
1. Num bers 1:1-46

In our Bi bles the fourth book of the Pen ta teuch is called Num bers.
It is at the same time the fourth book of the Old Tes ta ment which
is based on the Pen ta teuch and con tin ues to build on it. The name
is de rived from the Latin name Nu meri which was taken from the
Latin trans la tion, the Vul gate. The Vul gate, in turn, took the
head ing from the Greek Bi ble, the Sep tua gint, where the book
was named Ar ith moi: Num bers. How ever, to go back to the He-
brew for this trans la tion is im pos si ble. The Jews named the book
Be mid bar, which is: In the wil der ness.

In this first out line I wish to keep both head ings in mind. In the
first place: Num bers. Or rather: count ings, enu mera tions. Plu ral!
For there is more than one enu mera tion in this book. Twice all the
peo ple, ex cept one tribe, are enu mer ated. Then a sepa rate enu-
mera tion of that one tribe, Levi, takes place. And be tween those
two enu mera tions of the peo ple lies a pe riod of thirty- eight years.
So much hap pens in that time (the wan der ings in the des ert), that
at the end of that time there is every rea son for a sec ond enu mera-
tion. In ret ro spect, that is also the rea son for the enu mera tion at
the be gin ning. How else can com pari sons be made af ter these
thirty- eight years? For which rea son the LORD, who fore sees all
things and pro vides for all things, com mands the first enu mera-
tion. The peo ple will re main in the wil der ness for thirty- eight
years. This pro longed so journ will cost hu man lives. So many will
die that it amounts to the death of one na tion and at the same time
a young and new na tion arises. This na tion is al lowed to en ter into
the prom ised rest. For this rea son I con sider the book to be most
clearly char ac ter ised by a com bi na tion of both ti tles - Num bers
and Be mid bar: Enu mera tions in the wil der ness.

In the first place I want to draw at ten tion to the fact that the LORD

com mands this enu mera tion. He is be hind it. I em pha sise this be-
cause the Holy Scrip tures also speak of enu mera tions which did
not have God’s ap proval. Who does not re call the one in 2 Sam uel
24? This does not mean that tak ing a cen sus as such is wrong.
Only re cently YAH WEH had al ready given regu la tions re gard ing it.
I re fer to Exo dus 30:11- 16: “...When you take the cen sus of the chil-
dren of Is rael for their number, then every man shall give a ran som
for him self to the LORD, when you number them, that there may be
no plague among them when you number them....” 

9



Enu mera tions there fore are not wrong in them selves. But they
are dan ger ous, al though the dan ger for Is rael dif fers from the su-
per sti tious fear of enu mera tions felt by the hea then peo ple of
those days. We know of these fears thanks to ex ca va tions in an -
cient Baby lon, es pe cially in the city of Mari. There, peo ple be-
lieved that the re cord ing of names in an enu mera tion evoked
dan gers; that the per sons whose names were re corded were
thereby ex posed to evil spir its or de struc tive pow ers, which could
harm them via their names. But that is the hea then view. In Is rael
the peo ple are free from su per sti tious fear, be cause eve ry thing
rests in the faith ful ness of God’s cove nant.

This does not nul lify the fact that tak ing a cen sus can be dan ger-
ous also in cove nant cir cles. One comes into con tact with God, the
Liv ing One, the Holy One, the Right eous One. He de mands that
the lives of those who are counted are to tally dedi cated to Him. A
dedi ca tion which can not be ac com plished by a sin ful and mor tal
hu man be ing. The LORD does not re tract His de mand, but He mer-
ci fully opens the way for a sub sti tute, a re place ment. The enu mer-
ated must give a ran som for their lives’ sake. Half a shekel is
YAH WEH’s levy for eve ry one who will be counted. For this rea son
the twen ti eth birth day be comes a criti cal day for every Is ra el ite
youth.

The cen sus, pre pared in Exo dus 30, be comes re al ity not long af ter-
wards (the book of Le viti cus de scribes a pe riod of only one month).
It be comes re al ity, not be cause Moses de cides that the time has
come, but be cause “the LORD spoke to Moses in the Wil der ness of
Si nai, in the tab er na cle of meet ing” on that first day of the sec ond
month. Moses does not take self- willed ini tia tives; he is an in ter-
me di ary. He is not God, but he is me dia tor of the Old Tes ta ment,
and that al ways for the sake of Christ’s mer its. Now the count can
be car ried out in trust, and the out come can be faced with con fi-
dence.

