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The Number of Israelites in the Wilderness

Can we take the censuses in Numbers 1 and Numbers 26 at face value?  Such high numbers seem incredible today, for they argue for a population about half of Israel’s modern day population of 7.4 million (2009 estimate that excludes the non-Israeli population in the West Bank and Gaza Strip).

I. The Problem: Some believe that Israel’s 603,550 soldiers (Num. 1:46) with a total population of 2-3 million (including women and children) is too large for several reasons:

A. Recent estimates postulate the entire population of Canaan to be 500,000 people, so their soldiers would be far less than that number.  So what was Israel worried about if they had over 600,000 warriors to fight about 200,000 or so Canaanites?

B. Recent studies declare that the entire population of Egypt was probably only 2 million.  How could Israel have had a population greater than all of Egypt?

C. The Egyptian army is believed by some scholars to have been only about 25,000 men.  Would such a small army really chase after the Israelites who were many times their size?

D. Egypt’s army had only 600 chariots—not a real threat against 600,000 Israelite soldiers.

E. “How could millions of people have gotten organized, maintained their cohesion, and traveled through deserts, frequently on narrow routes and difficult terrain? The answer does not lie in… text corruption, for the large figures prevail throughout the accounts.”

II. Suggested Solutions: Some scholars believe that the problem is not the text itself but how it has been translated.  At least three new translation attempts have been made:

A. Clan Hypothesis: ‘Elep means “thousand” but it can also mean “clan” (e.g., Gideon’s ‘elep was Israel’s smallest clan, Jud. 6:15), so the census counted clans totaling 5,100 men :
One suggestion is that ‘elep, translated ”thousand,“ should be understood as a social unit such as a clan or family (cf. Jud. 6:15; 1 Sam. 10:19; Micah 5:2; etc.). This then might be a technical term suggesting a much smaller actual number. In such a case the total for Reuben, for example (Num. 1:20-21), would be 46 clans plus 500 individuals rather than 46,500. If Reuben’s clans were 100 men, his total would be 4,600 plus 500 non-clan individuals or 5,100 in all.

B.  Chief Hypothesis: ‘Elep has the wrong vowels and refers to a word with other vowels, meaning about 600 army “chiefs” plus their men, totaling 6,148 men (cf. Appendix 1):
A second suggestion is that ‘elep in an unvocalized Hebrew text could be read ’allûp, ”chief“ or ”commander.“ Then in Reuben’s case the number would be 46 ’allûps plus 500 men. The grand total would be 598 ’allûps plus 5,550 men.

C. Unit Hypothesis: ‘Elep can also refer to an army “unit,” such as the unit that received ten cheeses from Jesse, David’s father (1 Sam. 17:18).  Such a small number of cheeses would not feed many within a thousand-man unit, so it is likely a much smaller number.

D. The first two views result in the 603,550 men being as small as 65,350 or 6,148 men, or, in the “unit hypothesis,” an unknown but much smaller total, depending on each unit size.

III. Why should we take the 603,550 fighting men at face value (Num. 1:46)?

A. Numerical Considerations (correlate numbers 1-5 with A-E on previous page)

1. If we assume Canaan to have as high as 200,000 warriors, there is still reason for both sides to be worried.  The people of Canaan knew about the miraculous crossing of Israelites out of Egypt (cf. Rahab in Joshua 2:8-11), so they would surely be worried to face over 600,000 Israelite warriors!  Israel also worried over the giants within Canaan (Num. 13:32-33).  Further, the Amalekites had already defeated them, even though Israel did defeat the Amorites on the east side of the Jordan.

2. If we assume that Egypt’s entire population was 2 million, it makes more sense for them to be afraid of 3 million Israelites in Goshen than it does for them to fear a tiny and powerless people among them.  After all, the Pharaoh specifically said, “the Israelites have become much too numerous for us. 10Come, we must deal shrewdly with them or they will become even more numerous” (Exod. 1:9b-10a NIV).  An army of a few thousand would pose no threat to the Egyptians.
3. If we assume an Egyptian army of 25,000 men, certainly the whole army did not mobilize to chase Israel.  Even if the whole army did chase them, they would not fear being outnumbered 3 to 1 given that their Israelite foes were not trained for warfare.  They had been slaves for hundreds of years and only gained freedom a few days prior.

4. More likely is that only Egypt’s army of 600 chariots faced Israel at the Sea without any of their foot soldiers.  However, even this small contingent could do significant damage against half a million Israelite soldiers.  Even if it could not defeat them, we must not assume that Pharaoh was acting rationally to attack, which is out of character with his hardened heart prior to the Exodus.  He was also grieving the death of his firstborn son when he chased after Israel.
5. Whether millions of Israelites could have “gotten organized, maintained their cohesion, and traveled through deserts, frequently on narrow routes and difficult terrain” assumes that God could not have miraculously worked on their behalf.  Also, they were already organized by tribe and had been tempered by 400 years of slavery.  

6. The Hebrew number of 603,500 is written out in prose as “six hundred thousand, five hundred and fifty” without any qualifiers (such as clans or chiefs) and thus must be taken at face value.  

7. The parallel text in Exodus 12:37 has the approximate number of “about 600,000 men” and thus argues for the number in Numbers 1:46 as a real number.

