
The Book of Numbers
Lesson 11: Aaron’s Staff and the Duties of the Priests -- Numbers 17:1–

18:32

Imagine the morning Israel woke up to a strange sight outside the tent of meeting. The night 
before, twelve dead walking sticks had been laid in the presence of the Lord, one for each tribe, 
each with a leader’s name carved into it. They were ordinary staffs, the kind a man leaned on, 
the kind a shepherd carried, dry wood cut long ago from a living tree. By all the laws of nature 
they were finished, incapable of doing anything but lying there in the dark. And yet when Moses 
brought them out, eleven of them were exactly as they had been, while one of them had broken 
into bud, blossomed, and grown ripe almonds overnight. God had answered a bitter question 
with a quiet miracle, and the answer was unmistakable.

We need to remember why those staffs were there at all. The people had been grumbling 
against Aaron and his sons, asking why these men got to draw near to God while everyone else 
stood back. The ground had just swallowed Korah and his company for that very rebellion, and 
still the murmuring went on. So God, who could have answered with fire again, chose instead to 
answer with life. He told Moses to gather the staffs and let the people watch. The staff that 
budded would belong to the man God had chosen. No vote, no argument, no clever speech 
could produce blossoms on dead wood. Only God could do that, and He did it for Aaron.

Then the chapter turns from the dramatic sign to the daily reality. Chapter 18 is not about 
miracles at all. It is about responsibility. God lays out exactly what Aaron and the Levites must 
do, what they must guard, what they may eat, and what will happen if the holy things are 
treated carelessly. There is a weight here that the budding staff alone might make us miss. To be 
chosen by God is not a trophy to display. It is a trust to carry. The same God who vindicated 
Aaron also told him plainly, you shall bear the iniquity connected with the sanctuary. Privilege 
and burden came in the same breath.

Maybe you have wondered, sometimes quietly and sometimes out loud, who really gets to 
come near to God, and on what terms. Maybe you have felt the pull of resentment when 
someone else seemed closer to Him than you. Or maybe you carry some service for the Lord and 
feel the weight of it more than the honor. This passage speaks to all of that. It tells us that God 
Himself chooses how we approach Him, that He provides for those who serve, and that He still 
brings life out of dead wood. As we read, listen for the One these chapters point toward, the 
great High Priest whose tomb, like Aaron’s staff, could not hold death for long.

Group Discussion: When the people saw Aaron’s staff covered in buds and almonds, what do 
you think went through their minds, and why might God have chosen to answer rebellion with a 
sign of life rather than another judgment?



Personal Reflection: Is there a place in your life where you have quietly questioned how God 
has arranged things, perhaps who leads or who serves, and what would it look like to lay that 
question down before Him as Israel laid down those staffs?

Read Numbers 17:1–18:32

Study Questions

1. In Numbers 17:1–9, why did God have each tribe submit a staff, and what did the budding of 
Aaron’s staff prove about who had the right to serve as priest?

2. After the people cried out in Numbers 17:12–13 that they were perishing and afraid to come 
near the tabernacle, how do you handle the fear that you are not good enough to draw near 
to God?

3. In Numbers 18:1–7, God tells Aaron that he and his house shall bear the iniquity of the 
sanctuary and that the priesthood is a gift of service. What does this teach about how God 
assigns both privilege and responsibility?

4. Where has God placed a responsibility in your hands, in your family, your work, or the 
church, that you have been treating as a right to enjoy rather than a trust to guard 
faithfully?

5. In Numbers 18:8–19, God gives the priests portions of the offerings as their inheritance and 
calls it a covenant of salt forever. Why did God arrange for those who served at the altar to 
be supported from the altar?



6. How do you respond when serving God costs you something, when the work asks for your 
time, your money, or your comfort, and the reward is not immediate?

7. In Numbers 18:20–24, the Levites receive no land inheritance because the Lord Himself is 
their inheritance, and they live on the tithe of Israel. What does it mean to have God as your 
portion rather than property or security?

8. What are you tempted to treat as your true inheritance and security, and how would your 
daily choices change if you truly believed the Lord Himself were your portion?

9. In Numbers 18:25–32, even the Levites who received the tithe had to give a tithe of the tithe 
to the Lord, offering the best of it. Reading this passage in the light of Hebrews 7–10, how 
does Aaron’s God-given priesthood, vindicated by a staff that came to life, point us to Jesus 
our living High Priest, and how should that shape the way we give and serve under the New 
Covenant?

10. Name one specific way Jesus, our great High Priest who lives forever to make intercession 
for you, is calling you this week to draw near to God with confidence and to give of yourself 
cheerfully rather than grudgingly.

Digging Deeper



Reflect on these passages: Hebrews 7:23–28, the contrast between the many dying Levitical 
priests and Jesus our permanent, living High Priest who saves completely.; Hebrews 9:1–14, how 
the earthly tabernacle and its services were a shadow fulfilled in Christ who entered the true 
sanctuary by His own blood.; 1 Corinthians 9:13–14, Paul draws on the principle that those who 
serve at the altar share in the altar to teach that gospel preachers may live by the gospel.; 2 
Corinthians 9:6–8, the New Covenant pattern of giving, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for 
God loves a cheerful giver.; 1 Peter 2:4–9, believers as a holy priesthood offering spiritual 
sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.
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