
The Book of Numbers, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 17: The Second Census of a New Generation

Numbers 26:1–65

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Doctrinally, this chapter is a quiet but stunning vindication of God’s word. At Kadesh God 
declared that the generation that refused to trust Him would die in the wilderness, and 
Numbers 26:64–65 shows that sentence completely fulfilled, with only Caleb and Joshua left 
standing. God is faithful both to His warnings and to His promises. The teacher should help the 
class feel the weight of both: the sober reality that persistent unbelief brought a generation to 
ruin, and the hope that God’s larger purpose did not die with them but was carried forward in 
their children. Guard the class against reading the land inheritance as a guarantee tied to family 
or nation; the New Testament teaches that the promise is fulfilled in Christ and in the heavenly 
inheritance He secures.

For spiritual formation, the great danger this passage exposes is borrowed faith. The new 
generation could not enter Canaan on the strength of their parents’ deliverance from Egypt; 
each had to trust God personally at the edge of the land. So it is with every student in the room. 
No one is saved by a believing grandparent, a faithful congregation, or a Christian heritage, 
precious as those are. The aim is to move each person from secondhand confidence to a living, 
obedient trust in the Lord, the kind of faith Caleb and Joshua showed when they stood almost 
alone. Let the lesson press gently but firmly: Will you be a name carried forward, or a number 
left in the sand?

Finally, the teacher should hold out genuine hope. The passage is not finally about death in the 
desert but about God raising up a new people to inherit His promises. However badly one 
generation fails, God’s purpose marches on, and He is still counting, still calling, still able to 
make a fresh start with those who will trust Him. That hope finds its fullest shape in Christ, who 
gathers a people for an inheritance that cannot perish, spoil, or fade.

Question 1

Student Question:

Read Numbers 26:1–4. After the plague at Peor, God commands a new census of those twenty 
years old and upward, by their families. What does it tell us about God’s character and His 
purposes that, even after Israel’s repeated sin, He pauses to count and order His people for the 
inheritance ahead (compare 26:52–56)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



Chapter 26 opens with the word after, after the plague at Peor that killed twenty-four thousand. 
The very next thing God does is order a census. There is a kind of mercy in the timing. The 
discipline has fallen, the rebellion has been answered, and now God turns to the future. He is 
not finished with Israel; He is preparing them to receive the land.

The census counts every male twenty years old and upward, the same threshold as the first 
numbering in chapter 1, marking those able to go to war and, here, those who will receive a 
portion of the inheritance. The careful repetition by families and fathers’ houses shows that God 
deals with His people not as an anonymous mass but as households, names, and clans, each one 
known.

This counting is forward-looking. Verses 52–56 reveal its purpose: the land will be divided 
among these very families. So the census is really an inventory of heirs. God is getting His people 
ready to come home. After forty years of wandering, the camp on the plains of Moab is poised 
at the threshold their parents forfeited.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s faithfulness shown in His readiness to move His purpose forward even after He has 
disciplined His people.

 The dignity of being known by name; God counts His people as households and families, not 
as a faceless crowd.

 Personal accountability rather than inherited guilt; the generation that fell did so for its own 
unbelief, and the new generation is given its own opportunity to trust.

 The census as preparation for inheritance, teaching that God’s discipline is aimed at 
restoration, not mere punishment.

Discussion Prompts

 Why might God choose to count and organize His people precisely after a season of 
judgment rather than walking away from them?

 What does it mean to you personally that God knows your name and your household, not 
just the church as a crowd?

 How can remembering that God’s discipline aims at a future hope change the way we 
respond to His correction?

Question 2

Student Question:

The census happens right after the deadly plague of chapter 25. When God has recently 
disciplined you or your family, do you find it easy or hard to believe He still has a future and a 
purpose for you? Why?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



It is worth sitting with how striking it is that the census follows the plague. Israel has just 
experienced one of the darkest moments of the wilderness, the seduction at Peor and the 
deadly judgment that followed. A discouraged people might assume God was done with them. 
Instead He counts them for the inheritance.

Many believers carry a quiet assumption that after we sin badly or after God disciplines us, we 
have somehow used up our future with Him. This chapter says otherwise. God’s correction and 
God’s purpose are not enemies; the same God who judges sin also prepares His people to go in 
and possess the promise.

The honest question for the heart is whether we let our failures define what we expect from 
God. The new generation did not earn the inheritance; they received it as God’s gift to a people 
He had every reason to give up on. That is the texture of grace, and it invites us to keep trusting 
after we have stumbled.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The difference between godly conviction over sin and the false belief that God has no future 
for us after failure.

