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Jesus in the Book of Numbers 
“Cleansing the Camp” 
Numbers 5:1-4; John 1:14 

~ Delivered at DHBC on December 14, 2014 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Ø (SHOW SLIDE) Please open your Bibles to Numbers 5 and John 1. 
o The Lord said to Moses, 2 “Command the Israelites to send away from 

the camp anyone who has an infectious skin disease or a discharge of 
any kind, or who is ceremonially unclean because of a dead body. 3 Send 
away male and female alike; send them outside the camp so they will not 
defile their camp, where I dwell among them.” 4 The Israelites did this; 
they sent them outside the camp. They did just as the Lord had 
instructed Moses. 

o 14 The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have 
seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, 
full of grace and truth. 

Ø We all have regrets.  You know what I’m talking about don’t you?  There are 
things you have done that you are ashamed of.  Things you have said that broke 
relationships. Things done in private that you would not want anyone to know 
about.  Things done in public that you wish you could take back.  Things done 
together with others that you know were wrong.  Perhaps the DVD of those 
incidents are replaying in your mind right now. 

o There are big regrets. I think of one time when I was driving with my 
teenage friends and we passed a car with a Jesus fish on the back.  In order 
to impress my friends I yelled out the window some words that were so 
blasphemous that even remembering them makes me shudder.   

§ There are also smaller regrets like the angry way you spoke to 
someone last week. 

Ø The fact that we all have regrets reveals the obvious truth that that we are not 
perfect – that there is something wrong with us.  Regret is like the stain on your 
favourite shirt that never comes out no matter how much you wash it.  It keeps 
reminding you that you are not perfectly clean. 

o This is where the message of Christmas is such good news for today we 
will see that although we can never wash away the stains on our soul, 
Jesus Christ came into the world to cleanse us.   

§ To see this we are going to look at this very strange passage in 
Numbers 5.  I am going to unfold these verses in three parts.  Part 
1: the stain that excludes.  Part 2: the washings that fail.  Part 3: the 
God who cleanses. 

 
THE STAIN THAT EXCLUDES 

Ø (SHOW SLIDE) First then, the stain that excludes. 
o It is obvious that this passage is about how the people of Israel were to 

exclude from their camp anyone who had become unclean.   
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Ø But let’s put ourselves into the bigger story here.  You are an Israelite.  God has 
miraculously freed you from slavery in Egypt.  You saw the parting of the Sea.  
You were there when God took Israel to be his people at Mt Sinai.  And to your 
amazement God, the maker of heaven and earth, says he will dwell among his 
people.  You were there when, in obedience to God’s commands, the people built 
a large tent called a tabernacle and the glory of God’s presence filled it. 

o But now you are learning that there are huge implications to having God 
himself move into the neighbourhood.  In numbers 5 we see that one of 
those implications was that you and everyone around you must be pure.  

Ø Here God commands that three different types of people be sent out, or excluded, 
from the camp.  The priests were charged with ensuring the purity of the camp. 

o First, those who have infectious skin diseases are to be sent away.  Look at 
verse 2.  READ 2 – “Command the Israelites to send away from the 
camp anyone who has an infectious skin disease.”  This can be what we 
think of as Hansen’s disease or leprosy but it can be any manner of skin 
condition.  Why would God command this?  Imagine your best friend gets 
a rash of some kind and you watch the priests escort her from the camp.   

o Second, you were to send away anyone who has a discharge. READ 2 - 
“send away from the camp anyone who has…a discharge of any kind.” 
These were usually discharges from the sexual organs.  But what if this 
was your wife who, through no fault of her own, cannot stop a flow of 
blood? 

o Finally, you were to send any anyone who had come in contact with a 
dead body.  READ 2 - “send away from the camp anyone…who is 
ceremonially unclean because of a dead body.”  But what if your own 
daughter had died?  You weep over her body but since you have touched 
her you must now leave the camp. 

§ What in the world is going on here?  Whatever it is we read in 
verse 4 that “The Israelites did this; they sent them outside the 
camp. They did just as the Lord had instructed Moses.” 

• (SHOW SLIDE) Why would God command this?   
Ø Two reasons.  (SHOW SLIDE) First, there is a practical reason.  This is before 

the days of antibiotics.  With a million people living in close proximity, you can 
imagine how many thousands would die if there were an outbreak of infectious 
disease.  (SHOW SLIDE) The only solution was quarantine and so that is what 
God does. 

o This applied to everyone.  Sometimes people think of the Bible as a 
patriarchal and chauvinistic book but look at verse 3.  “Send away male 
and female alike.” 