A sec ond point for con sid era tion is the way this enu mera tion is
con ducted. Re gard less of the ac tual size of the na tion, the count -
ing of such a large number of peo ple is a very big un der tak ing.
Here I al ready briefly touch upon the dif fi culty of the ex act fi nal
fig ure; which is to say, in the sense that I use the term “ex act”. In
the first place re gard ing those who are counted. But also re gard-
ing the peo ple as a whole, in clud ing those who are not counted:
women and chil dren, girls and boys be low the age of twenty. We
can ask if they are a neg li gi ble fac tor in the enu mera tion of the
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whole con gre ga tion. Must we con clude that they are not at all im-
por tant? That I can not imag ine in a book which also de fends the
rights of the woman (the daugh ters of Ze lo phe had). Moreo ver, is
there then not too much em pha sis on the male part of the popu la-
tion which is able to bear arms? Is Is rael dur ing its jour ney
through the wil der ness above all an army? Do they, be cause they
only are counted, not ap pear here as rep re sen ta tives of the en tire
na tion?

At this mo ment I do not wish to draw a con clu sion re gard ing the
ac tual sig nifi cance of the fi nal to tal. But I do wish to point out that
in vs 2 YAH WEH says: “Take a cen sus of all the con gre ga tion of the
chil dren of Is rael.”  The sum, which is lit er ally: the to tal, the en tire
number.

Does this mean that the whole con gre ga tion lined up: men, women
and chil dren? That is hard to imag ine. With re spect to the last two
cate go ries, there can be many cir cum stances, many prac ti cal
prob lems, which force them to stay at home. Yet it says: all the
con gre ga tion. The ab sen tees are rep re sented in the male mem-
bers who are ob li gated to at tend.

It is there fore not a mus ter, nor an in spec tion, but only an enu -
mera tion of those that can be en rolled in mili tary serv ice. The
guide lines for this enu mera tion dif fer from those used to day for an
in spec tion for mili tary serv ice. It is im pos si ble to make a com pari-
son here. Is rael is unique in its com po si tion ac cord ing to tribes,
clans and fami lies. In this way, and in no other way, God wants to
have them grouped and counted. In this man ner they ap pear in
the line of de scent, ac cord ing to the blood and the seed of the re -
spec tive tribal fa thers and pa tri archs; the line sanc ti fied by God.
Above all, in this man ner, they ap pear in the line of God, who had
es tab lished His cove nant with the first pa tri arch and his seed af -
ter him in their gen era tions. Is rael is not an ag glom era tion of in di-
vidu als, who have lit tle con nec tion with each other (as is the case
in mod ern so ci ety). They do not re ceive a call- up for mili tary serv-
ice, ac com pa nied by a medi cal ex ami na tion. They are not tested
con cern ing their suit abil ity for a cer tain branch of the armed
forces. Here we meet Is rael, a unity, the seed of one fa ther;
branches of the same tree. The en tire Old Tes ta ment law, in clud-
ing this com mand, has been at tuned to that. The word “names”
here in di cates what I would call in di vid ual per sons. They line
them selves up in fam ily groups (a number of closely re lated fami-
lies). As fam ily groups, or “houses of the fa thers”, with still oth ers,
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they be long to one clan. Fi nally, with other clans they rep re sent a
cer tain tribe.

So only the males of twenty years and older ap pear be fore Moses.
In other words, all those who march in the army; or rather, who
could march. It does not say here: those who are march ing as an
army. Num bers 1 does not amount to a re view of sol diers, an in -
spec tion of troops; there is no mili tary dis play here. Even though
Is rael’s army is ready for de fense in case an emer gency arises. The
most im por tant fact is that they are be ing counted. When they
have lined them selves up for that pur pose, the enu mera tion can
be gin.

