
Study Guide: Numbers – Chapter 5
Study Guide: Numbers – Chapter 5

This study guide provides an educational overview of Numbers Chapter 5 using a verse-by-
verse structure, theological context, and application-oriented insights grounded in
Scripture.

Introduction

Numbers Chapter 5 serves as a pivotal moment in the book of Numbers, addressing the
maintenance of holiness and purity within the Israelite community. This chapter
contributes to the overall flow by detailing specific laws and procedures designed to
preserve the sanctity of the camp, especially as the Israelites prepare to enter the
Promised Land. Readers should watch for the ways in which divine holiness is protected
through communal responsibility and individual accountability, as well as how God’s
justice is enacted through ritual and covenantal law.

Context

Numbers 5 is situated within the broader narrative of the Israelites’ wilderness journey
following their exodus from Egypt. The immediate literary context involves instructions
given by God to Moses regarding the organization and sanctification of the camp.
Historically, this chapter reflects the covenantal framework established at Sinai, where
God commands Israel to be a holy nation set apart from surrounding peoples. The key
speaker is God, communicating through Moses, who acts as mediator between God and
the people. The setting is the Israelite encampment, where maintaining ritual purity is
essential for communal life and divine presence.

Outline

The chapter begins with instructions for removing those with contagious skin diseases or
bodily discharges from the camp to prevent defilement. This is followed by laws
concerning restitution for wrongs committed against others, emphasizing restoration and
compensation. The final section outlines the ritual for a suspected adulterous wife, a
unique procedure involving the “ordeal of bitter water” to determine guilt or innocence.
Each section reflects a concern for holiness, justice, and the maintenance of covenantal
integrity within the community.
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Verse-by-Verse Study

Verses 1–4: God commands the removal of anyone with a skin disease or bodily discharge
from the camp to prevent defilement. This separation is temporary and serves to protect
the community’s holiness. The emphasis is on physical and ritual purity as a prerequisite
for communal worship and fellowship.

Verses 5–10: Instructions are given for restitution when a person wrongs another by
deceiving or robbing. The offender must confess and make full restitution with an
additional fifth part added. This section highlights the importance of justice and
reconciliation within the covenant community.

Verses 11–31: The ritual for the suspected adulterous wife is described in detail. If a
husband suspects his wife of unfaithfulness but lacks evidence, he brings her to the priest.
The priest administers an oath and a bitter water test that will cause physical affliction if
she is guilty. If innocent, she remains unharmed and is able to bear children. This ritual
underscores the seriousness of marital fidelity and the role of divine judgment in resolving
disputes.

Key Themes

Holiness and purity are central themes, as the chapter focuses on maintaining the sanctity
of the community through separation from impurity and the enforcement of moral
standards. Justice and restitution emphasize the covenantal obligation to right wrongs and
preserve relationships. The theme of divine judgment is evident in the ordeal of the bitter
water, illustrating God’s involvement in personal and communal faithfulness. Lastly, the
chapter reflects the tension between human suspicion and divine truth, showing God as
the ultimate judge.

Cross-References

Leviticus 13 and 14 provide parallel laws regarding skin diseases and purification,
clarifying the ritual purity concerns in Numbers 5. Exodus 22:1–15 discusses restitution,
reinforcing the principle of making amends for wrongs. Deuteronomy 22:13–21 offers
additional laws on adultery and marital fidelity, helping to understand the social and legal
context of the bitter water ritual. The New Testament book of Hebrews 9 contrasts Old
Testament purification rites with Christ’s ultimate sacrifice, deepening the understanding
of holiness and atonement. These cross-references illuminate the theological and legal
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framework behind the chapter’s instructions.

Application

Modern disciples can learn from Numbers 5 the importance of holiness and integrity within
the community of faith. While the specific rituals may not apply today, the principles of
purity, accountability, and justice remain vital. Believers are called to guard their hearts
and relationships, pursue reconciliation, and trust God’s righteous judgment rather than
succumbing to suspicion or gossip. The chapter challenges the church to maintain
communal holiness through love, truth, and restoration, reflecting God’s character in
everyday life.

Summary

Numbers Chapter 5 outlines God’s instructions for preserving the holiness of Israel through
separation from impurity, restitution for wrongs, and a divine procedure for addressing
marital suspicion. The chapter weaves together themes of purity, justice, and divine
judgment within the covenant community, emphasizing God’s desire for a holy people set
apart. These laws serve both to protect the community and to reveal God’s involvement in
personal and social faithfulness, preparing Israel for life in the Promised Land.
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