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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 1-3 

Numbers opens by picking up the story from the end of Exodus where we read that the Tabernacle 
was inaugurated “on the first day of the first month in the second year (Ex. 40:17); the book of 
Numbers begins just one month later: on the first day of the second month, in the second year after 
they had come out of the land of Egypt. Here they begin the second part of their journey – called the 
“Wilderness Years” – a journey that will take forty years. As a continuation of Leviticus, we will 
continue to see the LORD giving instructions to the Levites and to all of Israel.  
 
This book has been named “Numbers” in English because it begins with the numbering of the people 
of Israel, but its Hebrew name is Bemidbar, meaning In the Wilderness.1 The Hebrew root of this 
word is ‘debar’, which means “to speak” or “words”. Thus the very literal meaning of Bemidbar is “in 
the place of speaking” or the “place of words”. We find both of these meanings embedded in the 
first verse: 1:1  Now the LORD spoke to Moses in the Wilderness of Sinai… 
 
Deuteronomy 8 speaks into this theme also: 
 

 “And you shall remember that the LORD your God led you all the way these forty years in the 
wilderness, to humble you and test you, to know what was in your heart, whether you would 
keep His commandments or not. So He humbled you, allowed you to hunger, and fed you with 
manna which you did not know nor did your fathers know, that He might make you know that 
man shall not live by bread alone; but man lives by every word that proceeds from the 
mouth of the LORD.” (Deut.  8:2-3) 

 
The Word of God had been given to Israel through Moses, but now they are to walk it out and allow 
it to transform them. There is a connection between the silence and barrenness of the desert and 
the ability to hear the Word of God in that place. Whilst the religious norm of the surrounding world 
was to relate to gods found in the heavens and nature—graven images that they could see and 
touch—Israel’s God is beyond nature, even beyond the universe itself. But the radical truth is also 
that God is close, but not encountered through what is seen, but through words heard.  
 
Numbers is quite a challenging book, containing a vast array of texts: census lists, details of 
encampment around the Tabernacle, laws, battles, rebellions, etc., but the overriding theme is that 
of transformation—it is the ongoing story of the people of God who have been freed from slavery in 
Egypt, have encountered the power of God and received His Laws at Sinai, and are now being tested 
and prepared to enter the Promised Land. These are a people who have been embedded in Egypt, 
and even though they now have freedom, they still have the mindset of slaves and are not yet ready 
to enter the land. There is a long walk to true freedom and there is no shortcut—it is not impossible, 
but it takes time and there are many challenges along the way that will cause them to yearn for the 
predictability of Egypt.   
 
 “In the silence of the desert, the Israelites heard the Word and became the people of the Word.”2 

                                                           
1 Numbers is also called Sefer HaPekudim (“The Book of the Countings”), because there are many numbers in this book. 
2
 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation, Numbers, p.55 
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The Mosaic books, especially Exodus and Numbers, are about the journey from slavery to freedom and 
from oppression to law-governed liberty. On the map, the distance from Egypt to the Promised Land is 
not far. But the message of Numbers is that it always takes longer than you think, for the journey is not 
just physical, a walk across the desert, it is psychological, moral, and spiritual. It takes as long as the 
time needed for human beings to change, and that, as we discover in Numbers, can be a very long time 
indeed… You cannot arrive at freedom merely by escaping from slavery.3  (Discuss in your group) 

Failure of the Wilderness Wanderers 

Before moving on to Chapter 1, we will turn to the NT letter to the Hebrews, 3:7-11, where the 
writer picks up this story saying:   
 

Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says: “Today, if you will hear His voice, 
Do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion, in the day of trial in the wilderness, 
Where your fathers tested Me, tried Me, and saw My works forty years. 
Therefore I was angry with that generation, and said, ‘They always go astray in their heart, 
and they have not known My ways.’ So I swore in My wrath, ‘They shall not enter My rest.’”   
 
The writer of Hebrews uses this as a warning to the New Covenant believers he is writing to – verse 
14 continues: For we have become partakers of Christ if we hold the beginning of our confidence 
steadfast to the end, while it is said: “Today, if you will hear His voice, Do not harden your hearts as 
in the rebellion.” … And to whom did He swear that they would not enter His rest, but to those who 
did not obey? So we see that they could not enter in because of unbelief.   
We see the same emphasis here – that of hearing, believing and obeying. 
 