Who are re spon si ble for this? Vs 1 says, “The LORD spoke to
Moses.” How ever, the verb at the be gin ning of vs 2 (“Take”), which
tells him what to do, is plu ral. This com mand is meant for two eld-
erly per sons: Moses and Aaron. Proba bly then, for that rea son
YAH WEH in structs them to ap point a man out of every tribe to as -
sist them, namely the man who is the head of his fa ther’s house.
Vs 16 calls them lead ers of their tribes. What does this as sis tance
amount to? Do they help in count ing, in writ ing or in veri fy ing? Or
are there per haps still oth ers in sub or di nate po si tions who as sist
in these things? I do not know. A lot de pends on the ex tent of the
work.

And that is the third point with which Num bers 1 con fronts us.
The point also which has caused the great est amount of dis cus-
sion. Namely, how should we re gard the fi nal sum, the to tal, re -
ferred to by YAH WEH in vs 2 and re vealed by Him in vs 46? How
should we in ter pret the fi nal fig ure?

The easi est way is, of course, to sim ply take it as it stands. For in-
stance, we read: “Those who were num bered of the tribe of Reu ben
were 46,500.” Does that im ply that we im me di ately in ter pret it
literally, namely that this tribe con sisted of forty- six thou sand
five hun dred “male mem bers” of twenty years and older, which is
the sim plest, or rather the easi est way. In this way one is quickly
fin ished with the Bi ble. I do not mean to im ply that any one who
reads his Bi ble in this way is al ways wrong. In fact, in this chap ter
he MAY be right! How ever, to quote an ex pres sion from Dr. H Co-
lijn, he would still “be right too soon”. Too soon, be cause he would
have failed to con sider se ri ously the prob lems in volved.

For in deed there are prob lems here. To pre vent mis un der stand-
ings I want to re mark first of all that these prob lems have noth ing
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to do with Bi ble criti cism. I re al ise that Bi ble crit ics have pre-
sented these fig ures, to gether with many other things in the Pen-
ta teuch, as proof for their opin ion that this could not pos si bly have
been the work of Moses, or of one of his con tem po rar ies. The nu -
meri cal ma te rial of Num bers 1 and 26 then proves that this is the
work of the post- exile gen era tion, who de lighted in such re con-
struc tions. I wish to dis tance my self most em phati cally from such
opin ions.

I be lieve Moses to be the author of the Pen ta teuch. In its en tirety it
is a prod uct of his time. It is not, ei ther in to tal or in part, a fa ble or
a re con struc tion from a later cen tury. For that spe cific rea son,
how ever, the ques tion be comes the more ur gent: was this na tion,
which came out of Egypt and trav elled through the wil der ness, al-
ready so nu mer ous and large at this time? Note well: all the
women and the girls and the boys un der twenty must still be
added to the 603,550.

In this con text the fol low ing ques tions arise: was it pos si ble that
four teen men could carry out all this work in just one day? Af ter
re ceiv ing God’s in struc tions (verses 1-16) all those 603,550 peo ple
had to be no ti fied. They then had to sus pend what ever they were
do ing, come to the gath er ing place and line up in or derly fash ion.
And fi nally - us ing the means of those days - all had to be counted
and re corded.

Apart from that, what a to tal! What a na tion, what a sea of peo ple
had been trav el ling from Egypt and through the wil der ness. Men,
women and chil dren, not to men tion the mixed mul ti tude that ac-
com pa nied them (Exo dus 12:38); and added to that, all their cat -
tle.

The most im por tant ques tion is not how this na tion of two to three
mil lion re ceived food, drink and guid ance through out this time.
Their Guide was the God of mira cles. I only men tion the manna,
the wa ter from the rock, and Deu teron omy 8:4 - “Your gar ments
did not wear out on you, nor did your foot swell these forty years.”
What is im pos si ble with men is pos si ble with GOD. Which does not
mean that eve ry thing that is pos si ble al ways be comes ac tual fact.
Our God does not al ways do what He is able to do. As the Gos pel
writer tells us, some times the Lord Je sus did not do any mira cles
in a cer tain place be cause of the un be lief of the peo ple. That same
JE SUS CHRIST goes be fore His peo ple here, in the wil der ness.
Scrip ture teaches that in the NT, for in stance in 1 Cor in thi ans 10.
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But how large was the na tion which He guided? A few mil lion,
some 600,000, or per haps 33,000?

