Numbers is a most unusual book.  Within this largest of the Pentateuch books we find five different biblical literary types: lists, census tallies, law, poetic oracles, and historical narratives.  There are times when reading Numbers that you feel like you are riding a roller coaster, not because of the breakneck action, but because of the constant changing of the type of material with which you are dealing.  That makes Numbers a difficult book to get a firm grip on, but it also makes it a good book to read in preparation for the rest of the Old Testament.
One thing comes clearly through the pages of Numbers.  Being the people of God is not an easy path, and the path of the community is often associated with challenges and rebellion – from the everyday people to the leaders of the community.  When you get done with Numbers, you know that literally no one gets out of this alive!  Even Moses will falter in this time, and because of this we are ready see the preparation for the next generation of leadership and community.  That is one of the remarkable things about this book, and why it is so trustworthy and so important to read.  We see in Numbers the full “glory” of the people in doubt, disillusionment and despair.  The biblical text could easily have been whitewashed over, removing such obvious discrediting to the people of God.  But Numbers is honest about the challenge of being the people of God, for each individuals and for the community as a whole.  

The Title

The name “Numbers” was the name assigned to this book by the Greek and Latin names for the books, which focuses on the first chapters and the numbering of the Levites and the other tribes.  But the Hebrew name for the book captures far better the intent and the character of the book – bemidhbar, or “in the wilderness.”  It is in the wilderness where the testing of the people comes, and in failing the test this is where the story remains.  

The Census

The first four chapters contain a lot of census data and other lists of tribes.  I would love to tell you that this is deeply meaningful. In reality, these pieces of data do have limited value to us in understanding the deeper meaning of the story.  What they do for us though is locate the people in the midst of the story.  In Hebrew society the understanding of the immortality was attatched to the connection of your family and its name throughout history.  In these first four chapter the people of God (ethnically) are able to locate their family trees and ties back to this original group that committed to be God’s people.  
The other powerful image that you have after reading these lists of peoples and their direction for encamping is the centrality of Yahweh God (not Moses) at the center of this people.  Around the Tabernacle, which stood at the center of the encampment, are the people of God.  It is Yahweh God, his presence and the worship of him, that creates the true bonding of these relatively disparate people.  While they share a common ancestor (Abraham), this does really unite them.  We see this when we get to Judges, where the people are both distant from God and from the other tribes.  No, it is God that acts to unite the people to each other and to the calling given back in Genesis 12:1-3.  

Chapter Five – God, Purity and Community

As we talked about in Leviticus, purity matters in reflecting the person of Yahweh to the nations. But it also matters in creating a healthy society.  The first part of this chapter details again the dealing with people with skin diseases.  Once again, the purity element not only has a religious significance, but also the significance of creating a healthy community.  Again, remember that the tribes are packed together, close-knit geographically.  The effect of plague or other serious disease in this setting would be disastrous.  The command of Yahweh is for those suffering such diseases to be outside the camp, thus not only continuing the purity of the people of God literally, but protecting their health.  

The rest of the chapters deals with another type of sickness, one which we are much more closely associated. These are the illnesses that destroy relationships – unreconciled relationships, grudges and jealousy.  Verses 5-10 deal with the issues of damaged property and other wrongs committed against each other.  Such wrongs create what are common to this day in the Middle East, blood feuds.  Picture the Hatfields and McCoys but with much more death and lasting over centuries until the original wrong is long since forgotten.  These passages nip the problem in the bud.  First, the principle of against who the offense has really been directed is settled.  The Israelites are owners of nothing, but stewards of all.  Thus, Numbers tells us, “and so is unfaithful to the LORD.”  The abuse and lack of care of others and their possessions is ultimately a lack of faithfulness in Yahweh and therefore it is Yahweh who deals with the issue.  If (and this is important here) the offender confesses, then the relationship between that individual and God and between that individuals and the other human party is healed.  Recompense is made, and a penalty added (20%) and this meant that the crime was a closed issue.  Blood feuds were strictly disallowed.

But it is the last of this chapter which is the most unusual.  We see here what appears to be an ancient “testing” process whereby a women’s fidelity can be proved and the issue of jealousy dealt with head-on. The woman is given the chance to admit if she has been unfaithful (which, of course, meant death – Yikes!), but if she swore her faithfulness she was given a chance to prove her innocence.  While this ceremony is unusual to us, remember that they had no DNA testing, and so used what they had.  The main point of this ceremony is that it forces the husband to deal with his suspicions regarding his wife, and not use them as a hovering point of strife.  The end result would be to end the strife in the relationship, one way or the other.  The purity of the marriage was important, but so too was the purity of the relationship – one marked by love and not by suspicion, anger or any other element that would dissolve the love that should mark the marital, and likewise the community, structure.
The Nazarite Vow

Chapter Six includes a very interesting interlude.  The Nazarite Vow provides an opportunity for people who are not priests to set themselves apart for God in a very meaningful and outward manner.  The vow includes abstention from all forms of the fruit of the vine and intoxicants, the cutting of hair, and the touching of the dead.  In so doing they were making themselves “qadosh hva Yahweh” – holy to Yahweh (vs 8). These vows seem centered on 1) purifying the body by living only on vegetables and fruits (except grapes and raisins of course), grains, and water 2) an external manifestation in not cutting the hair, and 3) the avoidance of death (the God of the living after all) that is comparable with the Levitical call.  

One thing that must be noted – this is a temporary vow.  While the calling to be “holy as I am holy” is a constant, this is a special period of refocusing, of preparation, that the people could go through.  It is not only the “priests” who have a chance to show their devotion to God, but the entire people of God.  Such vows have been used by Christian groups since the earliest days of the church.  These are not attempt to gain merit, but to purify, refocus, and prepare for the lifelong calling to be God’s people and to engage in his calling of blessing the nations through the goodness of the Kingdom of God.  Perhaps no other passage in Numbers speaks most closely to our situation than the Nazarite Vow, and it challenges us to seek ways of purification (detoxing is our modern term) and refocusing so that we too may seek to reflect God’s character to the peoples that surround us.

