of the people of Israel died.  

What can we make of this curious story of affliction and healing in the wilderness? Ponder it 
carefully, its detail, its characters, its repetitions.  Notice that, although it is the same old complaint, 
this time the people lodge their complaint directly against God as well as Moses. Also, they 
contradict themselves: in one breath “there is no food,” and in the next they “loathe this worthless 
bread”. 12   

Perhaps you noticed that in v.5 we read ‘God’ but in later verses we read ‘Lord.’ Also, no comment 
of Moses is recorded. We are told that he prays for the people, but not what he said. The repetition 
in vv.8-9 is interesting, with its subtle variations. The ‘fiery serpent’ becomes a ‘bronze serpent’ on 
the pole. Anyone who looks13 upon it will live – be restored to life. (Bronze is symbolic of judgment.) 

In the Gospel of John, Yeshua explained to Nicodemus the way of salvation: “And as Moses lifted up 
the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in Him 
should not perish but have eternal life.” (Jn. 4:14-15)  

Humanity as a whole has been “bitten by the snake’ and needs to be delivered from its venom. 
Paradoxically, by looking to Him – the One who bears our judgment before the LORD - we are 
delivered from the judgment that is rightly our own. 

At the end of these disparate stories which focus on judgement, death and restoration, it is 
heartening to finally read words of repentance and recognition of the LORD from the people: 

Therefore the people came to Moses, and said, “We have sinned, for we have spoken against the 
LORD and against you; pray to the LORD that He take away the serpents from us.” So Moses prayed 
for the people.    

A 19th century German-Jewish rabbinical leader S.R. Hirsch, offers this insight:  

“The serpents were sent to show the people that danger beset their every step and it was only 
thanks to the miraculous and perpetual intervention of Divine Providence that they were able to 
proceed unharmed… Hirsch continues: “Nothing is more calculated to make a person more satisfied 
with his lot than the knowledge of the chasm that ever yawns beneath him, and that it is only Divine 
mercy that bears him safely over, as if on eagles’ wings...”   

                                                           
11

 Nephesh – soul, self, heart 
12

 http://lightoftorah.net/files/Torah/Chukat%201.pdf 
13

 Looks = ra’ah to sees, perceives, ‘gives attention to’.   


