Numbers – Lesson 10
Numbers 19:1 – 22
In Lesson 9 we studied the creation of the third item in the Ark of the Covenant. It was the previously dead staff of the tribe of Levi 
 that budded and produced blossoms and almonds overnight as it rested with the staffs of the other eleven tribes in the Ark. It was the final testimony to the people of Israel that the descendants of Aaron had been chosen by the LORD as His priests.
The rest of the lesson discussed the provision for the support of the Levites and the Aaronic priests who would not inherit real estate in the Promised Land in the same way as the other tribes. With this summary we can resume with Numbers 19.
Numbers 19:1-2 The LORD said to Moses and Aaron: “This is a requirement of the law that the LORD has commanded: Tell the Israelites to bring you a red heifer without defect or blemish and that has never been under a yoke. 
The record of this command and procedure seems to have been recorded here out of chronological order. For one thing, it does not say “Then the LORD said,” so there is no inference by the language that this followed chronologically what was written just before. For another thing the “water of cleansing” which could only have been produced by this ceremony would have been needed for the cleansing of the Levites which was described as occurring in Numbers 8, before they set out from Sinai:

Numbers 8:5-7 “The LORD said to Moses: “Take the Levites from among the other Israelites and make them ceremonially clean. To purify them, do this: Sprinkle the water of cleansing on them; then have them shave their whole bodies and wash their clothes, and so purify themselves.”

That cleansing had been performed when they were still at Mt. Sinai.  However, it was definitely after the death of Nadab and Abihu, since the surviving son Eleazar was given this responsibility.
Numbers 19:3-4 Give it to Eleazar the priest; it is to be taken outside the camp and slaughtered in his presence. Then Eleazar the priest is to take some of its blood on his finger and sprinkle it seven times toward the front of the Tent of Meeting. While he watches, the heifer is to be burned--its hide, flesh, blood and offal. The priest is to take some cedar wood, hyssop and scarlet wool and throw them onto the burning heifer. 
This described the ritual by which the cleansing water would be made. Clearly, the true spiritual “cleansing water” is provided by the death of Jesus Christ. There are several things to note in the connection of the red heifer offering to Christ. First, it was totally consumed. There was no part of it that was spared from the flames. Second, there was thrown on the fire cedar wood, hyssop, and scarlet wool. Cedar was almost certainly the heavy timber of which the cross in Jerusalem was made. A hyssop stalk was the means by which they held up the wine to Jesus’ lips when He was on the Cross. That wine enabled Him to clearly speak out “It is finished!” That is recorded in Luke:
Luke 19:29-30 “A jar of wine vinegar was there (at the Cross), so they soaked a sponge in it, put the sponge on a stalk of the hyssop plant, and lifted it to Jesus’ lips. When he had received the drink, Jesus said, “It is finished.” With that, he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.”
I have to suppose that the scarlet wool might have stood for our sins which Christ, the Lamb (wool) of God carried: 
Isaiah 1:18 “Come now, and let us reason together, saith the Lord: though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool.”

The way this water of cleansing made from the ashes of the red heifer was ceremonially connected to the actual death (blood) of Christ is made clear in the New Testament in Hebrews:

Hebrews 9:13-14 “The blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkled on those who are ceremonially unclean sanctify them so that they are outwardly clean. How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death dead works,
 so that we may serve the living God!”
Numbers 19:7-8 After that, the priest must wash his clothes and bathe himself with water. He may then come into the camp, but he will be ceremonially unclean till evening. The man who burns it must also wash his clothes and bathe with water, and he too will be unclean till evening. 
These two men, and the one who gathered up the ashes, must then bathe themselves in regular water because of their uncleanness. Perhaps this spoke of the guilt of those who would later participate in the crucifixion of Christ.
Numbers 19:9-10 “A man who is clean shall gather up the ashes of the heifer and put them in a ceremonially clean place outside the camp. They shall be kept by the Israelite community for use in the water of cleansing; it is for purification from sin. The man who gathers up the ashes of the heifer must also wash his clothes, and he too will be unclean till evening. This will be a lasting ordinance both for the Israelites and for the aliens living among them. 
This completed the ritual for preparing the ashes to be mixed with water for the water of cleansing. These special ashes were probably stored in the same special ceremonially clean place “outside the camp” where the ashes from the altar were kept. This was described in Leviticus in the instructions for the brazen altar:

Leviticus 6:8-13 “The LORD said to Moses: ‘Give Aaron and his sons this command: ‘These are the regulations for the burnt offering: The burnt offering is to remain on the altar hearth throughout the night, till morning, and the fire must be kept burning on the altar. The priest shall then put on his linen clothes, with linen undergarments next to his body, and shall remove the ashes of the burnt offering that the fire has consumed on the altar and place them beside the altar. Then he is to take off these clothes and put on others, and carry the ashes outside the camp to a place that is ceremonially clean. The fire on the altar must be kept burning; it must not go out. Every morning the priest is to add firewood and arrange the burnt offering on the fire and burn the fat of the fellowship offerings on it. The fire must be kept burning on the altar continuously; it must not go out.’’”


