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Study Guide: Numbers - Chapter 35

This study guide provides an educational overview of Numbers Chapter 35 using a verse-
by-verse structure, theological context, and application-oriented insights grounded in
Scripture.

Introduction

Numbers Chapter 35 plays a crucial role in the overall narrative of the Pentateuch by
detailing the establishment of cities of refuge and the allocation of Levitical cities. This
chapter contributes to the book’s flow by addressing the legal and social structures
necessary for maintaining justice and order within the Israelite community as they prepare
to enter the Promised Land. Readers should watch for the emphasis on protection for
those accused of manslaughter, the provision for the Levites, and the broader implications
for God’s justice system.

Context

Numbers 35 is situated within the final instructions God gives to Israel through Moses
before they enter Canaan. The immediate literary context involves the distribution of land
and the organization of the tribes, focusing here on the Levites and cities of refuge. The
chapter reflects the covenantal framework where God’s law governs social justice and
community life. Moses is the key speaker, conveying God’s commands to the Israelites.
The setting is the wilderness, just prior to the conquest, emphasizing preparation for a
holy and just society.

Outline

The chapter begins with God instructing Moses to designate cities for the Levites,
specifying their number and size. It then transitions to the establishment of six cities of
refuge, set apart for those who commit unintentional manslaughter to find asylum. The
third movement focuses on the legal provisions concerning manslaughter and murder,
highlighting the distinctions between accidental and intentional killing and the protections
and consequences associated with each. The chapter closes with a reminder of the
sanctity of life and the importance of justice.
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Verse-by-Verse Study

Verses 1-3: God commands Moses to assign cities for the Levites to dwell in, emphasizing
that these cities are to be set apart from the inheritance of the other tribes. The Levites
are given a unique role, and their cities serve as their inheritance.

Verses 4-5: The size of these Levitical cities is specified, with a clear boundary extending a
thousand cubits from the city limits, ensuring space for pasture and community needs.

Verses 6-7: The number of cities allotted to the Levites is established as forty-eight,
including six cities of refuge, which serve a special legal and social function.

Verses 8-15: The six cities of refuge are named and their purpose explained. These cities
provide asylum for anyone who kills another unintentionally, protecting them from
avengers of blood until a fair trial can be conducted.

Verses 16-21: The chapter distinguishes between accidental manslaughter and
premeditated murder. It outlines the consequences for intentional killers, who are subject
to capital punishment, emphasizing the seriousness of taking a life unlawfully.

Verses 22-29: Further legal instructions clarify the protection offered by the cities of
refuge, including the requirement that the manslayer remain within the city until the death
of the high priest, after which they may return home safely.

Verses 30-34: The chapter concludes by reinforcing the principle that life is sacred
because humans are made in God’s image. It mandates that anyone who kills another
person must be put to death, reinforcing the justice system’s foundation on the value of
human life.

Key Themes

One key theme is the sanctity of human life, underscored by the strict laws regarding
murder and manslaughter. Another is the provision of justice balanced with mercy, as
seen in the cities of refuge that protect the innocent while ensuring accountability. The
chapter also highlights the role of the Levites as mediators of God’s law and caretakers of
the community’s spiritual and social order. Finally, the theme of divine justice is evident in
the clear distinctions between intentional and accidental killing, reflecting God’s righteous
governance.
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Cross-References

Deuteronomy 19 provides a parallel account of the cities of refuge, offering additional
legal details and emphasizing the importance of fair trial and protection for accidental
killers. Exodus 21:12-14 also clarifies the distinction between murder and manslaughter,
reinforcing the legal framework established here. Psalm 82:3-4 echoes the call to defend
the innocent and uphold justice, while Genesis 9:6 establishes the foundational principle
that human life is sacred because it bears God’s image, which undergirds the laws in
Numbers 35.

Application

Modern disciples can learn from Numbers 35 the importance of justice that balances
mercy and accountability. The cities of refuge remind believers of the need to protect the
vulnerable and ensure fair treatment, especially in situations of unintended harm. The
chapter challenges communities to uphold the sanctity of life and to establish systems
that reflect God’s righteous standards. It also calls individuals to recognize the seriousness
of taking life and to seek reconciliation and justice in relationships. Furthermore, the role
of the Levites points to the ongoing need for spiritual leadership that guides society in
God’s ways.

Summary

Numbers Chapter 35 outlines God’s instructions for establishing cities of refuge and
allocating cities for the Levites, providing a framework for justice that protects the
innocent and punishes the guilty. It distinguishes between intentional murder and
accidental killing, emphasizing the sanctity of life and the need for fair legal processes.
Through these provisions, the chapter reinforces God’s covenantal justice and the role of
the Levites in maintaining social and spiritual order as Israel prepares to enter the
Promised Land.
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