Ø (SHOW SLIDE) Second, there is a spiritual reason.  These laws are meant to 
teach us about the holiness of God. 

o They are sometimes called the “defilement laws.”  You can see why in 
verse 3.  The unclean people are to be sent out “so they will not defile 
their camp, where I dwell among them.”  Notice the connection between 
defilement and God dwelling among his people.   
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§ That God is holy means that God is so pure that he cannot dwell 
with those who are impure.  That God is holy means that God is 
undefiled and since God dwells in the camp the defiled must leave.   

Ø These laws provide a graphic illustration of sin.  Sin can be described of as 
breaking God’s law but here we see that sin can also be described as moral 
defilement.  Sin stains our souls and God cannot dwell with that which is stained. 

o We see this with Adam and Eve.  When they sinned they were sent out of 
the presence of God.  They were excluded from the garden.  

o We see it a few chapters after our passage in Numbers 12.  We read a 
story of Moses’ sister Miriam.  This great woman led the people in 
worship when they crossed the Red Sea and was a prophetess.  But she 
speaks against Moses as God’s mediator.  For this sin God suddenly 
strikes her with a skin disease that may have been leprosy.  In obedience 
to Numbers 5 she is sent out of the camp for seven days.   

o We see this same picture at the end of the Bible’s story.  In Revelation 21 
God recreates the heavens and the earth.  God then comes to dwell with 
his people.  Since the holy God will dwell on the new earth, impure people 
will be excluded from God’s future city.   

§ Revelation 21:7 says, “Nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will 
anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful, but only those 
whose names are written in the Lamb’s book of life.” 

Ø All of this is a bit offensive to Westcoast people.  The average person says, “I 
might not be perfect but I really don’t think God would exclude me.” 

o But do you see what you are asking God to do?  You are asking him to 
lower his standards and to not care quite so much about right and wrong.  
But we are very inconsistent because when it comes to evil in the world 
we demand that God have high standards – that he care about good and 
evil, that he judge dictators, child abductors, and murderers 

§ So on the one hand we want God to lower his standards to accept 
us even though we are not perfect and yet on the other hand we 
want him to maintain a high standard that judges wrongdoers. 

Ø This passage is good news in that it shows God will not lower his standard.  He is 
holy.  But this passage is bad news in that we are the impure ones.  We admit it 
when we say, “I’m not perfect.”  We experience it in our regrets.  The problem 
then is that we are stained and thus we are excluded.  

o One drop of poison will make you reject a glass of water.  One hair in 
your food and you will send it back.  Habakkuk 1:13 says of God, “Your 
eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrong.”  I John 1:5 
says, “God is light, in him there is no darkness at all.”   

Ø This passage is meant to put us between a rock and a hard place.  We are meant to 
cry out, “If the holy God cannot dwell with stained people, how can anyone ever 
hope to dwell with God?” 

o We will see an answer to this in the third point but before we do let’s 
apply this a bit. 
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THE WASHINGS THAT FAIL 
Ø Having talked about the stain that excludes, let’s turn in the second place to talk 

about (SHOW SLIDE) the washings that fail. 
o The fact that we have regrets shows that we know we are not perfect.  

There are stains on our souls.  You feel the stain on your soul after an 
argument with your spouse, after you spoke in anger to that person, after 
you stole something, or after you lied. 

§ In this point I want to show two ways that we try, but fail, to wash 
the stains from our souls.  There is the religious way and the 
secular way. 

Ø (SHOW SLIDE) First, religious people try to wash away the stain of their 
wrongdoings by doing many religious acts. 

o You see this everywhere.  People literally wash in the Ganges River.  
They repeat endless prayers, meditate for hours, go on pilgrimages, go to 
church, go to mass, go to temples, and give money to the gods.  But of 
course this cannot fully wash away the stain because they must do these 
religious rituals again and again and again.   

§ For a world religions class I visited a Hindu Temple.  Our 
professor asked the priest if he had any assurance that when he 
died he would escape the endless cycle of reincarnation and attain 
nirvana.  If anyone should be close it was this man for he was a 
male, a priest, and a Brahmin.  Despite all of his religious devotion 
he said he simply did not know.   

Ø The Bible agrees that no religious actions can cleanse the stain.  The law of God 
tells the people what to do when they become unclean but it never tells them how 
to become clean.  The washings had to continue.  The sacrifices had to be 
repeated over and over again. 

