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Numbers 19 “The Purification of the Unclean: Life in the Land, Part 3” January 12, 2014 

 

 

Numbers 19 is continuing the narrative of chapters 16-19 – 

 a narrative about the Levitical rebellion of Korah – 

 a rebellion which ended with the death of over 15,000 Israelites. 

 

After Aaron’s rod sprouted (chapter 17), 

 The people of Israel said, 

  “Behold, we perish, we are undone, we are all undone. 

  Everyone who comes near, who comes near the tabernacle of the LORD, shall die. 

  Are we all to perish?” (17:13) 

 

The regulations regarding the priests and the Levites in chapter 18 answer this question. 

 No, we will not all perish, because God will bring the priests and the Levites near 

  in order to make atonement for all Israel. 

 

Of course, that assumes that all Israel is able to come and bring their sacrifices. 

 But sometimes people can be unclean – and thus unable to bring sacrifices. 

 What about them? 

 Are we all to perish? 

 

Verse 20 is the key to the whole chapter: 

If the man who is unclean does not cleanse himself,  

that person shall be cut off from the midst of the assembly,  

since he has defiled the sanctuary of the LORD.  

Because the water for impurity has not been thrown on him, he is unclean. 

 

What’s the problem here? 

 The problem is not sin – at least not directly. 

 The problem is “uncleanness” – “impurity.” 

 The problem is that we are corrupt – we are tainted – polluted. 

 

The entrance of sin into the world results in two problems: 

 guilt and corruption. 

 

We sometimes get so preoccupied with guilt that we think that guilt is the only problem. 

 Guilt is certainly a problem! 

 We are guilty because of sin – and so our sin needs to be dealt with –  

  and we need to be forgiven. 

 

But in the Christian life, we need both justification (dealing with guilt), 

 and sanctification (dealing with corruption). 
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We need to be forgiven – and we need to be cleansed and renewed! 

 

What we are looking at tonight is the ceremony for cleansing the unclean. 

 We do not have a similar ceremony in the NT – besides baptism –  

  because the blood of Jesus cleanses us and purifies us from all our uncleanness. 

 

1. The Red Heifer and the Cleansing of the Impure (v1-10) 

Now the LORD spoke to Moses and to Aaron, saying, 
2 

“This is the statute of the law that the 

LORD has commanded: Tell the people of Israel to bring you a red heifer without defect, in which 

there is no blemish, and on which a yoke has never come. 

 

Notice the characteristics of the animal required for this purpose. 

 First, it must be red – the symbolism of blood is central to the ritual. 

 Second, it must be a heifer – a young, female cow. 

 Third, it must be without defect – in which there is no blemish. 

  The rabbis thought that “without defect” meant “perfectly red” –  

in other words, the color must be consistent throughout the whole animal. 

  Then “in which there is no blemish” would mean “without defect.” 

 And finally, “on which a yoke has never come” – 

  this is an animal which is set apart for this particular use – 

   and so must be used for no other purpose. 

 

Okay. 

 Let’s get the picture. 

  Go through all the herds of Israel, and find the best red heifer. 

  Find the finest red heifer in all the camp. 

   Red – like blood. 

   Female – would have been prized for breeding. 

   Without blemish – blameless and pure. 

   Never yoked – never used for any other purpose. 
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And you shall give it to Eleazar the priest, and it shall be taken outside the camp and 

slaughtered before him. 

 

 Not Aaron – the high priest – since this duty will render him unclean! – 

  but Eleazar his son – and in future years simply “the priest.” 
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And Eleazar the priest shall take some of its blood with his finger, and sprinkle some of its 

blood toward the front of the tent of meeting seven times. 

 He is outside the camp – so as he looks back toward the tent of meeting, 

  he sprinkles the blood of the heifer “toward” (not on!) the tent of meeting 7 times. 
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And the heifer shall be burned in his sight. Its skin, its flesh, and its blood, with its dung, shall 

be burned. 
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And the priest shall take cedarwood and hyssop and scarlet yarn, and throw them 

into the fire burning the heifer. 

 

 Notice that the priest does not slaughter – and the priest does not burn the heifer. 

 This is not an offering. 

  Some man slaughters and burns the heifer  

(including the skin, flesh, blood – even the dung!) 

in the presence of the priest. 

  The priest takes cedarwood and hyssop and scarlet yarn, 

   and throws them into the fire with the heifer. 

  Cedarwood, hyssop, and scarlet yarn are also used in the cleansing of lepers  

and of houses contaminated by mildew in Leviticus 14. 

  

 So lots of red things – lots of things associated with the cleansing of the unclean –  

  are all burned together in this fire. 
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Then the priest shall wash his clothes and bathe his body in water, and afterward he may come 

into the camp. But the priest shall be unclean until evening. 
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The one who burns the heifer shall 

wash his clothes in water and bathe his body in water and shall be unclean until evening. 

