
Numbers

The book of Numbers tells the story of the time God’s people spent in the wilderness. 
Although the first and last chapters contain a census of the people, the rest of the book 
describes what happened to those who had left Egypt with Moses; how most of them 
died during the wandering in the wilderness and how the next generation began to be 
prepared to settle in the Promised Land.
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Inspiring quotes

24 The Lord bless you and keep you;  
25 the Lord make his face to shine upon 
you, and be gracious to you; 26 the Lord lift 
up his countenance upon you, and give 
you peace. 
 
(Numbers 6.24-26)

God is not a human being, that he should 
lie, or a mortal, that he should change his 
mind. Has he promised, and will he not do 
it? Has he spoken, and will he not fulfill it? 
 
(Numbers 23.19)

I am not able to carry all this people alone, 
for they are too heavy for me. 
 
(Numbers 11.14)

How long will it take? 

Reading time:  3 hours
Short of time?  Just read 1.1-4; 2.1-34;  
 10.11-36; 22.2–24.25 

Genre

History

Anything tricky?

Parts of Numbers contain complex regulations 
about the Levites’ role and some of these 
descriptions can be hard to understand. 

There are also sections of Numbers which are 
very dull!

Traditionally Moses was regarded as the author of the 
first five books of the Bible (Genesis–Deuteronomy); 
known in Judaism as the Torah and in Christianity 
often as the Pentateuch (or five teachings).

Today many scholars would argue that Moses was 
not the author of the Pentateuch but that these 
five books grew up over a long period of time and 
were written down and edited from oral tradition. 

About the Author 



How is it structured?

1.1–10.10 The camp at Sinai, where a census  
 is taken and the duties of the priests  
 and Levites assigned

10.11–22.1 Travelling to Moab during which  
 people ‘murmured’ against God and  
 God decided that none of that  
 generation would reach the  
 promised land.
 
22.2–36.13 The camp on the plains of Moab,  
 where there is a new census because  
 of the new generation of Israelites  
 but new threats (like the Midianites)  
 are recognized. This section ends  
 with preparations for entering the  
 promised land.

About the times 

One of the biggest debates around the 
wilderness wanderings is whether it is possible 
to date it with any level of certainty.

Some offer a date around the fifteenth century 
bc (counting backwards 480 years from the 
construction of Solomon’s temple); others 
offer a date between 1250-1200 bc, using 
archaeological evidence (though others dispute 
the reliability of this evidence); others still argue 
that it is impossible to date the event at all.

Other books set around this time

At least in part, Exodus, Leviticus and 
Deuteronomy which are all set around the time 
of the giving of the law. 

What kind of Book is it?

Theological history (i.e. history that is told with 
an eye to communicating what we believe 
about God). With Numbers, the key theme 
is preparing God’s people for living in the 
Promised Land.

What could this mean for me? 

The glory of the Lord often appears in Numbers. 
Notice it where it is mentioned and reflect on 
what God’s glory means to you. 

Look out for… 

The book of Numbers might be described as 
a ‘miscellany’, in other words a collection of a 
wide variety of different kinds of material all put 
together in a single volume, from the description 
of priestly duties to songs and blessings. Notice 
the wide variety of material as you read and ask 
why it was all gathered together into one place 
like this.

One theme, particularly in the central part of the 
book, is that those who left Egypt with Moses 
were not worthy to enter the promised land. 
Notice this where it occurs and ask yourself how 
fair you think this judgement to be.

Take particular care to notice the commandments 
about the Nazirites in 6.1-21 and see if you can 
think of people from the biblical text who obeyed 
– or appeared to obey – these laws.

Towards the end of the book we see enmity 
growing up between God’s people and the 
Midianites. Again keep an eye open for this 
and ask yourself why you think this strand is so 
important to the book.



 Tweet us photos, stories or questions from your book club using the hashtag  
 #biblebookclub and tag @biblesociety. 
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● Were there any parts of the book that you 
particularly liked or which inspired you?

● Were there any parts of the book that you 
disliked or which troubled you?

● What did you think the book was about?

● Talk about the Nazirite vow in Numbers 
chapter 6, who from the Bible does this verse 
remind you of? What do you think was special 
about the Nazirites?

● In Numbers 14.13-19 Moses pleaded with 
God to forgive the people (and he did); this is 
similar to Abraham in Genesis 18.16-33. Does 
this episode teach us anything about prayer 
and what it is for?

● Numbers is sometimes described as the 
‘treasure box’ of the Old Testament; it might 
be even better described as the ‘attic’ of the 
Old Testament, since it contains a wide range 
of different material that didn’t fit in other 
books but was too good to leave out. What do 
you think about this as a description?  
How would you describe it?

● Did you read anything in the book that 
touched you, expanded your faith or made 
you think more deeply about your life and 
how you live it? 

Discussion group questions 