The significance of the ashes being kept outside the camp was described by Paul in Hebrews:

Hebrews 13:10-13 “We have an altar from which those who minister at the tabernacle have no right to eat. The high priest carries the blood of animals into the Most Holy Place as a sin offering, but the bodies are burned outside the camp. And so Jesus also suffered outside the city gate to make the people holy through his own blood. Let us, then, go to him outside the camp, bearing the disgrace he bore.”
The preparation of the water of cleansing is described later in verse 17.
Numbers 19:11 “Whoever touches the dead body of anyone will be unclean for seven days. 
When someone touched a dead body, it spoke of the death of which we all have partaken because of our body of sin.
Numbers 19:12 He must purify himself with the water on the third day and on the seventh day; then he will be clean. But if he does not purify himself on the third and seventh days, he will not be clean. 
The number seven is the number of grace and completion. The number three is also significant in scripture, but I am not confident enough to say what its significance is here.
Numbers 19:13-16 Whoever touches the dead body of anyone and fails to purify himself defiles the LORD’s tabernacle. That person must be cut off from Israel. Because the water of cleansing has not been sprinkled on him, he is unclean; his uncleanness remains on him. “This is the law that applies when a person dies in a tent: Anyone who enters the tent and anyone who is in it will be unclean for seven days, and every open container without a lid fastened on it will be unclean. “Anyone out in the open who touches someone who has been killed with a sword or someone who has died a natural death, or anyone who touches a human bone or a grave, will be unclean for seven days. 
This was to remind the people of Israel that death was a result of our uncleanness. There was only one cleansing agent that would wash away the uncleanness that resulted from our death. That was the water that was mixed with the ashes of the special sacrifice. A similar meaning was imparted when blood and water flowed from the side of Jesus after He had died on Mt. Zion.
Of course this also had a practical health application in that exposure to dead bodies can mean exposure to disease. Temporary isolation and washing would help ensure the public health.
Numbers 19:17 “For the unclean person, put some ashes from the burned purification offering into a jar and pour fresh water over them. 
This was how the cleansing water of the Mosaic Law was provided. Fresh water and some of the ashes were mixed in a jar. Presumably, there was a very small quantity of the ashes mixed with the water in a very large jar or container.

Numbers 19:18 Then a man who is ceremonially clean is to take some hyssop, dip it in the water and sprinkle the tent and all the furnishings and the people who were there. He must also sprinkle anyone who has touched a human bone or a grave or someone who has been killed or someone who has died a natural death. 
The water of cleansing was to be sprinkled with a hyssop branch, again connecting it with the cross.
Numbers 19:19 The man who is clean is to sprinkle the unclean person on the third and seventh days, and on the seventh day he is to purify him. The person being cleansed must wash his clothes and bathe with water, and that evening he will be clean. 
Besides the ritual significance, the person was also to bathe himself and his clothes with plain water. This also had the physically beneficial effect of washing off any contagion that might have adhered to them.
Numbers 19:20 But if a person who is unclean does not purify himself, he must be cut off from the community, because he has defiled the sanctuary of the LORD. The water of cleansing has not been sprinkled on him, and he is unclean. 
This reminded them ritually that they could not stand in the LORD’s presence without the cleansing water of the sacrifice.
Numbers 19:21-22 This is a lasting ordinance for them. “The man who sprinkles the water of cleansing must also wash his clothes, and anyone who touches the water of cleansing will be unclean till evening. Anything that an unclean person touches becomes unclean, and anyone who touches it becomes unclean till evening.”
This speaks what seems like a contradictory truth. The water of cleansing came from mixing water with the ashes of the red heifer. In itself, it was unclean, but it could ritually wash away the uncleanness of sin and death. In the same way, Christ, whose death can cleanse us, had to take upon himself the uncleanness of our sin and death.
In Numbers 20, the next chapter, the scripture resumed the account of the travels of the Israelites in the Desert. They had spent many days at Kadesh according to the account in Deuteronomy: 
Deuteronomy 1:45-46 “You came back and wept before the LORD, but he paid no attention to your weeping and turned a deaf ear to you. And so you stayed in Kadesh many days--all the time you spent there.”
Finally, Moses led the Israelites back to the desert from which they had come, the An Nafud, literally “the Desert.” 