 

 The two men – the priest and the other man –  

must both wash their clothes and their bodies in water – 

 they are unclean until evening. 

 So much uncleanness is associated with this heifer, 

  that anyone who is involved in this ritual becomes unclean for a short time! 

 

 And because these two men have been rendered unclean through the death of this animal, 

  a third man is needed! 
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And a man who is clean shall gather up the ashes of the heifer and deposit them outside the 

camp in a clean place. And they shall be kept for the water for impurity for the congregation of 

the people of Israel; it is a sin offering. 
10 

And the one who gathers the ashes of the heifer shall 

wash his clothes and be unclean until evening. And this shall be a perpetual statute for the 

people of Israel, and for the stranger who sojourns among them. 

 

 The ashes of the heifer are not taken back to the tabernacle. 

 The ashes are kept in a “clean place” outside the camp. 

 

 And this is said to be a “perpetual statute” – an “eternal statute” is the term. 

  It is to remain as long as Israel remains a nation – 

   for the people of Israel, and for the stranger who sojourns among them. 
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But what is it for?  

 

2. The Defiling Power of Death (v11-13) 
11 

“Whoever touches the dead body of any person shall be unclean seven days. 
12 

He shall 

cleanse himself with the water on the third day and on the seventh day, and so be clean. But if he 

does not cleanse himself on the third day and on the seventh day, he will not become clean. 
13 

Whoever touches a dead person, the body of anyone who has died, and does not cleanse 

himself, defiles the tabernacle of the LORD, and that person shall be cut off from Israel; because 

the water for impurity was not thrown on him, he shall be unclean. His uncleanness is still on 

him. 

 

Verses 11-13 explain why the ashes are kept “outside the camp.” 

 If you are unclean – then you must go outside the camp. 

 How can you be cleansed outside the camp? 

  You can’t get to the priests – because they are in the middle of the camp, 

   and you would have to pass through the whole camp to get to the priests! 

 So, if you touch a dead body, you are unclean for seven days. 

 You must be outside the camp for seven days. 

 

 But you shall cleanse yourself with the “water for impurity”  

(namely, water mixed with the ashes of the heifer) 

   on the third day and the seventh day, and so be clean. 

 

With our modern sensibilities, we might think of this as very strange. 

 Why is it such a big deal to touch a dead body? 

  

 Death contaminates. 

 Death corrupts. 

 Death stains and defiles. 

 

Because death is abnormal. 

 We have come to think of death as “natural” – the normal end of life. 

 But death is not natural. 

 Death is unnatural, abnormal – not the way God created us to be. 

 

And so if you come in contact with death – in the OT –  

then you are contaminated – impure – unclean. 

 

 

 

3. The Cleansing Power of the Water for Impurity (v14-19) 
14 

“This is the law when someone dies in a tent: everyone who comes into the tent and everyone 

who is in the tent shall be unclean seven days. 
15 

And every open vessel that has no cover 
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fastened on it is unclean. 
16 

Whoever in the open field touches someone who was killed with a 

sword or who died naturally, or touches a human bone or a grave, shall be unclean seven days.  

 

So if you are in the tent with someone who dies, 

 then you – and everyone else in the tent – are unclean for seven days. 

It doesn’t matter if you touched the corpse or not. 

 Physical proximity is all it takes! 

  

Further, every open vessel in the tent is unclean! 

Sealed containers are fine – but open containers are contaminated. 

 

If you are in the field, then it is only those who touch someone who died – 

 or who touches a human bone – or even a grave – 

 then you are unclean for seven days. 

 

This is why some Jewish Cohens [priests] wear plastic bags when flying in airplanes. 

 They are afraid that they will be contaminated by flying over a graveyard 

  (which would render them unclean). 

 If you think of the picture in Ezekiel 37 of the Valley of Dry Bones – 

  that is the worst sight imaginable for a faithful Israelite! 

 You can’t walk through that valley without becoming unclean! 

 
17 

For the unclean they shall take some ashes of the burnt sin offering, and fresh water shall be 

added in a vessel. 
18 

Then a clean person shall take hyssop and dip it in the water and sprinkle it 

on the tent and on all the furnishings and on the persons who were there and on whoever 

touched the bone, or the slain or the dead or the grave. 
19 

And the clean person shall sprinkle it 

on the unclean on the third day and on the seventh day. Thus on the seventh day he shall cleanse 

him, and he shall wash his clothes and bathe himself in water, and at evening he shall be clean. 

 

But verses 17-19 explain how to cleanse the unclean. 

