
The Book of Numbers, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 2: The Levites Set Apart for Service

Numbers 3:1–4:49

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

What is doctrinally at stake in these chapters is the meaning of redemption, holiness, and 
authorized service, and how the entire Levitical arrangement functions as a shadow that points 
to Christ. God claims the Levites as His own in place of the firstborn, grounding their service in 
His act of redemption at the exodus. He warns, through Nadab and Abihu, that holy things must 
be handled His way. He assigns distinct duties to Kohath, Gershon, and Merari, dignifying every 
faithful task. The teacher must present all of this as God’s chosen pattern for Israel under the 
Old Covenant, a covenant fulfilled and set aside in Christ (Colossians 2:14–17; Hebrews 8–10), 
never binding the Levitical priesthood on Christians, yet drawing out the abiding truths it 
foreshadows.

The lesson aims squarely at the spiritual formation of the student. The redemption of the 
firstborn presses the question of whether we live as people who belong to God. The death of 
Nadab and Abihu presses the question of reverence and obedience in worship. The division of 
labor presses the question of whether we are faithfully carrying our assigned load in the body of 
Christ. These are not antiquarian curiosities; they are mirrors held up to the disciple’s heart.

Throughout, the teacher should keep Christ in view as the substance of the shadow. The Levites 
served a tabernacle made with hands; Christ has entered the true sanctuary with His own blood 
(Hebrews 9:11–14). The firstborn were redeemed with silver; we are redeemed with the 
precious blood of Christ (1 Peter 1:18–19). And the priesthood once limited to one tribe is now 
extended to all the redeemed, who are a holy priesthood in Christ (1 Peter 2:5,9). The aim is 
wonder at the fulfillment and faithfulness in response.

Question 1

Student Question:

In Numbers 3:5–13 God takes the Levites for Himself in place of the firstborn of Israel, declaring 
the Levites are Mine. What does this divine claim reveal about God’s right over His redeemed 
people and the meaning of belonging to Him?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

In Numbers 3:5–13 God commands that the tribe of Levi be brought near and given to Aaron to 
minister, and then He states the deepest reason: Behold, I have taken the Levites from among 
the people of Israel instead of every firstborn. The Levites are Mine (3:12). The language is 



possessive and personal. God is staking a claim. This is not employment; it is ownership rooted 
in redemption.

The ground of the claim reaches back to the exodus. On the night the LORD struck down the 
firstborn of Egypt, He consecrated for Himself every firstborn in Israel (3:13). Because He spared 
them, they belong to Him. The Levites now stand in their place, a living, walking reminder that 
the redeemed are God’s possession. Redemption creates ownership; the rescued belong to the 
Rescuer.

This truth runs straight through Scripture to us. The church is described as a people for God’s 
own possession (1 Peter 2:9), purchased with the blood of Christ (Acts 20:28). What was 
pictured in Levi is fulfilled in the redeemed in Christ. To belong to God is not bondage but the 
highest dignity, for it means the Maker of heaven has set His name on us and claimed us as His 
own.

We must read this as Old Covenant pattern. The Levitical arrangement was God’s design for 
Israel and is not bound on Christians, for the old priesthood is fulfilled in Christ (Hebrews 7–10). 
Yet the principle it embodies, that the redeemed belong wholly to God, is timeless and presses 
on every believer.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Redemption creates ownership: the rescued belong to the Rescuer.
 God’s claim the Levites are Mine is personal and possessive.
 The claim is grounded in God’s sparing of the firstborn at the exodus.
 Belonging to God is the highest dignity, not bondage.
 The Levitical pattern is fulfilled in Christ, not bound on Christians.

Discussion Prompts

 What does it mean that the redeemed belong wholly to God?
 How does God’s act of redemption ground His claim over His people?
 Why is belonging to God a dignity rather than a burden?

Question 2

Student Question:

The Levites belonged wholly to God for His service (Numbers 3:11–13). In what area of your life 
are you still living as though you belong to yourself rather than to the Lord who redeemed you?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

If the Levites were taken to belong wholly to God (Numbers 3:11–13), the personal question is 
unavoidable: do we live as people who belong to God, or as people who belong to ourselves? 



