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Numbers 20:12 –  But the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, "Because you have not 
believed Me, to treat Me as holy in the sight of the sons of Israel, therefore you 
shall not bring this assembly into the land which I have given them.".    

Outline 

Numbers 1-10 – Camped at Sinai 

Numbers 10b-12 – Travel to Paran 

Numbers 13-19 – In the Wilderness of Paran 

Numbers 20-21 – Travel to Moab 

Numbers 22-36 – In the Plains of Moab 

Numbers 1-10 – Preparation of the Old Generation 

Numbers 11-25 – In the Wilderness 

Numbers 26-36 – Preparation of the New Generation 

Agenda 

1. Complaining Along the Way (11-12) 
2. The Rebellion at Kadesh Barnea (13-14) 
3. Rebellion of Korah and the Nation (16-17) 
4. Death of Miriam and Rebellion of Moses and Death of Aaron (20) 
5. The Bronze Serpent (21) 
6. Balaam (22-25) 
7. Israel: The Next Generation (26-36) 

Red Heifer (Chapter 19) 

The purpose of this chapter is to establish an ordinance called the Red Heifer. There are similarities to other 
ordinances, but there are some unusual aspects. Verses 1-10 indicate that Elazar, not Aaron, is to perform this 
act. The text does not go into reasons why (which is the most difficult part of this passage). 

The sprinkling of the blood of the slaughtered cow is consistent with other blood rituals in Leviticus. The 
unblemished cow was entirely red—not spotted or mottled. Since the cow had never been yoked, it was 
probably young and strong. Normally, sacrifice is done with a bull; it was sacrificed as a sin offering for the 
high priest and his family (Leviticus 4:3-12, 16:6, 11) or on behalf of the entire community (Leviticus 4:13-21). 
A female is specified here so there would be no confusion of purification agents or rituals.  

The blood of the red heifer cleanses the tabernacle, but it makes Eleazer unclean. Some say this is necessary for 
future practices, but this practice is never repeated. The tabernacle had already been dedicated and purified in 
Exodus 40 and was completed by the entering of the Shekinah.  

The priest, the assistant who burned the cow, and the one who gathered and stored the ashes were each made 
unclean by touching this purification offering—the red cow ashes—but this was a lesser state of uncleanness 
than what was generated by touching a dead body. The cow would also yield ashes that were used in the 
purification of those who become unclean because of the dead. The ashes alone caused uncleanness, but when 



Numbers – YHWH – The God of Judgment and Faithfulness 
 

mixed with water they became a purifying agent. This seeming paradox is similar to the blood that was used for 
the ultimate purification of the holy place on the Day of Atonement yet rendered a person unclean if improperly 
used or eaten. The only reason this would be is because YHWH declared it. 

Since this is never repeated in the text, it can be assumed that this was unique. The problem with that is in verse 
10 where it states that the statute is perpetual. But does that refer to the red heifer for the sanctifying of the 
tabernacle or the law concerning the impurity of the one who comes in contact with the ashes of a burnt 
offering?  

The rest of the chapter is devoted to purification (not sacrifice) for the one who finds himself unclean from 
being in the presence of a dead body with various scenarios. 

My theory on the red heifer – The previous section dealt with the Levites’ rebellion and then the entire 
congregation’s rebellion. This practice may have been done in order to re-establish sanctity to the tabernacle 
because of the sin of the people, in particular the Levites.    

Death of Miriam and Rebellion of Moses and Death of Aaron (20) – Location (slide) 

The very first thing that is mentioned is that Miriam dies while at Kadesh. In the same context is the father-to-
son inheritance of the High Priesthood, from Aaron to Eleazar. Then Aaron died. His death is also mentioned in 
a historical review in Numbers 33:38-39 where it gives us dates. Aaron died near the end of the wanderings.  

This chapter skips a great deal of time; this is about year 40 after Israel left Egypt. The details from Numbers 
20-36 happen within 2 years. The wanderings are not greatly detailed, but they are recapped and more 
specifically stated in Numbers 33. 

Chapter 20 is the beginning of succession in Israel. Miriam dies and no successor is mentioned. Moses sinned 
and it is announced that he will not enter into the Promised Land (the people now know there will be a 
successor to Moses). Aaron dies and his son, Eleazar, becomes the new High Priest. 

This leads me to ask a question. Why not detail what happened between Numbers 19 and Numbers 20? We 
have the location listed in Numbers 33. It seems like the events over the last 37-38 years are “Not Much!” 
Perhaps they learn their lesson for the most part, or that only what is vital is recorded for the benefit of the 
reader. 

In Numbers 20:2-3, we have an account where the people oppose Moses and Aaron because there is no water. 
This is near the end of the wanderings and most of those who are to die are already dead. I believe this passage 
is the training of the next generation, though perhaps there is still some old guard. The people send their 
representatives to contend with Moses and Aaron. The next 17 chapters will be practical lessons that will impact 
the 2nd generation because they are going to experience it themselves.  

1. Water from a rock, again 
2. Aaron’s successor named 
3. Victories over enemies 
4. Judgment and mercy from the Lord 
5. Provisions from God in opposition to Balak and Balaam 
6. Moses’ successor named 
7. Israel, the hand of God’s judgment against the Midianites 
8. Various laws and instructions for when they enter into Canaan 
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Again, Chapter 20 represents the beginning of the end of the house of Moses and his siblings. 

Chapter 20:2-13 

One has to wonder what they did for water for the last 38 years. Perhaps God provided water for them on a 
regular basis. Perhaps God kept moving them around from spring to spring. Do you ever wonder why God did 
not just camp them at one location for 38 years? 

Regardless of the history, Moses was obviously frustrated that they were falling into the same complaint as 
before, as their fathers did as they left Egypt. 

After they complained, God gives Aaron and Moses specific instructions for bringing water from the rock. 
“You shall speak to the rock before their eyes.” Moses then proceeds to chastise Israel and struck the rock 
twice. Water came out and satisfied the congregation, but YHWH pronounced judgment upon Moses and 
Aaron. 

What happened? What is the cause of judgment here? Various theories abound. 

1. “Shall we” – Moses is setting Aaron and himself up as the source for the miracle 
2. Moses did not believe God could bring forth water from the rock by speaking to it 

a. God, in many instances, proved that it was not a formula that caused His provisions 
b. Speaking to the rock rather than striking the rock demonstrated that God does not need to have a 

physical act in order to bring about His decree 
c. Moses did not trust the Lord in this instance 

3. Moses did not relay the message God desired and therefore Moses acted as a false prophet 
4. 1st Corinthians 10:4 – the rock was a type of Christ and striking it brought reproach to Christ by 

“sacrificing again the Son of God and bringing Him to open shame.” 
5. Numbers 27:12-14; Deuteronomy 3:23-28 – The simple fact is that Moses did not demonstrate YHWH 

as holy before the people.  

The lesson Israel was to learn: 

1. Do exactly as the Lord says or there will be consequences (especially to leaders) 
2. No one is above condemnation when they sin (even Moses) 
3. It is not the man but God who brings them into the land 
4. Man does not set up their leadership; God appoints the leader 

Opposition from Edom (Genesis 36) 

Numbers 20:14-22 

Numbers 20:23-29  

At Mount Hor, Aaron dies and is buried there. Israel mourns for 30 days.  

It is from this location that they set out to go around Edom to go into the plains of Moab. 

 

 