 Add fresh water to the ashes of the heifer, and sprinkle it on the tent, on the furnishings – 

  and on the people who were there – or whoever touched the bone, the slain, etc. 

 Only a clean person may do this – 

  since the ashes are kept in a clean place! 

 Therefore, the unclean must not defile it by going there themselves!! 

 

The clean person must do this on the third day and the seventh day – 

 and then the unclean person washes his clothes, bathes in water,  

  and at evening on the seventh day, he shall be clean. 

 

 

4. The Necessity of Cleansing (v20-22) 
20 

“If the man who is unclean does not cleanse himself, that person shall be cut off from the midst 
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of the assembly, since he has defiled the sanctuary of the LORD. Because the water for impurity 

has not been thrown on him, he is unclean. 
21 

And it shall be a statute forever for them. The one 

who sprinkles the water for impurity shall wash his clothes, and the one who touches the water 

for impurity shall be unclean until evening. 
22 

And whatever the unclean person touches shall be 

unclean, and anyone who touches it shall be unclean until evening.” 

 

Verses 20-22 then explain the necessity of the cleansing. 

 If you do not cleanse yourself, you shall be cut off from the midst of the assembly – 

  since he has defiled the sanctuary of the LORD. 

 The Lord dwells in the midst of his people. 

 If there are unclean people living in the midst of the assembly, 

  then the sanctuary is defiled. 

 

Of course, the beauty of this ritual is that you cannot “cleanse yourself”! 

 You cannot go and get the ashes to make the water for impurity. 

 You need a clean friend who will do this for you. 

 And that clean friend, simply by touching the water for impurity, 

  will himself become “unclean until evening.” 

 

I have pointed out several times in this series how the book of Numbers  

connects the people to the priesthood. 

Yes, the priesthood is necessary for Israel to deal with sin – both with guilt and with corruption. 

But ordinary Israelites also needed other ordinary Israelites. 

 If you become unclean, you don’t just need a priest – 

  you also need a friend – 

  someone who is willing to take the time to enter into your uncleanness, 

   in order to restore you to the fellowship of the saints. 

 

Okay – let’s go back through and make the connections more clearly: 

 

1. The Red Heifer and the Cleansing of the Impure (v1-10) 

Hebrews 9:13-14 refers directly to our passage: 

 “For if the blood of goats and bulls [speaking of the offerings more generally], 

  and the sprinkling of defiled persons with the ashes of a heifer, 

  sanctify for the purification of the flesh, 

   how much more will the blood of Christ,  

who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God,  

purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living God.”  

 Why does Hebrews include the heifer? 

 After all, the emphasis here in Hebrews 9 is on the Day of Atonement – 

  the High Priest entering the Holy of Holies once for all! 

 The ashes of the heifer are as far removed from the High Priest 

as any ceremony in the OT! 
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 But Hebrews connects it in chapter 10:19-22. 

 Because Hebrews is not just interested in what Jesus did at a distance from us – 

  Hebrews also wants us to see how Jesus connects to us. 

 Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the holy places  

by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way  

that he opened for us through the curtain, that is, through his flesh,  

and since we have a great priest over the house of God,  

let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith,  

with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience  

and our bodies washed with pure water. 

 

Now, I’ve said before that Hebrews 10 is talking about baptism as our priestly consecration. 

I still think so. 

But the language of chapters 9-10 also connects to the cleansing of the unclean. 

 Jesus has forgiven our sins – our guilt has been removed – 

  but Jesus has also cleansed us – 

  purifying our consciences from dead works to serve the living God. 

  

 After all, Jesus was taken outside the camp. 

  Hebrews 13 points to the sin offerings – 

   whose carcasses were taken outside the camp to be burned. 

  But the red heifer was actually slaughtered outside the camp. 

 It is interesting to compare Jesus to the red heifer, 

  because Jesus is not red – he is not a cow – he is not female – 

  the only point of comparison is that he was “without blemish”! 

 

 But of course, as Hebrews’ points out – the problem with all those OT ceremonies 

  was that they could not remove sin! 

 

We needed a better sacrifice, a better priesthood, a better covenant! 

 

2. The Defiling Power of Death (v11-13) 

 

And that is where the defiling power of death finally meets its match in the resurrection of Jesus. 

 Jesus remarked in Luke 11:44 that the Pharisees were like “unmarked graves” –  

  defiling and contaminating people unawares. 

 I’ve commented before on the remarkable attitude toward bones in the early church. 

 Numbers 19 makes it clear why a Jew would refuse to touch a dead bone. 

 Greeks and Romans likewise shunned dead bodies. 

 

 But the early Christians had no such qualms. 
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Peter Brown has pointed out that the reason for this  

was that the Christians believed two things: 

1) they believed in the resurrection of the body – 

 (though orthodox Jews did as well!) 