The redeemed of every age face this. We sing that we are the Lord’s and then quietly run whole 
rooms of our lives as private property.

Belonging to God touches everything: time, money, body, ambitions, relationships, the use of 
our days. The Levite could not simply choose another career; he had been claimed for God’s 
service. The Christian, redeemed at infinitely greater cost, is likewise not his own (1 Corinthians 
6:19–20). There is freedom in this, the freedom of no longer being your own little god, but it 
requires surrender.

Search for the room you still keep locked. Most of us have one, an area of life where we have 
hung a sign that says private, do not enter, not even You. That is precisely where belonging to 
God needs to become real. The Levites belonged to God all the way down, and the call to us is 
no smaller.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Belonging to God touches every area of life, not just the religious parts.
 We often confess God’s ownership while privately keeping control.
 The redeemed are not their own; surrender is the fitting response.
 There is freedom in belonging to God rather than to self.

Discussion Prompts

 What room of your life are you still keeping as private property?
 Where are you living as though you belong to yourself?
 What would full surrender look like in that specific area this week?

Question 3

Student Question:

Numbers 3:1–4 recalls that Nadab and Abihu died because they offered unauthorized fire before 
the LORD. What does this sober account teach about serving God on His terms and according to 
His revealed will rather than our own preferences?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Numbers 3:1–4 cannot pass without naming the shadow over Aaron’s house: Nadab and Abihu 
died before the LORD when they offered unauthorized fire before the LORD in the wilderness of 
Sinai (3:4). The chapter about priestly privilege opens by remembering priestly disaster. The two 
are not unrelated. Nearness to holy things magnifies the seriousness of how they are handled.

Their sin was offering what God had not commanded, fire He did not authorize. It was not, on 
the surface, a gross immorality; it was a presumption, a doing of holy service in their own way 
rather than God’s. The lesson is sobering and clear: God is to be served on His terms, according 
to His revealed will, not according to our preferences, creativity, or convenience.



This must be handled pastorally, not harshly. The point is not to terrify but to instill a healthy 
reverence. God had been gracious and patient; the priesthood itself was a gift. Yet a holy God 
had drawn near, and casual handling of holy things brought judgment. The fear of the LORD is 
the beginning of wisdom (Proverbs 9:10), and these verses are meant to plant exactly that.

For us, the principle endures even though the Levitical system does not. We worship and serve a 
holy God who has made His will known, and we honor Him by doing what He has said rather 
than substituting our own ideas. Reverence and obedience are not legalism; they are love that 
takes God seriously.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Nearness to holy things heightens the seriousness of how they are handled.
 The sin was presumption, offering what God had not commanded.
 God is to be served on His terms and by His revealed will.
 Reverence and obedience are love that takes God seriously, not legalism.
 The account instills healthy fear of the Lord, handled pastorally.

Discussion Prompts

 Why does God care so much how His holy things are handled?
 What does it mean to serve God on His terms rather than our own?
 How is reverent obedience an expression of love rather than legalism?

Question 4

Student Question:

Nadab and Abihu treated holy service casually (Numbers 3:4). Where might you be tempted to 
approach worship or service to God carelessly or on your own terms?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The death of Nadab and Abihu (Numbers 3:4) holds up a mirror. They were insiders, ordained 
priests, sons of Aaron, men with every privilege, and yet they grew casual with the holy. 
Familiarity can breed carelessness. The danger is not only for the irreverent outsider but for the 
longtime servant who begins to take holy things for granted.

Ask honestly where casualness has crept into your own worship and service. Do you come to 
worship the living God with a wandering, half-engaged heart? Do you treat prayer as a formality, 
the Lord’s Supper as routine, the Word as background noise? None of these are small things; all 
of them are holy things, and the One we approach is holy.