Scrip ture also pro vides in di ca tions that we should take a smaller,
rather than a larger es ti mate. Aside from the ques tion whether Is-
rael in two hun dred and fif teen years could have grown from sev -
enty souls to a na tion of three mil lion, I wish to men tion Exo dus
23:30, where the LORD says, in con nec tion with the oc cu pa tion of
Ca naan: “Lit tle by lit tle I will drive them out from be fore you, un til
you have in creased, and you in herit the land.” This would have
been no prob lem for a na tion of a few mil lion peo ple. I also men tion
Deu teron omy 7:7: “The LORD did not set His love on you nor choose
you be cause you were more in number than any other peo ple, for
you were the least of all peo ples.” I can not as sume that the LORD

ex ag ger ates here to keep Is rael low and hum ble. When the LORD

makes a com pari son, we can in quire af ter the size of other na tions
and the number of the in habi tants of other coun tries in those
days. On the ba sis of ar chaeo logi cal data we know that the cit ies of
that time were small and the troops op er at ing in Pal es tine were
not nu mer ous.

Com pe tent schol ars have es ti mated that the number of the in-
habi tants of Ca naan at the time of the en try un der Joshua was
around 250,000. As Prof. B Holwerda wrote, if there were a few
mil lion Is ra el ites, they would sim ply have over run the Ca naan-
ites. The Bi ble tells us so clearly that not Is rael it self, but YAH WEH

con quered Ca naan for them. The small size of Is rael shows His mi-
racu lous power the more strongly. Above all, we have to see that
the LORD works His great acts in the frame work of a spe cific time.
Sure, there must be a place for Is rael. But the pro por tions of
THAT time must be ob served. In that way the events of the book of
Joshua be come more un der stand able: the fall of Jeri cho, the de -
feat at Ai, the bat tle at Gibeon, etc. 

But how can this be rec on ciled with the in for ma tion from Num -
bers 1, a chap ter which gives fig ures: so many thou sands and so
many hun dreds in every tribe. We are al ways im pressed by fig-
ures, im me di ately add ing them to gether, ar riv ing at that re sult in
chap ter 1:46 as we un der stand it. We treat those num bers in the
same way as we deal with the fig ures and num bers we en coun ter
to day. But the whole ques tion is: CAN that be done here? Some one
will ask: “But what then must be done with the in for ma tion given
here?” Con sider the fol low ing: wher ever one hun dred is writ ten or
re corded, it ac tu ally means: one hun dred. How ever the word
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which is trans lated by 1,000 has also other, more an cient, mean -
ings. The word in ques tion - èlef - origi nally meant: cow or ox. Af ter
that: cat tle, herd of cows or herd of oxen. Then: a group of peo ple
pos sess ing and tend ing such a herd; or who lived to gether like
such a herd. The word èlef there fore gradu ally ac quired the mean-
ing of “group”, a fairly small group of mem bers of one fam ily, or the
small army di vi sion which it could bring into the field dur ing the
war. Only af ter that did èlef, which origi nally had a very in defi nite
mean ing as a nu meral, come to mean: 1,000. Is rael was pre domi-
nantly or gan ised ac cord ing to fami lies and went to war ac cord-
ingly. Briefly, èlef first of all must be re garded as re fer ring to the
group, and af ter that to the per sons who made up the group, or the
men who rep re sented it.

Can this be main tained in the text as we find it in chap ter 1? Prof.
B Holwerda, whom I fol low here, re marks that the to tals are
rounded off. Num bers 1 gives a rounded fig ure for each tribe.
Count ing was done ac cord ing to clans. “This is how I imag ine the
situa tion: the tribes lined up sepa rately. Each tribe grouped it self
ac cord ing to the main branches. Within that frame work the fami-
lies who lived to gether, the alafim, set them selves in ar ray. From
these the in di vidu als who could serve in the army were counted.
The enu mera tion showed there fore: the tribe of Reu ben: so many
alafim with so many men, etc. The fi nal re sult of the com pleted
enu mera tion is: 598 alafim and five alafim+550. Here the two
mean ings of èlef (fam ily group and a thou sand, HMO) were used
side by side. This be came mixed up, the 5 was added to the 598 and
the re sult was 603. If our as sump tion is cor rect, the whole army of
Is rael con sisted of 5,550 men, say 55 bat tal ions, out of 598 alafim
or fam ily groups. Here the ac tual nu meri cal value of èlef is sub -
stan tially lower than that of me’a, (which is a hun dred), since an
èlef av er ages 10 sol diers.”