8. The earliest translation of this number was the Septuagint (250 BC), which rendered it with the equivalent Greek number of 603,550.

9. Every single English translation renders the number as an actual number rather than an approximate amount far smaller.  Therefore, the alternate theories do not pass peer review among other OT scholars who translated the NAS, NIV, RSV, ESV, etc.

B. The Clan Hypothesis

1. The number of supposed “clans” for each tribe totals not 603 but 598 “clans,” plus 5,550 individuals.  See Appendix 1.
The major objection to this view is that the grand total for the tribes is 603,550 which, by this system, would mean 603 clans plus 550 individual men. When all the clans of the tribes are added up, however, they come to a total of 598 plus 5,550 individuals. This cannot be harmonized with the biblical figures.

2. One should wonder why miscellaneous individuals who were not in one of the tribal clans would need to be added to each tribe.  If they are deemed to be part of the “mixed multitude” added to each tribe, it is unlikely that these would also be enlisted as soldiers.

C. The Chief Hypothesis

1. Seeing the number as counting chiefs has the same addition problem as the clan idea.  If the numbers in the thousands place (i.e., the “46” in the 46,500 Reubenites in Numbers 1:21) actually designate chiefs rather than thousands of warriors, then the total of 598 chiefs also does not square with the 603 total.  See Appendix 1.
2. Why would the text list the number of chiefs only with a miscellaneous number of individuals?  This would leave out the main component—the number of fighting men—and leave only the number of chiefs plus the rabble.  While readers could assume a certain number of warriors per chief, such approximation seems out of character with the concept of conducting an actual census of soldiers.
3. If the actual Israelite population numbered only about 6000 soldiers, the concern of the Egyptians that they were becoming so numerous that the baby boys would have to be killed at birth would be ridiculous (Exod. 1:16, 22; cf. vv. 9-10).  

D. The Unit Hypothesis

1. David gave ten cheeses to his brother’s “commander of their thousand” (1 Sam. 17:18 NASB), but there is no assumption that these would feed the entire thousand men.

2. We know from 1 Samuel 17:18 that the commander of the unit where Jesse’s sons served had control over 1000 men—not 100 men.  Assuming that 46 chiefs who each had 1000 men in their “unit” gives us the same figure for Reuben: 46 men over 1000, or 46,000 men.  So what’s the difference between the “unit” theory and taking the number 46,500 at face value? 
IV. Conclusion

The recent studies that doubt the translation of about 600,000 Israelite soldiers in Exodus 12 and Numbers 1 and 26 are not convincing.  There exists no textual problems in any of these passages, and each of the alternate translations of this number is fraught with even more problems.  Until better evidence is forthcoming, interpreters can consider the text reliable as it has consistently come down to us and appears in all of our translations.
Appendix 1

Views on Israel’s Population in the Wilderness (Num. 1) TC  " Population Changes in the Wilderness " \l 4 
	Tribe
	Traditional View
	Clan Hypothesis
	Chief Hypothesis

	Reuben
	46,500
	46 clans of 100 = 4600 + 500 men = 5,100
	46 chiefs + 500 men = 596

	Simeon
	59,300
	59 clans of 100 = 5900 + 300 men = 6,200
	59 chiefs + 300 men = 359

	Gad
	45,650
	45 clans of 100 = 4500 + 650 men = 5,150
	45 chiefs + 650 men = 695

	Judah
	74,600
	74 clans of 100 = 7400 + 600 men = 8,000
	74 chiefs + 600 men = 674

	Isaachar
	54,400
	54 clans of 100 = 5400 + 400 men = 5,800
	54 chiefs + 400 men = 454

	Zebulun
	57,400
	57 clans of 100 = 5700 + 400 men = 6,100
	57 chiefs + 400 men = 457

	Ephraim
	40,500
	40 clans of 100 = 4000 + 500 men = 4,500
	40 chiefs + 500 men = 450 

	Manasseh
	32,200
	32 clans of 100 = 3200 + 200 men = 3,400
	32 chiefs + 200 men = 232

	Benjamin
	35,400
	35 clans of 100 = 3500 + 400 men = 3,900
	35 chiefs + 900 men = 935

	Dan
	62,700
	62 clans of 100 = 6200 + 700 men = 6,900
	62 chiefs + 700 men = 762

	Asher
	41,500
	41 clans of 100 = 4100 + 500 men = 4,600
	41 chiefs + 500 men = 541

	Naphtali
	53,400
	53 clans of 100 = 5300 + 400 men = 5,700
	53 chiefs + 400 men = 453

	Total
	603,550
	598 clans of 100 = 59,800 + 5,550 men = 65,350
	598 chiefs + 5550 men = 6,148


Note that the total number of clans is 598, which does not match the explicit reading of the Numbers 1:46 text that says this number is 603.  The Chief Hypothesis repeats the same error.  Certainly the Hebrews could do basic addition, which strongly argues that the number 603,550 refers to actual persons in the hundreds of thousands—not to the number of clans or chiefs.  As noted earlier, the Unit Hypothesis renders 46 units as 46 units of a thousand (cf. 1 Sam. 17:18), yielding the same number as the Traditional View.
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