The remedy is not anxiety but renewed reverence. We come boldly through Christ, yet we come 
to a consuming fire (Hebrews 12:28–29). Recovering a sense of who God is reawakens care in 



how we approach Him. The longtime believer especially needs to guard against the slow drift 
from awe into mere habit.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Familiarity with holy things can breed carelessness even among insiders.
 Casualness can creep into worship, prayer, the Supper, and the Word.
 The remedy is renewed reverence, not anxious fear.
 Longtime servants must guard against drifting from awe into habit.

Discussion Prompts

 Where has worship or service become casual or routine for you?
 What holy thing have you begun to take for granted?
 How can you recover reverence without losing the joy of bold access?

Question 5

Student Question:

In Numbers 3:40–51 the firstborn of Israel are redeemed, the Levites standing in for most and a 
redemption price paid for the surplus. What does this careful act of redemption reveal about 
God’s justice, His ownership of the firstborn, and how it points forward to redemption in Christ?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Numbers 3:40–51 records a remarkable transaction. God instructs Moses to number the 
firstborn of Israel and to take the Levites in their place, Levite for firstborn. When the firstborn 
outnumber the Levites by 273, a redemption price of five shekels each is paid for the surplus, 
the money given to Aaron and his sons (3:46–51). Nothing is left vague. Every firstborn is 
accounted for; the debt of belonging is precisely settled.

This careful accounting reveals God’s justice. The firstborn truly belonged to Him because He 
had spared them; that claim could not simply be waved away. Either a substitute stood in their 
place or a price was paid. Redemption, even here, is never cheap or careless. God’s ownership is 
real, and being released from direct temple service required a genuine ransom.

The pattern points unmistakably forward. The word redeem means to buy back, to free by 
payment. Israel’s firstborn were bought back with silver and with the substitution of the Levites; 
we are redeemed not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood 
of Christ (1 Peter 1:18–19). The shadow in Numbers anticipates the substance in the gospel. A 
price had to be paid because we genuinely belonged to God and yet stood in need of being 
claimed and freed.

We must not flatten the Old Covenant detail into the New, nor read Christian baptism back into 
Israel’s life. But we can trace the line God Himself drew across redemptive history: He spares, He 



claims, He provides a substitute, He pays a price. That line runs straight to the cross, where 
Christ is both our substitute and our ransom.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s justice required that the firstborn be redeemed, not waived.
 Redemption means to buy back, to free by a genuine payment.
 A substitute or a price settled the firstborn’s debt of belonging.
 The transaction points forward to redemption in the blood of Christ.
 We trace the line of substitution and ransom without flattening covenants.

Discussion Prompts

 What does the careful redemption price teach about God’s justice?
 How does the redemption of the firstborn foreshadow Christ?
 Why must redemption involve a real substitute or a real price?

Question 6

Student Question:

The firstborn were redeemed at a price (Numbers 3:46–51). How does the truth that you too 
have been bought with a price (1 Corinthians 6:20) change how you view your body, time, and 
choices?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The firstborn were redeemed at a price (Numbers 3:46–51), and the New Testament applies 
that very logic to us: you are not your own, for you were bought with a price (1 Corinthians 
6:19–20). The implication is intensely personal. If you have been purchased, then your body, 
your time, and your choices are no longer simply yours to spend however you wish.

This reframes ordinary life. The way you treat your body, the way you spend your hours, the 
decisions you make in private, all of it belongs to the One who bought you. This is not a heavy 
chain but a liberating clarity. You are not adrift, not self-owned, not left to scrape together your 
own meaning. You belong to the God who paid dearly to make you His.

Let the price set the value. People care for what is costly. The blood of Christ is the measure of 
your worth to God and the measure of how you should steward the life He bought. To live as the 
redeemed is to honor, in body and choices and time, the One who counted you worth the cross.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Being bought with a price means body, time, and choices belong to God.
 Redemption gives liberating clarity, not a heavy chain.
 The price paid reveals the believer’s worth to God.



 Stewardship of life flows from belonging to the One who bought us.

Discussion Prompts

 How does being bought with a price change how you view your body?
 Where do your use of time and your private choices need to honor God’s ownership?
 What does the cost of your redemption say about your worth to God?