o To make matters worse we read that ritual uncleanness could be spread.  
Turn with me to Leviticus 15.  READ 1-12 - The Lord said to Moses and 
Aaron, 2 “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘When any man has a 
bodily discharge, the discharge is unclean. 3 Whether it continues 
flowing from his body or is blocked, it will make him unclean. This is 
how his discharge will bring about uncleanness: 4 “ ‘Any bed the man 
with a discharge lies on will be unclean, and anything he sits on will be 
unclean. 5 Anyone who touches his bed must wash his clothes and bathe 
with water, and he will be unclean till evening. 6 Whoever sits on 
anything that the man with a discharge sat on must wash his clothes and 
bathe with water, and he will be unclean till evening. 7 “ ‘Whoever 
touches the man who has a discharge must wash his clothes and bathe 
with water, and he will be unclean till evening. 8 “ ‘If the man with the 
discharge spits on someone who is clean, that person must wash his 
clothes and bathe with water, and he will be unclean till evening. 9 “ 
‘Everything the man sits on when riding will be unclean, 10 and whoever 
touches any of the things that were under him will be unclean till 
evening; whoever picks up those things must wash his clothes and bathe 
with water, and he will be unclean till evening. 11 “ ‘Anyone the man 
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with a discharge touches without rinsing his hands with water must 
wash his clothes and bathe with water, and he will be unclean till 
evening. 12 “ ‘A clay pot that the man touches must be broken, and any 
wooden article is to be rinsed with water. 

§ Good grief.  You can see how everything could quickly become 
unclean.  Again, the law tells you how you become unclean and it 
tells you what to do when you become unclean but it never tells 
you how to become clean.  Religious observance cannot wash 
away the stain. 

Ø Secular people deal with the stain very differently.  (SHOW SLIDE) Secular 
people try to wash away the stain of their wrongdoings by finding ways to cope. 

o My dad has been a chaplain in a senior’s care home for 14 years.  He is 
there with people in their last days and even at their death-bed.  I 
wondered if elderly people talked a lot about regrets so I asked my dad.  
He disagreed.  He said that people certainly have regrets but they push 
them aside.  They ignore them.  They try to move past them.  This makes a 
lot of sense because how else can you cope with a lifetime of regrets but to 
just say, “What’s done is done and I can’t change it.” 

§ That is a coping mechanism but it is not a solution.  And we see 
this everywhere.  People find ways to cope with their regrets.  
They do it through prescription drugs, through alcohol, through 
burying themselves in work, through doing some good deeds in 
hopes that they will feel better. 

Ø But the stain is still there.  Whether we are religious or secular we cannot wash 
ourselves.  We are all like Lady Macbeth trying to scrub the blood off her hands 
after she and her husband murdered King Duncan.  She scrubs and scrubs for 
hours saying, “Out damned spot!  Out, I say!”1   

o So we come back to the question: “If the holy God cannot dwell with 
stained people, how can anyone ever hope to dwell with God?” 

 
THE GOD WHO CLEANSES 

Ø This is the great message of Christmas.  Turn with me to John 1.  Having seen the 
stain that excludes and the washings that fail, we turn now to unfold (SHOW 
SLIDE) the God who cleanses. 

o READ 14 - “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. 
We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from 
the Father, full of grace and truth.” 

Ø The Word refers here to the eternal Son of God.  The Son of God became flesh 
means God took on a human body.  When it says he made his dwelling among us 
it literally means God “tabernacled” among us.  Just as the presence of God 
dwelled among the Israelites in the tabernacle the message of Christmas is that 
God himself dwelled among us in the person of Jesus Christ. 

o But if you have been following this message we can only conclude that 
this is terrifying news.  If God himself came to dwell on the planet in the 
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person of Jesus we can only conclude that he has come to send us away – 
to drive unclean people like us off the planet and away from his presence. 

Ø But no, (SHOW SLIDE) the message of Christmas is that God came to dwell 
among us in order to cleanse us.  Luke makes this abundantly clear.  You 
remember in Luke 24 Jesus told two of his disciples that the whole Bible pointed 
to him. “And beginning with Moses [that is the book of Numbers] and all the 
Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning 
himself.” 

o So how does Numbers 5 point us to Jesus?  Luke records three stories that 
directly correspond to the three types of unclean people in Numbers 5.  
Not only that, Luke records them in the exact order that Numbers 5 lists 
them.   

Ø First, Luke tells a story about a man with a skin disease that was likely leprosy.  
Turn with me Luke 5.   

o READ 12-13 – “While Jesus was in one of the towns, a man came along 
who was covered with leprosy. When he saw Jesus, he fell with his face 
to the ground and begged him, ‘Lord, if you are willing, you can make 
me clean.’  Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man.” 

§ “Stop!”  That’s what everyone would have been thinking.  “Jesus, 
don’t touch him or you too will become unclean.”   

o But look at verse 13.  READ 13b – “Jesus reached out his hand and 
touched the man. ‘I am willing,’ he said. ‘Be clean!’ And immediately 
the leprosy left him.” 

§ When Jesus touches this man he does not become unclean, the man 
become clean.  Jesus is able to do what the law could not. 

Ø Turn over to Luke 8.  Now do you remember what the second type of unclean 
person was?  Those with discharges.  Watch this.  READ 41-42a -  “Then a man 
named Jairus, a ruler of the synagogue, came and fell at Jesus’ feet, pleading 
with him to come to his house because his only daughter, a girl of about twelve, 
was dying.” 

o “Hold on,” someone says, “I thought you said it followed the same order 
as Numbers 5.  This is not a story about a discharge.  It is a story about 
a dying girl.”  Wait for it. 