Q. Why do these verses not mention the Land at all, but speak only about entering His rest?  
Q. Have you/we entered His rest? 
Q. What do we have that they did not have? And why does that make a great difference? 
   
Although we have the enormous benefit of the Holy Spirit, we too need to cast off the mindset of 
the world’s ways to become truly free – and our journey also takes time. As Christians, we too 
experience “wilderness years” before we are ready to “cross the Jordan” and truly enter His rest. 
Paul talks about running the race; keeping our eyes on the goal set before us; being transformed by 
the renewing of our minds, etc.  
 
With this in mind, let us be open to hear and understand what the book of Numbers has to say to us. 
To receive the word of God, we have to engage in active listening. If we bring to the Bible our own 
presuppositions and preoccupations, we will hear what we expect to hear. We need an open mind 
and a receptive heart to encounter the voice of God in the “Living Word”. 
 
  

CHAPTER 1– Census in the Wilderness  
 
God commanded Moses and Aaron to take a tribe-by-tribe census of all males above the age of 
twenty. The census only applied to individuals who were old enough to go to war (v3). They will have 
a mission of being, not only his messengers, but also his soldiers, who will fight for the defence of 
their faith, and the moral code handed to them.  
 
You will recall that the New Testament also uses a number of military metaphors in discussing 
Christianity, particularly in the Pauline epistles. In Philippians 2:25 and Philemon 1:2, Paul describes 
fellow Christians as "fellow soldiers"; The image of a soldier is also used in 2 Timothy 2:3–4 as a 
metaphor for courage, loyalty and dedication; and in Ephesians 6:10-18, Pauls tells his readers to 
“put on the whole armour of God,” knowing full well that believers would need to contend with the 

                                                           
3 Sacks, ibid, p.3 
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wicked one. Paul certainly saw Christianity, not as a passive faith, but called all disciples of Jesus to 
contend actively for their faith. 
Q. Has this been your experience as a Christian? 
 

Num. 1:17 Then Moses and Aaron took these men who had been mentioned by name, 18 and they 
assembled all the congregation together on the first day of the second month; and they recited their 
ancestry by families, by their fathers’ houses, according to the number of names, from twenty years 
old and above, each one individually. 
 
The census is counted by tribes in a very orderly fashion: One man from each tribe shall be with you; 
each man shall be a leader of his paternal household (v.4) – each man is to uphold the spiritual 
heritage endowed upon his family line. They are not to be a band of slaves who just fled from their 
master, but a cohesive disciplined unit. 
 
The literal translation of the Hebrew words, “take a census,” is “lift up the head”. There are many 
other Hebrew words that could have been used to number a people group, so why use this term? In 
the ancient world, with the exception of the elite, life was cheap – when men were counted for 
battle, it was about strength and military might. Whereas “lifting the head” placed value on each 
and every one counted. To “lift the head” means that those entrusted with the task of counting are 
commanded to lift the spirits of those they count, making each individual stand tall in the knowledge 
that he is loved, cherished, held special by God, and not merely a number among a multitude.4  God 
became angry with King David for taking a census when he was not commanded to.5 A totally 
different verb is used there, which literally means to “count”. David fell into the trap of thinking that 
size of numbers meant strength. (Discuss) 

The total number of men counted was 603,550 – exactly the same as in the census taken after the 
sin of the Golden Calf (Ex.38:26).  
 
Read 1:48-54 …“only the tribe of Levi you shall not number, nor take a census of them among the 
children of Israel.”   
 

Because the Levite’s inheritance was separate from the inheritance of the rest of Israel, they were 
counted separately. The Levites were not considered men of war, “but the Levites shall camp around 
the tabernacle of the Testimony, that there may be no wrath on the congregation of the children of 
Israel; and the Levites shall keep charge of the tabernacle of the Testimony.” (v.53) 
 
The Levites were appointed to ‘stand in the gap’ between the people and God’s holiness. (This calls 
to mind the nation at the foot of Mt Sinai, where the people were required to keep their distance, 
lest they die.)  
 
 

CHAPTER 2 – The Encampment      
 
The central position around the Tabernacle was for the Levites. Now we come to the positioning of 
the tribes. 
 
