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Text 
The LORD said to Moses and Aaron: 2 "The Israelites are to camp around the Tent of Meeting some 

distance from it, each man under his standard with the banners of his family." 3 On the east, toward the 

sunrise, the divisions of the camp of Judah are to encamp under their standard. The leader of the people of 

Judah is Nahshon son of Amminadab. 4 His division numbers 74,600. 5 The tribe of Issachar will camp 

next to them. The leader of the people of Issachar is Nethanel son of Zuar. 6 His division numbers 54,400. 

7 The tribe of Zebulun will be next. The leader of the people of Zebulun is Eliab son of Helon. 8 His 

division numbers 57,400. 9 All the men assigned to the camp of Judah, according to their divisions, number 

186,400. They will set out first. 10 On the south will be the divisions of the camp of Reuben under their 

standard. The leader of the people of Reuben is Elizur son of Shedeur. 11 His division numbers 46,500. 12 

The tribe of Simeon will camp next to them. The leader of the people of Simeon is Shelumiel son of 

Zurishaddai. 13 His division numbers 59,300. 14 The tribe of Gad will be next. The leader of the people of 

Gad is Eliasaph son of Deuel. 15 His division numbers 45,650. 16 All the men assigned to the camp of 

Reuben, according to their divisions, number 151,450. They will set out second. 17 Then the Tent of 

Meeting and the camp of the Levites will set out in the middle of the camps. They will set out in the same 

order as they encamp, each in his own place under his standard. 18 On the west will be the divisions of the 

camp of Ephraim under their standard. The leader of the people of Ephraim is Elishama son of Ammihud. 

19 His division numbers 40,500. 20 The tribe of Manasseh will be next to them. The leader of the people of 

Manasseh is Gamaliel son of Pedahzur. 21 His division numbers 32,200. 22 The tribe of Benjamin will be 

next. The leader of the people of Benjamin is Abidan son of Gideoni. 23 His division numbers 35,400. 24 

All the men assigned to the camp of Ephraim, according to their divisions, number 108,100. They will set 

out third. 25 On the north will be the divisions of the camp of Dan, under their standard. The leader of the 

people of Dan is Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai. 26 His division numbers 62,700. 27 The tribe of Asher will 

camp next to them. The leader of the people of Asher is Pagiel son of Ocran. 28 His division numbers 

41,500. 29 The tribe of Naphtali will be next. The leader of the people of Naphtali is Ahira son of Enan. 30 

His division numbers 53,400. 31 All the men assigned to the camp of Dan number 157,600. They will set 

out last, under their standards. 32 These are the Israelites, counted according to their families. All those in 

the camps, by their divisions, number 603,550. 33 The Levites, however, were not counted along with the 

other Israelites, as the LORD commanded Moses. 34 So the Israelites did everything the LORD 

commanded Moses; that is the way they encamped under their standards, and that is the way they set out, 

each with his clan and family. 

 

Introduction 
 Last week we started going through this book of the Bible that we call Numbers.  

It’s the fourth book of the Bible.  The first five books of the Bible are really one work in 

five volumes.  This book also goes by the name “In The Wilderness” because it’s relating 

the 40 years that the nation of Israel spent in the wilderness after being delivered from 
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Egypt before entering the Promised Land.  To many it can seem to be just like the 

wilderness – dry and boring. 

 Last week in ch. 1 we looked at the numbers of a census that was taken and at 

first glance it appeared kind of boring, but once we looked at it a little more carefully we 

saw that it was saying something to us.  The first verse told us that the LORD spoke.  The 

last verse of the chapter told us that the people obeyed.  And the stuff in between was all 

about organizational details.  The point: God requires organized obedience.  In order to 

go occupy the land of Canaan, the people had to get organized.  And that principle holds 

true today.  God is interested in the seemingly boring details of your life; obedience to 

him will involve things that aren’t flashy. 