2) they believed in the incarnation of Christ – that God had come in the flesh – 

 and that Christians were united to Christ both in body and soul. 

 

So if a Christian died as a martyr – bearing witness to Christ, even unto death – 

 then you could be certain that this person was united to Christ – 

  this body belongs to Jesus. 

 These bones are still united to Christ! 

 

Incarnation – Union with Christ – Resurrection. 

 Put that together, and you are going to have a revolutionary new way  

of looking at dead bodies!! 

 I’m not suggesting that we should return to the practice of relics and saints’ days! 

 But I am suggesting that we need to do better at the ways we think about dead bodies. 

 

Because of the incarnation and resurrection of Jesus 

 dead bodies do not contaminate! 

 

Rather, the holiness of Jesus decontaminates and purifies all that he comes in contact with. 

 

 

3. The Cleansing Power of the Water for Impurity (v14-19) 

 

Think about the cleansing power of the water for impurity. 

 The water for impurity was so holy that you didn’t need a priest to administer it. 

If you were clean when you came in contact with it, 

 you became unclean. 

If you were unclean when you came in contact with it, 

 you became clean. 

 That’s some pretty potent stuff! 

 

Now, I do need to mention one thing about this water. 

 In verse 17, when it says that they should take the ashes and add “fresh water,” 

  the phrase is actually “living water.” 

 This can be used to refer to a spring that produced “living water” –  

  in other words, “running water” – not water from a well or a cistern. 

 (This is a big deal in Leviticus 14 – with the cleansing of lepers. 

  You must use “living water” – or “running water”). 

 

Jeremiah 2:13 says that God himself is the “fountain of living water” – 
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 and says that the people have rejected him and hewed their own cisterns. 

In Ezekiel 47, the prophet sees a vision of the temple, 

 with streams of water bringing life to the nations. 

 

And in John 4, Jesus contrasts himself with Jacob’s well at Sychar. 

 He says that the one who drinks the water he gives 

  “will never be thirsty again” 

  because it “will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” (4:14) 

 

And in John 7, when he comes to the temple at the Feast of Booths, 

 he cried out, 

  “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink, 

   whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, 

  ‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’ 

Now this he said about the Spirit…” (7:38-39) 

 

Jesus is the source of the living water that cleanses and brings life to the dead. 

 

What is the water that cleanses? 

 It is living water combined with the ash of the red heifer. 

 

 Jesus says that the living water is the Spirit (John 7:39). 

 And Hebrews says that Christ is the heifer who was taken outside the camp for us. 

 

This is why we say that baptism cleanses – baptism saves – 

 but it’s not the water that cleanses or saves. 

The water can’t do anything without the ashes of the heifer! 

The water can’t do anything without the blood of Jesus! 

 

4. The Necessity of Cleansing (v20-22) 

 

And finally, the ceremony of the red heifer and the water for impurity  

demonstrates the necessity of the church. 

 

You need the priest in order to get the ashes for the ceremony. 

 But you also need two other Israelites to produce the ashes – 

one to slaughter the animal and burn it; 

the other to collect the ashes and store them. 

 And then you need a clean friend who will go and get the ashes and the living water – 

  rendering himself unclean for a few hours, 

   in order to restore you to fellowship in the community. 

 

You need Jesus to become clean – 
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 but you also need one another. 

The incarnation of Jesus means that God has united our humanity to himself. 

 And if you are united to Christ by faith – 

  and I am united to Christ by faith – 

  then we are united to one another in Christ. 

 

And so we need to be willing to become unclean in order to help cleanse and restore one another. 

 And not just one another. 

 

 Think of the story of the half-dead man by the side of the road. 

 

 The priest and the Levite saw the half-dead man – 

  but they passed by on the other side of the road. 

 Maybe they were busy – they had things to do – 

  but if they stop to help – and the half-dead man becomes fully dead – 

  then they will be unclean for a week! 

 

 Wouldn’t that be an inconvenience? 

  A week of your life wasted. 

  How awful. 

 He was mostly dead anyway – probably would have died – 

  there's no point wasting time over him. 

 

 But the Samaritan had compassion. 

 The Samaritans also believed the Law of Moses. 

 The Samaritan knew that he would become unclean if the half-dead man died. 

  

But he also knew that if were the one lying there half-dead, 

 he would want someone to show him compassion! 

He knew that there is no way for the half-dead to be restored to life – 

for the unclean to become clean 

 unless someone shows compassion and brings the ashes and the living water 

  and sprinkles the unclean (thereby incurring uncleanness yourself!) 

 

If your hands are never dirty, then no one else will ever become clean! 

 

 