Question 7

Student Question:

In Numbers 4 the clans of Kohath, Gershon, and Merari each receive distinct, assigned duties for 
carrying the tabernacle. What does this careful division of holy labor reveal about how God 
values every kind of faithful service among His people?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Numbers 4 reads like a careful work order. The sons of Kohath are charged with the most holy 
things, the ark, the table, the lampstand, the altars, carried covered and on the shoulder (4:4–
15). The sons of Gershon carry the curtains, coverings, screens, and hangings of the tent (4:24–
26). The sons of Merari carry the frames, bars, pillars, bases, pegs, and cords, the structural 
bones of the tabernacle (4:31–32). Three clans, three distinct loads, one mobile sanctuary.

Notice that no clan carries everything and every clan carries something. The most holy things 
and the tent pegs both had to be transported, and both assignments came from God. The man 
carrying a bronze base was as much in God’s service as the man bearing the covered ark. God 
dignifies every faithful task. There is no insignificant work in the work of God.

This is a vivid picture of how God values the variety of service among His people. Under the New 
Covenant the same principle blossoms into the body of Christ, where there are many members 
but one body, and the parts that seem less honorable are given honor (1 Corinthians 12:12–26). 
God did not design His work to be done by a few celebrated servants; He designed it to be 
carried on many shoulders.

We should also see the care in the covering. The Kohathites carried the holy things, but only 
after Aaron and his sons had wrapped them; to touch the holy things directly meant death 
(4:15). Even in assigning service, God preserved reverence. Faithful service and holy reverence 
travel together.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God assigns distinct, specific duties to different clans.
 Every assigned task, from the ark to the tent pegs, is dignified by God.
 No one carries everything; the work is shared across many shoulders.
 The division of labor foreshadows the body of Christ with many members.



 Reverence is preserved even within assigned service.

Discussion Prompts

 Why does God dignify even the humblest assigned task?
 How does the division of Levitical labor picture the body of Christ?
 How do faithful service and reverence belong together?

Question 8

Student Question:

Kohath, Gershon, and Merari each carried a different load (Numbers 4). Which assigned role 
most resembles your place in the body of Christ, and how can you carry it more faithfully?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Kohath, Gershon, and Merari each carried a different load (Numbers 4), and each load mattered. 
The question for us is which role most resembles our own place in the body of Christ. Some 
carry highly visible, weighty responsibilities; some carry the structural work that holds 
everything together; some carry the coverings and curtains that few ever notice. All are needed; 
all are God-given.

Many believers either overestimate their role and grow proud, or underestimate it and grow 
discouraged. The Levitical pattern corrects both. The Kohathite carrying the ark had no room for 
pride, for he carried only what God assigned and dared not touch it wrongly. The Merarite 
carrying the bases had no cause for despair, for without his frames the sanctuary could not 
stand.

Identify your load and carry it faithfully. Perhaps you teach, perhaps you encourage, perhaps 
you give, perhaps you serve quietly behind the scenes, perhaps you hold a family or a 
congregation together by unseen labor. Whatever God has placed on your shoulder, the call is 
the same: pick it up, bear it well, and do not set it down because someone else seems to carry 
something grander.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Believers tend to either overestimate or underestimate their role.
 Visible and hidden service are equally God-given and needed.
 Pride and discouragement are both corrected by the Levitical pattern.
 Faithfulness means carrying your own assigned load well.

Discussion Prompts

 Which Levitical role most resembles your place in the body?
 Are you tempted to pride or to discouragement about your role?



 What load has God given you, and how can you carry it more faithfully?

Question 9

Student Question:

Numbers 3 and 4 together present a tribe redeemed to belong to God, set apart for service, 
warned to handle holy things rightly, and organized for sacred labor. Drawing the whole passage 
together, how does the Levitical priesthood and service serve as a God-given shadow under the 
Old Covenant that is fulfilled in Christ our High Priest and in the priesthood of all believers?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Drawing the whole passage together, the tribe of Levi presents a complete pattern of 
consecrated life. They are redeemed to belong to God in place of the firstborn (Numbers 3:11–
13), set apart for service at the dwelling place (3:5–10), warned by the fate of Nadab and Abihu 
to handle holy things rightly (3:4), and carefully organized for sacred labor (chapter 4). 
Redemption, consecration, reverence, and service, all four threads woven into one tribe. This is 
God’s chosen arrangement for Israel under the Old Covenant.