 God’s discipline understood as fatherly and restorative (Hebrews 12:5–11).
 The danger of letting past failure, rather than God’s promises, set our expectations.
 Hope as a fruit of trusting God’s character rather than measuring our own worthiness.

Discussion Prompts

 When you have failed God, what voice tends to win, the voice of despair or the voice of 
God’s continuing purpose?

 How does it help to know that God counted Israel for blessing right after a season of 
judgment?

 What is one way you can choose to believe God still has a future for you this week?

Question 3

Student Question:

Read Numbers 26:63–65. We are told that not one of those numbered here had been in the first 
census at Sinai, for the LORD had said they would die in the wilderness. How does this fulfillment 
connect to Israel’s unbelief at Kadesh (Numbers 14:26–35), and what does it teach about God’s 
faithfulness to His word, both in judgment and in promise?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verses 63–65 are the theological heart of the chapter. Among all those numbered on the plains 
of Moab, not one had been in the first census at Sinai, except Caleb and Joshua. The phrase for 



the LORD had said of them, They shall surely die in the wilderness, points us straight back to the 
sentence pronounced at Kadesh in chapter 14.

There the people had listened to the ten faithless spies, refused to enter the land, and even 
spoke of returning to Egypt. God declared that the whole generation twenty years old and 
upward would fall in the wilderness over forty years, one year for each day the spies had 
searched the land. Chapter 26 is the silent ledger showing that sentence completely carried out.

This is God’s faithfulness to His word in its sober mode. We sometimes want God’s faithfulness 
to mean only comfort, but here it means that what He warns He fulfills. The same reliability that 
makes His promises trustworthy makes His warnings real. An entire generation passed off the 
stage exactly as He had said, a fact that ought to make us tremble at unbelief and treasure the 
seriousness of taking God at His word.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s faithfulness extends to His warnings as well as His promises; what He says, He does.
 Unbelief at Kadesh as the root of the wilderness judgment, a warning against refusing to 

trust God.
 Personal accountability; the generation fell for its own sin, not for guilt inherited from 

someone else.
 The sobering reality that God’s patience has limits and persistent unbelief carries 

consequences.
 The reliability of God’s word as the ground of both holy fear and confident hope.

Discussion Prompts

 Why is it important to hold together God’s faithfulness in keeping His promises and His 
faithfulness in carrying out His warnings?

 How does the fulfillment of the Kadesh sentence shape the way you regard your own 
moments of unbelief?

 What would change in our worship if we truly believed God always does what He says?

Question 4

Student Question:

An entire generation passed away in the wilderness because they would not trust God at the 
edge of the land. Where in your own life are you standing at an edge, hesitating to trust God to 
bring you through?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



The wilderness generation died because, at the decisive moment, they would not trust God to 
do what He had promised. They stood at the very edge of Canaan with God’s word in their ears 
and chose fear over faith. The land was right there, and unbelief kept them out.

Every life has its Kadesh moments, edges where God calls us forward and the only thing 
required is to trust Him. It might be a step of obedience, a costly act of forgiveness, a surrender 
we have long postponed, a calling we keep dodging. The temptation is always to magnify the 
giants and shrink the God who promised.

The tragedy of the wilderness generation is that the distance between them and the promise 
was not measured in miles but in trust. They were so close. The application for us is searching 
and personal: where am I camped at the edge, refusing to take God at His word?

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Faith as trusting God at the decisive edge, not merely believing in general truths about Him.
 Fear and unbelief as the things that most often keep us from God’s blessings.
 The cost of delayed obedience and the danger of camping short of what God has promised.
 The nearness of God’s promises even when our trust falters.

Discussion Prompts

 What is one edge in your life where God is calling you forward and fear is holding you back?
 Why do we so often magnify the obstacles and minimize the God who promised?
 What is the difference between believing God in theory and trusting Him at the decisive 

moment?

Question 5

Student Question:

Read Numbers 26:64–65 again, noting that Caleb and Joshua alone remained. What set these 
two apart from their generation (Numbers 14:6–9, 24), and what does their survival say about 
the kind of faith God honors when everyone around is faithless?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Of the entire first generation, only two men entered the second census alive: Caleb and Joshua. 
Their survival is no accident. Back in chapter 14 they alone among the twelve spies urged the 
people to go up and take the land, tearing their clothes and pleading, If the LORD delights in us, 
He will bring us into this land.

God singled out Caleb especially, saying he had a different spirit and had followed the LORD 
fully. What set these two apart was not greater strength or cleverness but a settled confidence 
that the God who promised was able to perform. They saw the same giants and the same walled 
cities, but they also saw God.