 Now, you’re wondering: what is he going to do with chapter 2, because it’s 

basically the same thing.  It has the same bookends.  Look at v. 1 – “The LORD said to 

Moses and Aaron…”  Then look at v. 34 – “So the Israelites did everything the LORD 

commanded Moses…”  “This passage begins with the command of God and ends with its 

execution by the people of Israel.”
1
  And the stuff in the middle is details about which 

tribes are supposed to camp where and the names of their leaders and their numbers and 

the order they are supposed to march in.  So “once again the picture is of the people of 

God organized as an army marching towards the promised land.”
2
  Then does that mean 

that today is just going to be a repeat of last week’s sermon?  God really requires 

organized obedience? 

 Actually, no.  If we look closely at the details of this section we see some new 

stuff emerge.  I’m excited to show it to you.  In short, it’s just this: God is supposed to 

be the center of our lives. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

God at the Center 

 So I’m guessing that when this chapter was first read you just heard names and 

numbers and kind of zoned out.  Maybe you caught that this was giving the camping 

assignments for the twelve tribes who were numbered in ch. 1, but who cares, really?  

What’s the point?  Well, as someone has said, “Sometimes important elements of a story 

may be so obvious that we can completely overlook them.”
3
  Listen again to v. 2 – “The 

Israelites are to camp around the Tent of Meeting some distance from it, each man under 

his standard with the banners of his family.”  So, what is at the center of this 

campground?  God! 

 The Tabernacle – God’s tent, so to speak – was supposed to be set up right in the 

middle of the camp with a buffer zone around it, probably about 1,000 yards (cf. Josh. 

3:4).  We saw last week at the end of ch. 1 that the Levites were to camp right around the 

Tabernacle.  Starting in v. 3 through v. 31 we’re told which tribes are supposed to camp 

where and the picture that emerges is of three tribes in a line on the east of the 

Tabernacle, three tribes lined up on the south of the Tabernacle, three tribes lined up 

along the west, and three tribes on the north.  They are all organized into clans and 

families, each with its own standard (a standard was a flag or banner). 

 One person has remarked that “the arrangement of the twelve tribes in 

symmetrical fashion around the central sanctuary reflects the orderliness of a unified 

community that is faithfully following the commands of the Lord….  As wonder and 
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beauty are reflected in the order of creation, so the unity and symmetry of the chosen 

people of his creation evoke splendor and awe.”
4
  It’s epic, like a scene from Lord of the 

Rings with a whole army organized under different flags. 

 And the whole point is that God is at the center.  We know from ancient sources 

that the Egyptian army under Ramses II in the 13
th

 century B.C. (around this same era) 

encamped in this same way.  The battalions were set up surrounding the tent of Pharaoh, 

the king, in the middle.  And when the Egyptian army set out they did it the way this 

chapter describes things.  Israel is arranged the same way, but significantly the 

Tabernacle is in the middle.  Remember: the Tabernacle was where the LORD was 

worshipped, with the courtyard and the Holy Place and the Most Holy Place, understood 

to be the earthly copy of the LORD’s heavenly throne room, the very presence of God.  

So it’s very clear that the LORD is Israel’s King, and their whole lives are organized 

around him. 

 This is a great picture for us today.  It tells us that God is supposed to be the 

center of our lives.  First of all, individually.  Are you personally centered on God?  

What does that mean?  It means everything you do is tied somehow to God.  Everything 

you think is grounded in God and related to him.  All that you are is rooted in God and 

who he is.  He’s the anchor of your existence.  Your whole life revolves around God. 

 How can I tell what the center of my life is?  It’s that thing that if it fell out of 

your life, then your life would utterly collapse.  What is your life centered on?  Is it God?  

Or if God was somehow removed out of your life would it pretty much be able to go on 

without major adjustments?  You may even have more free time to pursue your real 

passions.  Or is your life so built upon God that the thought of him being removed makes 

you feel as if your very existence would implode? 

