LARGE N U M B E R S IN THE
OLD T E S T A M E N T
By J. W. WENHAM

It is notorious that the Old Testament in many places records
numbers which seem impossibly large. Bishop Colenso fastened
upon this point in writing The Pentateuch and Book of Joshua
Critically Examined,1 and he devoted the whole of Part I to
demonstrating the unhistorical character of the Pentateuch by
showing the impossibility of its figures. He realized that on
this ground he had an argument which would appeal to the
layman, who could not be expected to follow and to weigh the
intricacies of the different theories of documentary analysis.
He appealed to common sense, and thereby marshalled what
was probably the most devastating argument ever levelled
against the historical character of the Old Testament. Colenso
wrote his preface in 1862, and his argument has never been
satisfactorily answered.
Yet Colenso never explained how it was that these colossal
figures ever came to be used. No-one in his senses would, for
instance, invent the story of a bus crash in which all 16,000
passengers were killed. The more absurd the figures the less
likely it is that they were invented. Absurdity suggests the
likelihood that someone has been trying to transmit records
faithfully, in spite of the fact that they do not seem to make sense.
Failure to recognize this point has tended to make scholars
cavalier in their dismissal of phenomena which are crying out
for explanation.
Furthermore, Old Testament study has long been bedevilled
by an unsatisfactory methodology. Critical orthodoxy at the
end of the last century established a most complex system of
documentary analysis, which dates much of the literature many
centuries after the events it purports to record. Subsequent
Longmans, Green, London (1862).
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study has shown that within the putative documents there is
material which must be dated far earlier than the dates originally
assigned to these documents. The resulting picture of the
literary history of the Old Testament is too complicated and
confused to be regarded any longer as a satisfactory startingpoint for study. It seems far sounder to take each narrative as it
stands, and only to invoke scribal or editorial mishandling
when all other attempts to make sense of the narrative have
failed. Only so will the temptation be avoided of cutting knots
which with patience might be untied.
This article is divided into two parts, the first part giving in
outline certain suggestions for the solution of the numerical
problems; the second applies these suggestions systematically
to the Old Testament narratives in the order of their occurrence.2
I. TOWARDS A SOLUTION

(a) The state of the text
Having been brought up on R. D. Wilson's A Scientific Investigation of the Old Testament,* I have always believed that the Old
Testament text has on the whole been marvellously preserved
and that merely conjectural emendation is so precarious as to
be usually of little value. Furthermore, an apparently corrupt
and unintelligible text (as for instance in Hosea) will often
prove to be perfectly sound and intelligible with growing
knowledge. The refusal, however, even to attempt emendation
in the face of some intractable difficulty can become a stupid
fetish, since the existence of considerable variations between
Mss and between versions provides inescapable evidence of
textual change. It seems to me to be demonstrable that numbers
have for various reasons been peculiarly susceptible to corruption, and that we have therefore a duty to explore the possibility
of corruption in those cases where the numbers seem to be
1
This article is a shortened version of a paper deposited in the Tyndale House
Library, Cambridge. The original paper, together with comments by members of
the Tyndale Fellowship, is available for consultation in the Library. Considerations
of space made it necessary to omit a discussion of longevity and of the offering of
Exodus 38:24-31, a table of variants in Ezra 2 and Nehemiah 7, a note on the
biblical concept of Scripture, and discussion ofJudges 16:27; 2 Kings 19:35; Isaiah
37:36; Esther 9:16.
* A revision of articles from the Princeton Theological Review of 1919, published in
London without date.
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inconsistent with one another or with other elements in a
narrative.
In the case of the Old Testament we have, fortunately, not
been left to conjecture on this matter, because there are many
parallel passages in which numbers are to be found, and in some
of these the numbers do not agree with one another. Seeing
that there is a tendency for divergent parallel passages to become
assimilated to one another,4 the likelihood of textual corruption
in passages which have no parallels is at least as great as in
those that have. And even in the parallel passages themselves
there may have been corruption before the second of the two
narratives was written.
(b) Types of textual corruption
Study of the numbers in parallel passages and in texts where
there are variant readings shows the following types of textual
corruption.
i. Extra noughts can be added to a number5
There are three noteworthy examples: 2 Samuel 10:18 reads
'700 chariots'; 1 Chronicles 19:18 reads '7,000'. 1 Kings 4:26
reads '40,000 stalls'; 2 Chronicles 9:25 reads '4,000'. There
are variant readings for 2 Samuel 15:7, where the Syriac,
Arabic, the Lucianic recension of the LXX, and Josephus are
clearly to be preferred in saying that Absalom took 4 years to
work up his conspiracy, to the Hebrew, the rest of the LXX family
and Vulgate which make it 40 years. Confusion between units
and tens could easily result from abbreviations which omit the
feminine singular and masculine plural terminations.6
2. A digit can drop out
2 Kings 24:8: 'Jehoiachin was 18 years old when he began to
reign' is probably to be preferred to 2 Chronicles 36:9, where
he is said to have been 8.
4
This is a well-known phenomenon in the case of parallel passages in the Synoptic
Gospels.
5
It is of course anachronistic to speak of 'noughts' in a text which uses words
rather than a numerical notation. But this is a convenient way of describing this
type of variant, which (as we shall see) may itself be evidence of the use of a different
notation at some stage in the transmission of the text prior to the Massoretic standardization.
• For other examples, see G. R. Driver, 'Abbreviations in the Massoretic Text',
Textus 1 (i960) 125.
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3. A numeral can drop out
1 Samuel 13:1 reads 'Saul was year old'. 'Thirty years old',
read by some LXX MSS, is probably correct.