Their long survival through forty years of wandering is a quiet sermon. Faith that takes God at 
His word does not go unnoticed by Him. While a whole generation fell, God preserved the two 
who trusted Him, and He brought them at last into the land. The faith God honors is the faith 
that stands even when it stands nearly alone.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The kind of faith God honors: wholehearted, trusting, and willing to stand against the crowd.
 Caleb’s different spirit as a model of following the Lord fully (Numbers 14:24).
 God’s notice and preservation of the faithful even in a faithless generation.
 Courage to hold a godly conviction when others abandon it.

Discussion Prompts

 What do you think it cost Caleb and Joshua to keep believing God for forty years among 
unbelievers?

 What does it mean practically to follow the Lord fully rather than partly?
 Where do you need a different spirit to stand for God when those around you do not?

Question 6

Student Question:

Caleb and Joshua stood almost alone for forty years, surrounded by people who did not share 
their confidence in God. Have you ever had to hold a conviction about God when those around 
you did not? What did that cost you, and what sustained you?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Imagine being Caleb or Joshua. For forty years you live among people who did not believe God, 
watching them die off one funeral at a time, while you hold onto a promise no one else seems to 
want. That is a long obedience in a discouraging direction.

Most of us know in some smaller measure what it is to hold a conviction about God that those 
around us do not share, whether in a workplace, a family, a school, or even at times within a 
discouraged church. Standing alone in faith is costly; it can feel lonely, and it tempts us to soften 
or hide what we believe.

Yet Caleb and Joshua remind us that God sees, God sustains, and God eventually vindicates 
faith. The pressure to conform is real, but so is the God who keeps the faithful through the long 
years. What sustains such faith is not stubbornness but a deep confidence in the character and 
promises of God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The loneliness and cost of standing for God when others will not.



 God’s faithfulness to sustain the believer through long seasons of pressure.
 Conviction rooted in God’s character rather than in the approval of others.
 Endurance as a mark of genuine, living faith.

Discussion Prompts

 When have you had to hold a conviction about God that those around you did not share?
 What sustained you, or what would have sustained you, in that pressure?
 How can a congregation strengthen those who feel they are standing alone in their faith?

Question 7

Student Question:

Read Numbers 26:52–56. The land was to be divided according to the size of each tribe and by 
lot. How do we see both human responsibility (the count) and God’s sovereign hand (the lot) 
working together here, and how does this guard us against both fatalism and self-reliance?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verses 52–56 explain why the census matters: the land is to be divided among these families as 
an inheritance, the larger tribes receiving more and the smaller less, according to the count. Yet 
the actual allotment is to be determined by lot. Two things stand side by side here.

On one hand, there is careful human accounting. The people are numbered, the tribes are 
measured, and the portions are sized accordingly. God works through ordinary diligence and 
order. On the other hand, the final placement is decided by lot, which in Scripture is the way the 
outcome is entrusted to God’s hand (Proverbs 16:33). Neither the people nor Moses simply 
seized the best land.

This pairing guards us against two errors. It rebukes fatalism, the idea that since God is 
sovereign our diligence does not matter, for the people still had to count and prepare. And it 
rebukes self-reliance, the idea that the outcome rests on our cleverness, for the decisive 
distribution was left to God. Responsibility and trust belong together.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The harmony of human responsibility and God’s sovereign direction.
 The lot as a way of entrusting outcomes to God (Proverbs 16:33), guarding against fatalism 

and self-reliance.
 God’s fairness in proportioning the inheritance to each family.
 Diligence and trust as partners rather than rivals in the life of faith.

Discussion Prompts

 How do you keep human effort and trust in God in healthy balance in your own decisions?



 What does it look like to do your part faithfully and then leave the outcome in God’s hands?
 Why are both fatalism and self-reliance dangerous distortions of faith?

Question 8

Student Question:

God assigned each family its place and portion with care. How does it change the way you face 
your own circumstances to believe that God knows your name, your household, and your 
portion, and has not lost track of you in the crowd?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The census is intensely personal. God assigns each family its place and portion with care, 
ensuring that even the smaller clans are remembered and provided for. No household is 
overlooked in the dividing of the land. This is the heart of a God who keeps track.

It is easy in a large congregation, a large family, or a busy life to feel like a face in the crowd, 
unnoticed and uncounted. This chapter pushes back. The God of Israel knew every family by 
name and gave each its inheritance. He had not lost track of a single household in all those years 
of wandering.