Deuteronomy 2:1 “Then we turned back and set out toward the desert along the route to the Red Sea, as the LORD had directed me.”
This was according to his original instructions (Numbers 14:25, Deuteronomy 1:40) because they were still in danger from the Amalekites and Canaanites.

The revolt of Korah and Dathan and Abiram as well as the judgments which followed which were covered in Numbers 16 and 17 seem to have occurred during this retreat.

Nevertheless, the Lord had given them a promise. Their children would come out after forty years.

The Israelites had been out of Egypt a year before they had originally started toward the land. It probably took at least six months for them to march to Kadesh, send out the 12 spies and get them back. The action in Numbers 20 opens in the first month of the year, and the crossing of the Jordan takes place in the first month one year later.
 They spent the intervening 37½ years in “the great desert” of the Arabian Peninsula in at least seventeen different camps. These are detailed in Numbers 33:18-35. They were Rithmah, Rimmon Perez, Libnah, Rissah, Kehelathah, Mount Shepher, Haradah, Makheloth, Tahath, Terah, Mithcah, Hashmonah, Moseroth, Bene Jaakan, Hor Haggidgad, Jotbathah, and Abronah. Abronah was the last camp where they stayed as they crossed out of the great desert. Abronah means “crossing.” 
We have no particular details given about those years. We do know that the LORD continued to lead them by the pillar of cloud and pillar of fire. We know that He continued to provide them with manna and water and that neither their shoes nor their clothes wore out.
 Furthermore, with all the walking they did, they never even got sore feet.
 Also, the men from the census continued to die off until no men as old as sixty were left except those from the Levites, who weren’t included in the census. These included Moses and Aaron and Aaron’s two sons Eleazar and Ithamar. 
It is not unlikely that the younger men learned to fight like an army during that time. They may have been subject to the attacks of some desert raiders. Certainly by the time they went into the land, they had learned to fight. They conquered Sihon king of the Amorites and Og king of Bashan (Numbers 21) as well as the cities of the Midianites (Number 31) before they crossed the Jordan.

After they left Abronah they camped at Ezion Geber as recorded in Numbers:

Numbers 33:35 They left Abronah and camped at Ezion Geber.
Ezion Geber is a well-known Biblical location at the head of the Gulf of Aqaba. There is absolutely no doubt about its physical location based on the following passages:

1 Kings 9:26 “King Solomon also built ships at Ezion Geber, which is near Elath in Edom, on the shore of the Red Sea.” (also 2 Chronicles 8:17-18).
1 Kings 22:48 “Now Jehoshaphat built a fleet of trading ships to go to Ophir for gold, but they never set sail--they were wrecked at Ezion Geber.”
Then the Israelites returned to Kadesh. It was the first month of the 40th year, just one year before the time of God’s promise to bring them into the land. The site of Kadesh has previously been established in this paper, and is about forty miles north of Ezion Geber. We will take up the account of Israel’s last year before they went into the land in the next lesson, in Numbers 20.
� This was the staff which had originally belonged to Moses in Midian and was often carried by Aaron.


� It must be supposed that during the succeeding generations Levites (including those who were priests) who entered service had to be ritually cleansed in the same way.


� The literal translation is “dead works.” It is also the one given in most of the accepted versions.  It could also be understood as “works of death.”


� See also Leviticus 4:11-12


� It seems likely that this command to maintain the fire only applied to when the Tabernacle had been set up. It seems unlikely that it would have been practical while they were on the march.


� Presumably, these were like the jars of water for ceremonial washing that Jesus turned into wine at the wedding feast (John 2:6). They held twenty to thirty gallons apiece.


� Joshua 4:19 “On the tenth day of the first month   the people went up from the Jordan and camped at Gilgal on the eastern border of Jericho.”


� Deuteronomy 29:5 “During the forty years that I led you through the desert, your clothes did not wear out, nor did the sandals on your feet.”


� Deuteronomy 8:4 “Your clothes did not wear out and your feet did not swell during these forty years.”
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