4. Sometimes the conesponding numerals seem to have no particul
relation to one another
For instance, we have '800' and '300' in parallel passages (2 Sa.
23:8; 1 Ch. 11:11) ; and the variant readings '30' and '50' in the
LXX of Numbers 26:7.

5. Sometimes the noun to which a numeral is attached may be chang
E.g. 2 Samuel 10:18 speaks of '40,000 horsemen* and 1 Chronicles
19:18 of'40,000 footmen5; and sometimes the change is to the
obvious detriment of the sense. 2 Samuel 10:6 speaks of'20,000
footmen' and '12,000 men', which becomes in 1 Chronicles
19:7 '32,000 chariots'. In 2 Samuel 8:4 and 1 Chronicles 18:4
there is some multiple corruption. The former reads '1,700
horsemen' and the latter '1,000 chariots, 7,000 horsemen'.
6. A variant reading may suggest the insertion of a gloss into the text
1 Samuel 6:19 speaks of the smiting of '70 men, 50,000 men'
at Beth-shemesh. Josephus supports three MSS in omitting
'50,000 men'. It has been suggested that the error arose
at a time when Hebrew letters were being used for numerals
and that 'qyin (» = 70) was mistaken for nûn (c = 50,000). At
one stage of the history of Hebrew writing these letters were
similar, and it seems possible that both readings were current
and that 50,000 was a marginal gloss incorporated into the text.
Though there is no direct evidence for a pre-Maccabean use of
letters for numerals, G. R. Driver has demonstrated that its
origin was earlier. He explains 'Saul . . . reigned two years'
(1 Sa. 13:1) as a misreading of D (20) as a (2).7
7. A digit may be increased or decreased by one unit
A study of the differences between the great census lists of
returning captives in Ezra 2 and Nehemiah 7 is fascinating.
Confining our attention only to the Hebrew text (although the
LXX and Vulgate add further interesting material) we find that
23 out of the total of 142 digits show variants. In well over half
7