To believe that God knows your name, your circumstances, and your portion changes how you 
face your days. You are not an anonymous unit but a known and provided-for child. The same 
God who numbered Israel numbers the hairs of your head (Matthew 10:30) and has prepared an 
inheritance for those who are His.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s personal knowledge of and care for each individual and household.
 The comfort of being known by name in a world that can feel anonymous.
 God’s faithful provision of a portion for every family, none overlooked.
 Identity grounded in being known and counted by God rather than by human recognition.

Discussion Prompts

 How does it change your week to remember that God knows your name and your 
circumstances?

 Where do you tend to feel like a face in the crowd, and what would it mean to bring that to 
God?

 How can the church help its members feel known rather than anonymous?

Question 9

Student Question:



Read Numbers 26:64–65 once more alongside 1 Corinthians 10:1–12. The first generation 
perished, yet God raised up a second to carry His purpose forward, and the land they were 
promised pointed beyond itself. How does the New Testament teach us to read Israel’s land 
inheritance as fulfilled in Christ and in the better, heavenly inheritance (Galatians 3:16, 29; 
Hebrews 11:13–16; 1 Peter 1:3–4), rather than as a guarantee that any of us is saved by family 
or nation?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the heaviest doctrinal moment of the lesson. The first generation perished, yet God 
raised up a second to carry His purpose forward. Paul takes up exactly this history in 1 
Corinthians 10:1–12, telling us these things happened as examples and were written for our 
instruction, so that we would not crave evil or fall through unbelief as they did.

The land Israel was about to inherit was real, but it was never the final word. Hebrews 11:13–16 
tells us the patriarchs themselves looked beyond Canaan to a better, heavenly country, a city 
prepared by God. Galatians 3:16 and 3:29 teach that the promise to Abraham and his seed finds 
its fulfillment in Christ, and that all who belong to Christ are Abraham’s heirs. The inheritance is 
now an imperishable one, kept in heaven (1 Peter 1:3–4).

This is why we must not read the chapter as a charter for any earthly nation or as a guarantee 
that membership in a family or people secures salvation. The kingdom of God is entered by faith 
in Christ, not by descent. The promise to Abraham is fulfilled not in a future political restoration 
of national Israel but in Christ and in His church, the people of faith from every nation, who look 
for the heavenly inheritance.

So the lesson of the two censuses is that no one is saved by belonging to a believing generation. 
The first generation had every external privilege and still fell. What carried the second 
generation forward, and what carries us, is personal, trusting, obedient faith in the God who 
keeps His word in Christ.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The wilderness generation as a written example warning us against unbelief (1 Corinthians 
10:11).

 The land promise fulfilled in Christ and in the heavenly inheritance, not in a future political 
restoration of national Israel (Galatians 3:16, 29; Hebrews 11:13–16).

 The imperishable inheritance kept in heaven for those who are in Christ (1 Peter 1:3–4).
 Salvation entered by faith in Christ, never by family, nation, or heritage.
 The continuity of God’s single saving purpose across the generations, brought to fulfillment 

in Christ.
 A guard against reading Old Testament land promises as guarantees of present national or 

familial salvation.



Discussion Prompts

 How does the New Testament teach us to understand the land inheritance God promised 
Israel?

 Why is it dangerous to assume we are right with God simply because of our family or church 
background?

 How does seeing the heavenly inheritance held out in Christ reshape what you long for and 
live for?

Question 10

Student Question:

The first generation could not enter on their parents’ faith; each person had to trust God 
personally. Name one specific area where Jesus is calling you to stop leaning on inherited or 
secondhand faith and to take Him at His word for yourself, so that you are counted among the 
new generation that goes in.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The deepest application of the two censuses is that faith cannot be inherited secondhand. The 
children of the wilderness generation could not enter Canaan on their parents’ deliverance from 
Egypt; each had to trust God for himself at the edge of the land. The same is true of every soul in 
the room.

It is a great blessing to be raised in the faith, to stand on ground others prayed over, to belong 
to a faithful congregation. But none of these can stand in for your own living trust in the Lord. At 
some point inherited faith must become owned faith, secondhand confidence must become 
firsthand obedience.

Jesus calls each of us, as God called that new generation, to take Him at His word and go in. The 
call is to name the specific place where you have been leaning on borrowed faith and to step 
forward in personal trust, so that you are counted among the new generation that enters in 
rather than left behind in the sand.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Faith as personal and owned, never merely inherited or borrowed.
 The blessing of a godly heritage held together with the necessity of personal trust.
 The call of Christ to take Him at His word and obey for ourselves.
 Being counted among those who go in by living, trusting faith.

Discussion Prompts

 In what area might you be leaning on inherited or secondhand faith rather than your own 
trust in Christ?



 What would it look like this week to take Jesus at His word for yourself in that area?
 How is the Lord forming a firsthand, owned faith in you right now?