I’ve been thinking of it like this this week.  Have you ever seen a spiral staircase 

at someone’s house?  How are they constructed?  Well with the ones that I’ve seen there 

is one center pole, a vertical shaft that all the steps are fixed to and radiate out from.  I 

think of each of those steps being like some aspect of your life: your marriage, your kids, 

your job, your hobbies, your house, stuff like that.  They are all attached to the center 

pole and find their place in relation to it.  That center pole is God.  There’s nothing just 

hanging out in thin air, a step you can go stand on apart from God. 

And now imagine in this illustration that one of the steps vanishes, it breaks and 

falls away.  Is the whole staircase destroyed?  No.  It remains.  You can even think of it 

like playing in a tree.  Say you’re climbing it and as you’re standing on a branch and it 

snaps.  What does that make you do?  It just makes you cling more tightly to the trunk 

and be more aware of its presence and stability.  This is what it looks like when God is 

the center of your life.  When all around your soul gives way, he then is all your hope and 

stay.  Even if your child dies or your career is ruined or your house burns down or your 

health fails or something like that happens, you are not left aimless, hopeless, with no 

ballast, afloat in space with nothing to hold onto.  Oh it hurts and it’s hard!  But you are 

not de-centered, because your life was not child-centered or career-centered to begin 

with.  Do you see?  You can actually come to know and appreciate and depend on God 

even more. 

God is the only thing that makes sense to center your life on.  He is the only thing 

sturdy enough.  He is eternal, unshakeable, strong…  Everything else in this world that 

people center their lives on is flimsy, in danger of collapsing all the time, hollow.  God is 
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holy.  And he’s not just a cold, steel post; he’s a person… he’s loving!  And he’s lovely!  

He is the only thing worth centering your life on and making your life all about.  It is 

such a beautiful thing to see a person whose life is centered on God.  It’s such an ugly, 

sad thing to see someone whose life is centered on themselves. 

God is the Creator and the Sustainer, the source of everything good.  And he 

designed this world so that we would be oriented around him, and when we are things 

work.  When we aren’t, things spin out of control.  Every decision we make is to be made 

in obedience to him.  Every thought we think is to be thought in reference to him.  Every 

pleasure we experience is supposed to be felt in appreciation of him.  Every pursuit we 

set our hearts to is to be done in relation to him.  We honor him and obey him as our 

King.  We have a center, a gravitational pull that brings coherence to our lives.  We’re 

not just flying about from this to this to that with no rhyme or reason, nothing that pulls it 

altogether into one glorious purpose.  Everything has its place.  God is supposed to be 

the center of our personal lives. 

But more than that, God is supposed to be the center of our corporate lives.  

This is about the people of God all camped around the Tabernacle.  When our personal 

lives are centered around God that means that we will be part of a community that is 

centered around God.  There is no other way.  Last week we talked about things like 

church membership lists as an application of organized obedience.  The Bible is clear that 

the church is a bounded set, there is an in and an out.  There are boundaries and they are 

necessary and good.  But, as one person has pointed out, “some churches… spend so 

much time patrolling the boundaries of the faith that they run the risk of losing sight of 

the center, the guiding reality that calls us all together.”
5
  The church is not just a 

bounded set.  It is also and most importantly a centered-set – a people drawn together 

around God, like a carcass with vultures circling overhead or a sun in the solar system. 

This is what brings and holds a community together – a common center.  The 

more captivating the better.  What is more captivating than the LORD, the great I AM, 

without beginning or end, perfect in all his attributes?  Other communities are centered 

on a sports team like the Cubs or an idea like freedom or a cause like the environment or 

a hobby like wine tasting or a TV show like Game of Thrones or cultures or ethnicities or 

life stages or musical tastes, etc…  But a church community must be centered on God and 

God alone.  That’s why when we get together we pray to God, we worship God, we hear 

from God.  That’s not just the stuff we do to get it out of the way so we can get to 

hanging out and talking about movies and eat food.  We’ll go to movies but help each 

other analyze them with a God-centered worldview.  And we’ll eat and drink but do it 

with thanksgiving and to the glory of God. 