1 And the LORD spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying:  2 Everyone of the children of Israel shall camp by 
his own standard, beside the emblems of his father’s house; they shall camp some distance from the 
tabernacle of meeting. 
 

                                                           
4 Sacks, ibid, p.77. 
5 11 Sam. 24:2; 1 Chron. 21:2 
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The significance of this encampment is undoubtedly more profound than we can fully understand.  
The twelve tribes, in groups of three, were divinely situated at a certain distance around the 
tabernacle. Four of the tribes – Judah, Reuben, Ephraim and Dan – were recognized as tribal leaders. 
Each had its own standard or banner identifying it as a tribal head, while each individual tribe had 
had its own flag, with an insignia representing its own distinct characteristic.  
 

Jewish tradition says the “four standards” under which Israel encamped in the wilderness, to the 
east, Judah, to the north, Dan, to the west, Ephraim, to the south, Reuben, were respectively a lion, 
an eagle, an ox, and a man, while in the midst was the tabernacle containing the Shekinah symbol 
of the Divine Presence…. The Jewish writers tell us, that the standard of each tribe of Israel took the 
colour of the stone which represented it in the high priest’s breastplate.6 

 
 

 

Judah, whose name means praise & thanksgiving, is on the east side, behind Aaron. It is important to 
note that Jacob (the father of the 12 tribes) had prophesied that the senior position in his family 
would belong to the people of Judah.  They will always be the first to journey (2:9), first to set up 
camp, first to offer sacrifices (7:12), first in battle (Judges 1:2), and midrash says they will be the first 
to experience redemption in the time to come.     

Gen 49:10 The sceptre shall not depart from Judah, nor a lawgiver from between his feet, until Shiloh 
comes; and to Him shall be the obedience of the people.  

To underline the fact that this placement is not some irrelevant historical fact, we are reminded of a 
scripture from Revelation: 

And he carried me away in the Spirit to a great and high mountain, and showed me the holy 
city, Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, having the glory of God. Her brilliance 
was like a very costly stone, as a stone of crystal-clear jasper. It had a great and high wall, with 
twelve gates, and at the gates twelve angels; and names were written on them, which are the 
names of the twelve tribes of the sons of Israel. There were three gates on the east and three 
gates on the north and three gates on the south and three gates on the west. And the wall of 
the city had twelve foundation stones, and on them were the twelve names of the twelve 
apostles of the Lamb. (Revelation 21:10-14) 

 

                                                           
6 http://www.biblefragrances.com/studies/fourbanners.html 
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http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=H8VEPWNhpKadPM&tbnid=_h9cXau4qR6h5M:&ved=0CAgQjRwwAA&url=http://dcsymbols.com/mastersquare/masters.htm&ei=ksSaUefPJcXokAWxyoHgDg&psig=AFQjCNFn-XwzVjzrEopcQXYo2j0Mf-CaFw&ust=1369183762661371
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CHAPTER 3 - Placement of the Levites7 

After having counted the tribes and outlined their respective formations, the Torah lists His “honour 
guard,” the Kohanim (priests, sons of Aaron) and Levites, who encamped immediately around the 
Tabernacle and devoted their lives to safeguarding the Sanctuary and assisting in its service. (v. 5-8) 
 
Read 3:9-13 –   
Note repetition of ‘presented’ or ‘given’ in verse 9. “You shall present the Levites to Aaron and his 
sons – presented, presented are they to him.” (This repetition, denoting emphasis, is clear in Hebrew, 
but lost in most translations).  

  
11 Then the Lord spoke to Moses, saying: 12 “Now behold8, I Myself have taken the Levites from 
among the children of Israel instead of every firstborn who opens the womb among the children of 
Israel. Therefore the Levites shall be Mine, 13 because all the firstborn are Mine. On the day that I 
struck all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, I sanctified to Myself all the firstborn in Israel, both man 
and beast. They shall be Mine: I am the Lord.” 
 

We see that the LORD claims ownership of the Levites, in place of the firstborn—but note also that 
he tells Moses to present, or give them, to Aaron and his sons – the High Priest – and as we know, 
Aaron was a shadow of Christ. 
 
