Numbers





INTRODUCTION








Numbers is the name that man has given to the fourth book of the Pentateuch, on account of the numberings recorded in Chapters 1-3 and 26. The name is from the Latin Vulgate (Numeri), which is again a translation of the name given by the Septuagint (LXX) Translators (Arithmoi). The title in the Hebrew Canon is Bemidbar, “In the Wilderness” (the fifth word in verse 1, in the Hebrew). This title covers all the events recorded in this book. “Numbers”, therefore, is the Book of the Wilderness; and its types are wilderness types, or types of our pilgrimage.





“Here we find ourselves at once “in the wilderness,” where those only are to be taken account of who are “able to go forth to war.” This is strongly marked. In the book of Genesis, the seed of Israel were in the loins of their father Abraham; in the book of Exodus, they were in the brick-kilns of Egypt; in Leviticus, they were gathered around the tabernacle of the congregation; in Numbers, they are seen in the wilderness.										C.H. Mackintosh





Four is the number of the earth: hence the types of Numbers, the fourth book, are wilderness (compare the fourth book of the Psalms 90-106). Its types of Jesus Christ, the Son of Man on earth, are four:





Bread of life				Numbers 11:7-9		John 6:57,58


Water of life				Numbers 20:11		I Corinthians 10:4


Lifted up					Numbers 21:9			John 3:14,15


Star out of Jacob				Numbers 24:17		Luke 1:78; 2 Pet. 1:19


										Rev. 2:28; 22:16





THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK OF NUMBERS





A-1		1:1-4:49	Numeration and Order.  		Encampment and Service.


	B-1		5:1-9:23	Laws and Events.


A-2		10:1-36	Journeyings and Order. 		March.


	B-2		11:1-25:18	Events and Laws.


A-3		26:1-27:11	Numeration and Order.  		Inheritance.


	B-3		27:12-31:54	Events and Laws.


A-4		32:1-36:12	Journeyings and Order.  		Division of Land.


				


				Epilogue  36:13

















NAME


The oldest name for the fourth book of the Pentateuch is ‘the Fifth of the Musterings’;  or one of the five books of Moses which describes the numbering of the Israelites. Later it came to be known by the fourth word in the opening sentence Bemidbar. ‘In the Wilderness’ - a name that lends a unity of time and place to the varied happenings and laws in the Book. The current English designation Numbers is derived from the LXX.										Rabbi Hertz





CONTENTS


In contrast with Leviticus which is almost entirely legislative in character, Numbers, like Exodus, combines history and law. The greater portion of the Book is devoted to the vicissitudes of the Israelites in their wanderings after the exodus till, thirty eight years later. They are about to enter the Holy Land.





Numbers is no mere chronicle of the outstanding events during the journey in the wilderness. It interprets these events, and shows forth the faithful watchfulness of God in every distress and danger, as well as the stern severity of the Divine judgments against rebellion and apostasy.





In addition to the story of this discipline, it records the laws and ordinances given during that journey; laws relating to the Sanctuary, the camp, and the purification of life; and such civil and political ordinances as would enable the Israelites to fulfill the task God assigned to them among the nations.   Rabbi Hertz





DIVISIONS


Chapters 1:10:10 contain the laws and regulations given in the wilderness of Sinai:


The first census.


The choice of the Levites.


The laws concerning the ordeal of jealously


The Menorah.


The Supplementary Passover.


The consecration of the Altar.


The Priestly Blessing.





Chapters 10:11-21 cover:


The thirty-eight years wanderings till the arrival at Moab.


They bring the incidents of Taberah, the ‘Graves of Lust’.


The appointment of the seventy elders.


The punishment of Miriam.


The mission of the spies.


The rebellion of Korah.


The sin of Moses.


The conquest of the Amorite kingdoms.


The command concerning Tzitzis


The ritual of the Red Heifer.











Chapters 22-36 Describe:


The final happenings in Moab.


The Testimony of Balaam to Israel’s might.


The zeal of Phinehas.


The appointment of Joshua as the successor of Moses.


The Midianite war.


The settlement East of the Jordan.


The commands concerning the second census.


The festival offering, and vows.


The itinerary from Egypt to Jordan.


A group of laws in connection with the impending occupation of Canaan. 





This section of Numbers forms the transition to Deuteronomy, the Fifth Book of Moses.		Rabbi Hertz





VOWS AND VOWING IN THE LIGHT OF JUDAISM





The Rabbis fully endorsed the Biblical demand for man uncompromisingly to honour his word, whether accompanied by a vow or not. Their position on this matter is absolutely clear: ‘Let thy yea be yea, and thy nay be nay. He who changes his word commits as heavy a sin as he who worships idols; and he who utters an untruth, is excluded from the Divine Presence.’										Rabbi Hertz





A vow to be valid must be uttered aloud; it must be made voluntarily, without any compulsion from without; and the person making it must be fully conscious of its scope and implications. A man may impose a restriction upon himself by vow; he cannot so restrict others. Vows whose fulfillment is rendered impossible by force majeure are void.   


												Rabbi Hertz





Scripture discourages vowing. ‘If thou shalt forbear to vow, it shall be no sin in thee’ (Deuteronomy 23:22): ‘Be not rash with thy mouth…….Better is it that thou shouldest not vow, than that thou shouldest vow and not pay’ (Eccl. 5:2,5).





The post-Biblical teachers, whether in Alexandria, Palestine, or Babylon, shared this attitude towards vows. Pilo declares, ‘The word of the good man should be his oath, firm and unchangeable, founded steadfastly on truth. Therefore vows and oaths should be superfluous. Some men make vows out of wicked hatred of their fellow men; swearing, for example that they will not admit this or that man to sit at the same table with them, or to come under the same roof. Such men should seek to propitiate the mercy of God, so that they may find some cure for the diseases of their souls.’





The Rabbis were equally zealous in their attempt to dissuade men from vowing. ‘Do not form a habit of making vows,’ was an ancient Tannaite teaching; while Samuel, the great teacher in Babylon, roundly declared. ‘He who makes a vow, even though he fulfill it, is called a rosho, a wicked man.’





In the time of the Mishnah, the habit of taking vows was considered a sign of bad breeding, and affected the honour of the vower’s parents, just as swearing would nowadays point to a man’s low origin. One exception was admitted. The making of vows was tolerated, when it was done in order to rid oneself of bad habits, or in order to encourage oneself to do good; 										Rabbi Hertz
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