This is a good reminder for us: our church must be radically God-centered, so that 

when someone walks in off the street, as it talks about in 1 Corinthians 14, he will not 

mainly notice things about us (they all seem to dress the same, look the same) but will fall 

down and worship God, exclaiming, “God is really among you!” (1Cor. 14:25).  A 

church shouldn’t be centered on one man’s charismatic personality.  What unifies us and 

rallies us together must not be the fact that we’re all city people.  It shouldn’t even be that 

we all identify with the same theological label.  It must be that God is palpably present 

among us, drawing us in, pulling us tight together around him. 

And a result of this, in a neighborhood like ours, should be that we are diverse.  

There is no white god or black god or Western god or Eastern god; there is just God.  
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And if he is the center of our community then there should be a God-glorifying diversity.  

Because what brings us together is not that we’re a people who are all roughly the same 

age, same life stage, same personality, same tastes, same backgrounds, because that 

would indicate that there’s something else that we’re letting get in there in the center next 

to or instead of God.  A truly and exclusively God-centered community will be diverse. 

Now, this camp is meant to be mobile.  They aren’t supposed to just stay camped 

out at the foot of Mt. Sinai forever.  They are going somewhere.  They are marching to 

the Promised Land.  And so embedded in this description of the camping arrangement is 

also a description of what it looks like for them when they are to pull up camp and set off.  

God’s presence would move away from the Tabernacle and tell them it was time to go.  

The Levites would take down the Tabernacle and they would set off, marching in order, 

six tribes in line in front, then the Tabernacle carried by the Levites, followed by six 

tribes in back.  Look at v. 17 – “The Tent of Meeting and the camp of the Levites will set 

out in the middle of the camps.” 

Likewise our community has a cause, a mission.  We are marching in step to 

accomplish something.  And that is to make God known.  The mission is not the center, 

God still is.  But we do have a mission.  And one day that mission will be over and we 

will reach the Promised Land, the consummation of this world.  And the whole point is 

that God will be there, his perfect permanent presence (see Rev. 21:10ff). 

Here’s a good diagnostic question to ask yourself – would heaven be heaven for 

you if God were not there?  Is he at the center of your dreams about paradise?  These 

Israelites were going to the Promised Land to dwell there with God (or they were 

supposed to be).  There’s this great interchange in Exodus 33 where God suggests that he 

will let Moses lead the people into the Promised Land and they would possess it, but he 

(the LORD) would not go with them; they would not have his presence.  But “when the 

people heard these distressing words, they began to mourn” (Ex. 33:4) and Moses said, 

“If your Presence does not go with us, do not send us up from here” (Ex. 33:15).  They 

had the opportunity to have the land… without God… and that was unimaginable to 

them. 

That’s what it means to have God at the center of your life – his gifts without him 

would be unthinkable.  He’s not merely the means to anything, but the end of everything! 

 

Judah Out In Front 

 Okay, now the recognition that this chapter is also giving instructions for how the 

tribes are supposed to head out – marching orders – allows us to make note of another 

very important detail.  These aren’t just random orders; there’s a redemptive purpose 

behind them.  So we’ve seen that God is in the center.  Now we need to notice that Judah 

is out front.  Did you notice that?  When all the tribes set out with God’s presence among 

them, one tribe takes the lead – Judah. 

 So picture again the camp.  The Tabernacle is at the center.  The twelve tribes are 

arranged around it, three on each side.  “In the old English legend, King Arthur is said to 

have had a round table constructed for his knights to prevent any of them from claiming 

that he held a higher position than the others.”
6
  That was not the case here.  This wasn’t 

a circle.  There was a clear pole position, first place.  The Tabernacle opened up to the 

east; the east was considered the front.  And we read in v. 3 – “On the east, toward the 

sunrise, the divisions of the camp of Judah are to encamp under their standard.”  Issachar 
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and Zebulun are grouped together into Judah’s group (each side – east, south, west, and 

north – has one tribe that assumes leadership of that group of three).  And then we read 

this all-important detail in v. 9 – “All the men assigned to the camp of Judah, according 

to their divisions, number 186,400.  They will set out first.” 