It is un ques tion able that ac cord ing to this view sev eral things in
the Scrip tures be come more un der stand able. The de feat at Ai,
where thirty- six men fell, does not mean a loss of 1% (36 out of
3,000) for Is rael, but of al most all the sol diers who had been sent
out. The in for ma tion of Judges 18, that the tribe of Dan had six
hun dred war ri ors, fits in bet ter with 400 out of 64 alafim than
with a fig ure of 64,000 men. The co los sal number of casu al ties in
the war with Ben ja min (Judges 20) can also be ex plained more
eas ily in this manner. Moreo ver, in this way at least the prob lem
is clari fied re gard ing the ra tio be tween the number of the first-
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born and the to tal number of able bod ied men. There are 22,273
first born in the eleven tribes, which we count in di vidu ally since
they have to be re deemed. This com pares with 603,550 able bod ied
men, to which we still have to add the boys from a month to twenty
years old. The con clu sion is that the av er age Is ra el ite fam ily had
at least thirty chil dren. “But,” some one may re mark, “if we try to
solve it the other way, do we not face a much greater prob lem, even
an im pos si bil ity? Then the ra tio be comes 22,000 first born over
against 5,550 war ri ors plus an un known number of mi nors, which
to gether would not be much more than 10,000.” That we are deal-
ing with in di vidu als here is ap par ent from the fact that they are
put over against the same number of Le vites, whose to tal they ex-
ceed by two hun dred and seventy- three per sons. We face a dif fi-
cult point here which we may not avoid. I will dis cuss it in
con nec tion with Num bers 3 and 4, in or der not to make this out -
line too lengthy.

I will by pass the other so lu tions con cern ing this prob lem. But I do
wish to men tion that Prof. AH Edelk oort of fers quite an at trac tive
so lu tion in his ex pla na tion of Num bers in the se ries Tekst en
Uitleg. The fig ure 600,000 then re fers to the en tire na tion, the to -
tal number of souls who are REP RE SENTED here by their mar -
ried men and adult sons. Num bers 11:21 could point in this
di rec tion. He does ad mit, how ever, that in this way the number
603,550, an ex act fig ure, is not ex plained sat is fac to rily.

Ques tions

1 What is the con nec tion be tween the name (names) of the book
of Num bers and the ti tle of this se ries of out lines?

2 Is it right to hold a cen sus?

Is a cen sus com manded (in the law, or by a di rect com mand)?

Which dan gers are con nected with a cen sus? And what do
some na tions mis tak enly con sider to be the risks of a cen sus?

3 Where does Gene sis in di cate that the na tion (Abra ham’s seed) 
can not be num bered?

4 Com pare the two ac counts of the cen suses in 2 Sam uel 24 and 
1 Chroni cles 21. Which sig nifi cant dif fer ence(s) can be no -
ticed?

5 Where do 1 Kings and 2 Chroni cles re fer to the fact that Abra -
ham’s seed “can not be num bered”? In which pe riod of time
was that?
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6 Which peo ple are counted in Num bers? Which fur ther quali fi-
ca tion is given in Num bers 1:3? With what , in our time, can
the cen sus not be com pared?

7 Do we con clude that the peo ple  who are not counted in Num -
bers 1, are ex cluded? Can we say that they are really not im -
por tant? Or are they rep re sented by their hus bands and sons
at the enu mera tion?

8 Usu ally, the He brew word “èlef” is trans lated by the number
“1000”. How did it come about that the word as sumed an other
mean ing, like “unity, clan, group”? Is that change far- fetched,
or was this the origi nal mean ing? Or was it de rived from an
even ear lier mean ing? How then did it change into our well-
 known number 1000? (Re mem ber that in He brew most nu -
mer als were not used as ad jec tives, but as nouns. While we
say: “Three men”, in He brew it would say: “A tri ple, namely of 
men”.)

9 Pro vide Scrip tural ref er ences (Joshua, Judges) which sup port
the trans la tion of “èlef” as “group”.
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