Levites are “numbered” from the age of one month (age of viability) and there is no upper age limit 
– each one was equally precious. The Levites are greatly honoured, but more importantly they are 
given a great responsibility—a high calling—to serve Aaron, the High Priest, and perform their 
service on behalf of the nation.    
 
Relate this to 1 Cor. 6:19-20 - Or do you not know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit who 
is in you, whom you have from God, and you are not your own? For you were bought at a price; 
therefore glorify God in your body and in your spirit, which are God's. 
 

Redemption of the Firstborn - 3:11-16 & 40-51 

Redemption of the firstborn son is grounded in the Jewish concept that the first and best things 
belong to God: Before there was a priesthood, it was the duty of the firstborn of each family to 
perform sacrifices and other rituals on behalf of the family. The firstborn was a kind of pre-
priesthood family priest.9 From the day that God delivered the lives of the firstborn of Israel in Egypt, 
He instructed Moses: “Consecrate to me all the firstborn, whatever opens the womb among the 
children of Israel, both of man and beast; it is Mine.” (Ex.13:1-2, also Ex.13:13-16, Num. 8:17, 18:15). 
The Jewish firstborn would also have died in Egypt had God not shown them mercy, and that gave 
Him exclusive claim to their service. 
 
However, because of the Golden Calf incident, the firstborn lost their status to the Levites, who 
resisted the sin and earned the right to become the priests of God. In their new status, the Levites 
replaced the firstborn, nevertheless their intrinsic holiness remained—God does not go back on His 
word.  

 
Read 3:39-48 The Lord accepted the lives of the 22,000 Levites as substitute for His claim to the 
ownership of 22,000 firstborn—one for one. But there were still 273 firstborn to be redeemed and 

                                                           
7 The root of the name Levi means to accompany. 
8
 “Behold” is an expression of joy 

9 This was not unique to Israel. 
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five silver shekels10 was taken and given to Aaron and his sons— In effect to buy back the sons that 
belonged to God. The Levites did not retain their high level of sanctity and it became common 
practise for all firstborns to pay the 5 silver shekel redemption price. In Hebrew scripture, the 
number five speaks of grace, and silver of redemption, so this small detail points to redemption 
through grace. (This ceremony is still in place today, though not common practise.)      
 
Since Yeshua was a firstborn son, we read in Luke 2 that his parents “brought him to Jerusalem to 
present him to the Lord…” The presentation and redemption could be made to any priest, and the 
Holy Spirit had brought Simeon to the Temple for this special presentation.  
 
Read Luke 2:22-35. What a profoundly beautiful – but also disquieting – confirmation this must have 
been for Mary and Joseph—that their son was indeed, the Lord’s Anointed One;   
 

As we know, Yeshua also became: “Firstborn of all Creation” (Col. 1:18); the firstborn of those who 
died and are raised to new life (Rom. 8:29); … the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler over the 
kings of the earth.” (Rev. 1:5)—and He became High Priest of God’s heavenly Temple—thereby 
enabling all who would believe in Him to become part of “a royal priesthood, a holy nation”.  This, 
you will recall, was the designated role God had for Israel (Ex. 19:6), of which grafted-in Gentile 
believers have now become a part (1 Peter 2:9).  
 
Heb. 12:22  But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly 
Jerusalem, to an innumerable company of angels, 23 to the general assembly and church 
(ecclesia/gathering) of the firstborn who are registered in heaven, to God the Judge of all, to the 
spirits of just men made perfect. 
 
It is difficult to fully grasp the status – the fullness – of what Yeshua purchased for us on the Cross of 
Calvary—but I believe it is time for us to rise up and take hold of that for which He took hold of us—
to know “what is the exceeding greatness of His power toward us who believe, according to the 
working of his mighty power which He worked in Christ when He raised Him from the dead.…”. (Eph. 
1:19) 
 
The subject of the “firstborn”, and the priesthood of all believers is profound indeed, and a vital 
aspect in the redemption plan of God, which deserves to be understood more fully.  
 
 
Let us not forget also, that God first called Israel: “My son, my firstborn” (Ex. 4:22). There is much to 
ponder in this. We have merely scratched the surface here.11 

                                                           
10 Five is the number of Grace & silver represents Redemption. 
11

 See Deut. 21 study for more on ‘firstborn’ son. 