 So Judah leads the way.  Judah assumes preeminence among the tribes.  Judah, 

notice, has the largest numbers of all the tribes.  But that’s not the only reason why he 

gets to go first.  There is something deeper going on here.  In the census of ch. 1 Reuben 

was listed first because that’s where he comes in the birth order.  But throughout the 

Pentateuch there is a fascinating plot line that has been developing around the ascendance 

of Judah.  Sure there are other stories going on, stories that seem more exciting like 

Joseph and Moses, but if you really step back and look at the bigger picture, the 

Pentateuch is really about Judah. 

Let me try to paint it for you:  it starts in the very beginning with Adam and Eve.  

God promises Eve that her seed would one day crush the serpent’s skull, so the story 

becomes about this line of the human race.  It narrows and takes the path of the line of 

Seth over the line of Cain.  Then it narrows at Noah and his son Shem.  Then a 

descendant of Shem, Abraham, receives the promise that concerns his offspring and as 

we read on we see a pattern start to emerge: the line does not usually run through the 

firstborn. 

Abraham’s son Isaac receives the promise and he has twins – Esau and Jacob.  

Esau is the firstborn, but the line the Bible is interested in tracing runs through the 

younger – Jacob.  Jacob gets renamed Israel and has twelve sons with two wives and their 

maidservants.  The firstborn is Reuben.  Judah is the last of Leah’s children (Gen. 29:31-

35).  As the story goes on we read how Reuben slept with his father’s concubine Bilhah 

(Gen. 35:22).  The next in line – Simeon and Levi – sinned in their retribution of the rape 

of Dinah (Gen. 34) and Jacob’s blessing was taken away from them.  That leaves Judah. 

But Judah was not a perfect man.  He was a sinner too.  He slept with his son’s 

widow – Tamar – thinking she was a prostitute (Gen. 38), but sin doesn’t nullify God’s 

grace.  Judah begins to emerge as a leader in the story.  When Joseph demanded that 

Benjamin be brought to him in Egypt while his other brothers still didn’t know who he 

was, it was Judah who took the lead and said, “I myself will guarantee his safety; you can 

hold me personally responsible for him.  If I do not bring him back to you and set him 

here before you, I will bear the blame before you all my life” (Gen. 43:9).  He sets 

himself up as a substitute. 

Maybe all of this is hard to follow.  But turn to Genesis 49.  Jacob is old and near 

death and he calls in his sons, those for whom the twelve tribes of Israel would get their 

names, and he pronounces a prophetic blessing on each of them.  Look at what he says 

about Judah in vv. 8-10: 

 

Judah, your brothers will praise you; your hand will be on the neck of your 

enemies; your father’s sons will bow down to you.  You are a lion’s cub, 

O Judah; you return from the prey, my son.  Like a lion he crouches and 

lies down, like a lioness – who dares to rouse him?  The scepter will not 

depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until he 

comes to whom it belongs and the obedience of the nations is his. 
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This is the formal elevation of Judah to the place of preeminence, the channel of 

the messianic line.  He is brought above all his brothers and it says that kings will come 

from him – a scepter will not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his 

feet, until he comes to whom it belongs and the obedience of the nations is his.  And 

Numbers reflects this fact of Judah’s preeminence; the tribe of Judah is out in front. 

 

Jesus 

 Okay, so what?  There’s an emphasis on Judah, attention is drawn to him here.  

Big deal!  Well, stick with me just a little bit more.  This line of Judah continues on for 

hundreds of years until we get to one of his far off descendants – Jesse.  The LORD sends 

the prophet Samuel to anoint one of Jesse’s sons as the king over his people and he picks 

not the first, not the second, not the third, not the fourth, but the eighth, the last of Jesse’s 

boys named David (1Sam. 16:6-13).  Now the Bible picks up David’s line and runs with 

it for centuries through some dramatic twists and turns where it is almost wiped out.  But 

God made a promise to David that one of his descendants would be the King of kings 

(see 2 Sam. 7:12-17). 