The New Testament tells us plainly that this whole system was a shadow. The Levitical priests 
were many because death prevented them from continuing, but Christ holds His priesthood 
permanently because He continues forever (Hebrews 7:23–24). The Levites served a copy and 
shadow of the heavenly things; Christ has entered heaven itself (Hebrews 8:5; 9:24). The old 
priesthood, with its limitations and repeated sacrifices, was always pointing beyond itself to a 
better priest and a better sacrifice. In Christ the shadow gives way to the substance, and the Law 
of Moses with its priesthood is fulfilled and set aside (Colossians 2:14–17; Hebrews 8–10).

Yet the truths the Levites embodied do not vanish; they are gloriously fulfilled and extended. 
What was once limited to one tribe is now opened to all the redeemed. In Christ, believers are 
built up as a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God (1 
Peter 2:5), a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for His own possession (1 
Peter 2:9). The redemption pictured in the firstborn is accomplished in the blood of Christ (1 
Peter 1:18–19). The God who set Levi apart now sets apart all His people for holy service.

We must hold the line carefully. We do not bind the Levitical priesthood, its garments, sacrifices, 
or system on Christians; that would be to return to the shadow after the substance has come. 
But we receive what the shadow taught: that the redeemed belong to God, that holy service is 
to be done His way, that He dignifies every assigned task, and that He has now made all His 
people priests in Christ. These Old Covenant chapters were written for our instruction (Romans 
15:4; 1 Corinthians 10:11), and they lead us to Christ our great High Priest and to our own calling 
as a holy priesthood.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



 Levi embodies redemption, consecration, reverence, and service in one pattern.
 The Levitical priesthood is a shadow fulfilled in Christ our High Priest.
 Christ’s permanent priesthood surpasses the many mortal Levitical priests.
 Believers are now a holy and royal priesthood in Christ (1 Peter 2:5,9).
 We do not bind the Levitical system on Christians after the substance has come.
 The chapters instruct us and lead us to Christ and to priestly service.

Discussion Prompts

 How do redemption, consecration, reverence, and service come together in Levi?
 In what specific ways does Christ surpass and fulfill the Levitical priesthood?
 What does it mean that all believers are now a holy priesthood in Christ?

Question 10

Student Question:

Looking back across the entire passage, name one specific way the God who redeems and 
assigns service to His people is forming you through this study, and what you will do this week in 
response.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Look back across the whole passage and let it reach your own heart. You have seen God redeem 
a tribe to be His own, set them apart for holy service, warn them to handle holy things with 
reverence, and assign each clan its load for the journey. Behind every detail stands a God who 
claims the redeemed, calls them to serve, and cares how they serve. In Christ that same God has 
redeemed you and made you part of a holy priesthood.

Formation becomes real when it becomes specific. It is not enough to admire the Levites. The 
question is what one thing the Lord is pressing on you through these chapters. Perhaps it is to 
finally live as one who belongs to God rather than to yourself. Perhaps it is to recover reverence 
in worship after years of drifting into habit. Perhaps it is to pick up the load God assigned you 
and carry it faithfully instead of leaving it on the ground.

Name that one thing, and name what you will do this week. Jesus, our great High Priest who 
redeemed us with His own blood, is forming you even through these chapters of clans and 
coverings and counted firstborn. Answer Him with a concrete step, not merely a stirred feeling, 
and take up the holy work He has set apart for you to do.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Formation becomes real when the response is specific.
 Jesus forms us even through chapters of clans and duties.
 Belonging, reverence, and faithful service are the chapter’s pressing calls.



 A concrete step matters more than a stirred feeling.

Discussion Prompts

 What one truth from this passage is the Lord pressing on you?
 What specific step will you take this week in response?
 How is Jesus, your High Priest, forming you to serve faithfully?