Ø Look at verse 43.  READ 42b-43 – “As Jesus was on his way, the crowds almost 
crushed him. And a woman was there who had been subject to bleeding for 
twelve years, but no one could heal her.” 

o So this woman has an ongoing discharge of blood.  Luke, who is himself a 
physician, is telling us that medical field could not help her.  Then look at 
verse 44.  “She came up behind him and touched the edge of his cloak.” 

§ Stop!  What are you doing?  You, of all people should know that if 
you touch Jesus you will make him unclean.  But no, look at the 
verse 44.  READ 44-48 – “She came up behind him and touched 
the edge of his cloak, and immediately her bleeding stopped. 
“Who touched me?” Jesus asked. When they all denied it, Peter 
said, “Master, the people are crowding and pressing against 
you.” But Jesus said, “Someone touched me; I know that power 
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has gone out from me.” Then the woman, seeing that she could 
not go unnoticed, came trembling and fell at his feet. In the 
presence of all the people, she told why she had touched him and 
how she had been instantly healed. Then he said to her, 
“Daughter, your faith has healed you. Go in peace.” 

Ø So Jesus has touched a man with an infectious skin disease and a woman with a 
discharge.  When he did this he did not become unclean.  Rather, they became 
clean.  Luke now finishes the story about the third type of unclean person in 
Numbers 5.  Look at verse 49.   

o READ 49-54a – “While Jesus was still speaking, someone came from 
the house of Jairus, the synagogue ruler. “Your daughter is dead,” he 
said. “Don’t bother the teacher any more.” Hearing this, Jesus said to 
Jairus, “Don’t be afraid; just believe, and she will be healed.” When he 
arrived at the house of Jairus, he did not let anyone go in with him 
except Peter, John and James, and the child’s father and mother. 
Meanwhile, all the people were wailing and mourning for her. “Stop 
wailing,” Jesus said. “She is not dead but asleep.” They laughed at him, 
knowing that she was dead. But he took her by the hand.” 

§ What?  No, Jesus, don’t touch the dead girl.  You will become 
unclean.  But now for a third time Jesus touches an unclean person.  
In the morning I go into my girl’s room.  I touch their faces and 
say, “Emily, my princess, Jessica, my princess, it is time to get 
up.”  The stillness of their sleep is broken and they get out of bed. 

o Look at verse 54.  Just like a father awakens his daughter Jesus, READ 
54-55 – “took her by the hand and said, ‘My child, get up!’ Her spirit 
returned, and at once she stood up. Then Jesus told them to give her 
something to eat.  Her parents were astonished.” 

Ø Who is this man?  Who can do such a thing?  Jesus can make the unclean clean.  
This is the message of Christmas.  God came to dwell among us.  God walked 
planet earth and moved into the neighbourhood.  He came not to drive us away 
but to cleanse us.  He came to wash away our stain.  But how can he do that? 

o Hebrews 13:12 answers this: (SHOW SLIDE) “Jesus also suffered 
outside the city gate to make the people holy through his own blood.”  
On the cross Jesus took our stain upon himself.  He took our sin upon 
himself.  Once he did this he faced the consequences of becoming unclean.  
He was excluded from God’s presence.  That he suffered outside the gate 
means he was cut off from the presence of God.  That is why he cried out 
on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

Ø But Hebrews 13 says he did this to “make the people holy through his own 
blood.”  He was made unclean that we might be made clean.  He was cut off that 
we might not be.  He was excluded that we might be included.  This is why we 
sing, “What can wash away my sin?  Nothing but the blood of Jesus.”   

o His blood washes our stain clean.  We are thus made holy through him.  
Since we are made holy we can then dwell with the holy God. 

Ø The whole book of Hebrews celebrates this as it contrasts how Jesus can do what 
the law could not.  Heb 9:13-14 says, “The blood of goats and bulls and the 
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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, so that we may serve the 
living God!” 

o Hebrews 10:14 says, “by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those 
who are being made holy.” 

§ That is why Hebrews 10:22 says, “let us draw near to God with a 
sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts 
sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our 
bodies washed with pure water.” 

Ø This is the message of Christmas.  Although we are unholy and unclean, God 
became a man.  He dwelled among us in order to remove our stain in order that 
we might not be excluded from his presence but rather that we might dwell with 
God forever. 

o Do you know what it means to have your stain removed?  Do you know 
the joy of being clean before God?  All you have to do is like the leper, 
like the woman, or like Jairus, call upon Jesus to heal you of the stain of 
your sin.  Then 1 Jn 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins he is faithful and 
just and will cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

§ Hallelujah, what a Savior! 
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