So you see how it starts with the promise to Eve that is general and it keeps 

getting funneled down and more and more specific: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Judah, 

David… until we get to the beginning of the NT and find of all things a genealogy that 

traces out this line through Judah and David to one man – Jesus, the Christ.  You 

wondered what Numbers 2 had to do with Jesus?  It’s this.  It reflects this redemptive 

movement through the line of Judah.  This isn’t just about a camp and a Tabernacle and 

an ancient people with God at their center.  This is part of a grand story that has Jesus is 

at the center of human history.  The whole story is a set-up for Christ, leading us to 

Christ.  He stands at the center of human history.  Everything is funneling down to him 

and then after he comes everything is expanding out from him to all the nations.  Jesus is 

the centerpiece of God’s plan of redemption. 

And it’s specifically Jesus that can capture our wandering hearts back and grab 

and be the center of our attention.  It takes Jesus to pull your life back into orbit around 

God.  You see, we have all centered our lives on someone or something else besides God.  

We’ve ignored him and preferred other things to him and so now the simple statement 

that God is supposed to be the center of our lives is not enough; it just makes us feel 

bad.  We know he should, but there’s guilt and distrust and fear that keeps us at a 

distance. 

But when you begin to see Jesus at the right hand of God the Father, in your flesh, 

having borne the penalty for your sin, something happens.  It’s captivating; irresistible.  

God has orchestrated an elaborate plan to save his people and make them his own, 

gathered around his throne for all eternity. 

And this is the picture we get in Revelation 5.  Are you ready?  It begins with a 

peek into the heavenly realm and there’s a scroll, sealed with seven seals.  This scroll 

represents the sovereign plan of God for history.  And the question emerges of who is 

worthy to break the seals and open the scroll.  Who can unlock the grand purposes of God 

in history?  And no one is able. 

But then we hear these words: “See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of 

David, has triumphed.  He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals.  Then [we see] a 

Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne, encircled by 
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[these heavenly creatures]” (Rev. 5:5-6).  This is Jesus.  And he is at the center of all this 

jubilant, reverent praise – “You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, 

because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe 

and language and people and nation” (Rev. 5:9).  “The voice of many angels, numbering 

thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand… encircled the throne… 

[and] sang: ‘Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and 

wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!’  Then… every creature in heaven 

and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them [was] singing: ‘To 

him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power for 

ever and ever!’” (Rev. 5:11-13). 

Do you see what’s at the center of it all?  Jesus is the Lion of tribe of Judah.  The 

obedience of the nations is his.  He sits on the throne at the center of the universe.  And 

because he was slain for sinners he is able to grab and hold our attention and awe.  Only 

when you see Jesus as your Savior, slain for you, will you be able to center your lives 

around God. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 So let’s gather around Christ now and remember his sacrifice, that he was led like 

a lamb to the slaughter (Is. 53:7), in order to pay for our sins.  Acknowledge your sins of 

not always centering your life on God and then behold Christ, the Lion of the Tribe of 

Judah who not only has died but has risen again and ascended to the right hand of God.  

He has triumphed.  Fix your eyes on him in wonder and worship.  Ponder the “admirable 

conjunction of diverse excellencies”
7
 we find in Jesus – the Lion and the Lamb.  He is 

altogether wonderful, worthy of our fascination and devotion, filled with infinite power 

and infinite tenderness, infinite justice and infinite mercy, infinite majesty and infinite 

meekness...  He is the most interesting man on earth… who’s now in the center of 

heaven. 

 

Benediction 
“Now to him who is able to establish you by [the] gospel and the proclamation of Jesus 

Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages past, but now 

revealed and made known through the prophetic writings by the command of the eternal 

God, so that all nations might believe and obey him – to the only wise God be glory 

forever through Jesus Christ!  Amen” (Rom. 16:25). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 18, 2014.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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