Textos 1 (i960) ia6f.; 4 (1964) 83.
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of these cases one digit differs from the corresponding digit in
the other text by one. (That is to say, for example, the digit 2
is much more likely to become 1 or 3 than any other number.)
This (and certain other phenomena in the list) is perfectly
explained by H. L. Allrick in his article in the Bulletin of the
American Schools of Oriental Research, 136 (1954) 2iff. He refers
to the fact that in ancient Aramaic documents vertical strokes
are used for units and horizontal strokes for tens. The vertical
digit strokes were generally grouped in threes. For the hundreds
a stylized mem was used, plus vertical strokes to indicate how
many hundred; for the thousands an abbreviation of the word
was used, together with strokes to indicate how many thousand.
'As for the Hebrews themselves', he says (p. 24), 'there is no
doubt they too employed the same principles of numerical
notation.'8 It is easy to see how such a system, whether through
defects of writing or of the material used or through scribal
carelessness, would lead to the misreading of a number—usually
making it one too big or one too small. According to Allrick
something of this system is traceable back probably to the eighth
century BG. Incidentally, in these lists, the names seem to show
far less variation than the numbers.
This is very remarkable since the names of undistinguished
persons and places are themselves peculiarly liable to corruption.
1 Kings 7:26gives the capacity ofthe molten sea as '2,000' baths
and 2 Chronicles 4:5 gives it as '3,000'.
8. The sum of the individual Ítems in a list does not agree with the stated
total
The total number of Lévites is given in Numbers 3:39 as '22,000,'
whereas the sum of the individual items is 22,300. As the figure
of '22,000' is used in the subsequent calculations of redemption
money, a corruption of one of the individual items may be
inferred. Perhaps Kohath (verse 28) should be 8,300 instead of
'8,600', readingtffrtfinstead of ##. There is abundant evidence
that the initial letter of a number (in this casetf) was at times
used as an abbreviation.9
Ezra 2:64 reads: 'The whole congregation was 42,360',
8
Cf. A. R. Millard, Tyndale House Bulletin 11 (1962) 6-7, for evidence of Hebrew
numerical signs.
• Textos 1 (i960) 125; 4 (1964) 82f. Driver explains the 2,000 and 3,000 baths
from the use of such an abbreviation.
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whereas the sum of the individual items is 29,818. (Nehemiah's
list gives 31,089.) In Ezra 1:8-11 the individual numbers of
vessels add up to 2,499, whereas the total is given as 5,400.
These of course may be due not to corruption, but to selective
copying of a (partly illegible?) original.
We have thus a good deal of solid evidence of textual corrup
tion in those passages to which we can apply an objective test,
and therefore some indication of the kinds of corruption that
are likely to exist in those passages to which we can apply no
direct check.
(c) The meaning of η^Χ
Most of the very large numbers with which we are concerned
are in the thousands, and attempted explanations have been
much occupied with the possible meanings of the root η1?«,
usually pointed η1?«.
ι. Possible numerical meanings of*fix
In addition to (a) its strict numerical meaning 'thousand', it is
used (b) poetically of large numbers. When the Ark rested,
Moses used to say: 'Return, O Lord, unto the ten thousands of
the thousands of Israel' (Nu. 10:36, cf Dt. 33:17). It is used
presumably (c) as a round figure—the first three large numbers
in Judges are all 10,000. This may well be merely a way of
saying: 'a very great number'. In any case, enemy battle
casualties can seldom be intended to be anything but rough
estimates. It has been suggested that large numbers are some
times deliberately used (d) hyperbolically.10
2. Possible collective meanings of*f?x
«f?K is also used of a social unit: (e) 'family' (EW, e.g. Jdg. 6:15)
or (/) 'clan'.11 F. Pétrie suggested that it sometimes meant
(g) a 'tent group'.12 G. E. Mendenhall13 regards the social unit
as being also (A) the basic military unit of the folk army, which
went to war by its CPDVH.
/
10

· τ-:

E.g. H. L. Ellison, New Bible Commentary, I.V.F., London (1953) 340.
Zc. 9:7; 12:5, 6 RSV; R. de Vaux, Ancient Israel, Darton, Longman and Todd,
London (1961) 216.
18
Palestine and Israel, SPGK, London (1934) 43.
»jÄL77(i958)52ff.
11
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3. Possible individual meanings ofr\b&
When pointed *p*?K it is used of the 'chieftains' of Edom and in
the modern Israeli army of the 'colonel'. Scriptio plena is not
always used and the primitive text was unpointed, so that it is
worth investigating whether *|VK may not sometimes be ηΛκ.
There may at one time have been a range of such personal uses
which have since become submerged in the pointed text. We
certainly have it used for (i) the Edomite 'chieftain' (Gn.
36:15-43; Ex. 15:15; 1 Ch. 1:51-54). We probably have it (as I
shall try to argue) for (J) the chiliarch or captain over a thousand
troops, or (k) the commander of a folk *\*?K of indeterminate
size; probably for (/) the professional, fully-armed soldier;
possibly for (m) officers generally.14 Let us see whether the
abandonment of the traditional translation of η1?« in favour of a
different rendering will throw light on some of the notoriously
difficult passages.
(i) The attacks on Gibeah and Ai
I have noticed in a number of contexts where thousands of
soldiers are mentioned that they appear to be people of special
distinction. In Judges 20:2 : 'the chief of all the people . . .
presented themselves in the assembly of the people . . . 400,000
footmen that drew sword'. If these were in fact 400 D^DlVx (fullyarmed soldiers), the subsequent narrative begins to make sense.
They encamp against the Benjamites in the small town of
Gibeah. The Benjamite forces (verse 15) consist of 26 DWVK
(armed with swords) together with 700 'chosen men' armed
only with slings. At the first attack (verse 21) the Israelites lose
22 D^Ci1?»; the next day (verse 25) they lose a further 18 (it is
again stressed that all of the slain were armed with swords) ; the
third day (verses 29, 34) an ambush is set, consisting of or led by
10 ΟΦ&Κ. (Could 10,000 men take up their positions in an am
bush undetected?) The losses begin again (verse 31) '<w at other
times9—the scale of which is now quite clear, for about 30
14
No use has been made of the fact in this paper, but it is worth noting that K,
the first letter of the alphabet (and thefirstletter of M7H), was used in post-biblical
times as a symbol both for 'one' and for One thousand*. As there is indirect evidence
of this usage (and of the use of the first letter of a word as an abbreviation) in much
earlier times, there is here a further rich field for possible confusion.
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Israelites (not apparently sword-armed ΟΊΜ^Κ) are killed. The
ambush then assaults the city (verse 35). 25 Benjamite OtflVK
and a hundred others are killed. 18 of the D'trfPK were killed in the
first stage of the pursuit, 5 were later 'cut down in the high
ways' and 2 more at Gidom. All 25 were 'men that drew the
sword', 'men of valour'. 600 men (slingers presumably) took
refuge in the rock of Rimmon for four months.
The attack on Ai has similar features. We have on the one
hand the dispatch of 3,000 men, followed by the great disaster
of the loss of 36 men (Jos. 7:5). Then comes the setting of the
ambush (8:2ff.). 30,000 mighty men of valour set out by night
on the long march up the rough track and take up their position
'not very far from the city' undetected. If we interpret this figure
as 30, we have 30 picked troops for an ambush, which seems to
correspond satisfactorily with what was reckoned to be the
disastrous loss of 36 men on thefirstassault.
(n) David's feast
David's feast in Hebron in 1 Chronicles 12 appears to be attended
by enormous numbers, not of ordinary men, but of distinguished
leaders: 'captains of the thousands' (verse 20), 'all mighty men
of valour' (verse 21), 'captains in the host' (verse 21),'bands
that were ready armed to the war' (verse 23), 'that bare shield
and spear' (verse 24). (It was not many years previously that
the people had been almost without weapons. 'There was
neither sword nor spear found in the hand of any of the people
. . . but with Saul and with Jonathan', 1 Samuel 13:22, cf.
Judges 5:8.) The expression 'that bare shield and spear . . .
armed to the war' in 1 Chronicles 12:24 seems to be synony
mous with 'mighty men of valour for the war' in verse 25. They
are 'famous throughout the house of their fathers' houses'
(verse 30), 'heads' (verse 32), 'such as went forth to battle,
except in war with all instruments of war' (verse 33, cf. verses
36-38). With certain significant exceptions the numbers
are colossal: Judah 6,800, Simeon 7,100, Zebulun 50,000,
Reuben, Gad and the half tribe of Manasseh 120,000. But
in the middle of these we have Issachar, whose co-operativeness is specially mentioned, of which it is said: 'the heads
of them were 200' (verses 32, 40). In all, the men total 340,800.

LARGE NUMBERS IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

27

All the individual tribal totals are given either in round
thousands or in round hundreds. The immediate context
seems to give the clue to what has happened, ι Chronicles
12:14 says: 'These of the sons of Gad, captains of the host:
he that was least was equal to (Rvm RSV over) an hundred,
and the greatest to (Rvm RSV over) a thousand.' Then in
the first verse of the next chapter it says: 'David consulted
with the captains of thousands and of hundreds, and with every
leader' (13:1). It would seem that these are totals composed of a
number of captains of thousands and a number of captains of
hundreds. By metonymy, or by abbreviation, 'thousand' has
been used for 'captain of a thousand' and 'hundred' for 'captain
of a hundred'. 'Thousand' and 'hundred' have been treated as
numerals and the two figures added together. When these
figures are unscrambled (see pp. 44-45) we get a total of roughly
2,000 'famous men', 'heads', 'captains', which seems eminently
reasonable.
4. The size of the Israelite population
We now turn to the most important historical question of all:
the size of the Israelite population at the different stages of its
history.
Much of the difficulty of this whole subject lies in the fact
that we are forced to resort to a large element of conjecture and
that the range of legitimate conjecture is so wide. The con
jectures will carry no conviction unless the element of arbitrari
ness is removed by showing that the final results form a con
sistent picture. The first need is to try to determine what sort of
population figures we are seeking.
We have two fixed points. Jacob's household in Egypt
consisted of some 70 souls; the returning exiles numbered about
42,000. These numbers are clearly meant to be regarded as
literal, being itemized in detail. What happened in between?
(i) At the Exodus
The first problem to tackle is the numbers of the exodus. It is
unwise to dogmatize as to the length of the sojourn in Goshen.
If we are allowed the four centuries of the older chronologies,
there would be nothing miraculous in an increase to two or
three million in that time. If we are allowed only four or five
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generations, as many would argue on the basis of Genesis 15:16
and on the brevity of the contemporary genealogies, we must
reckon either with an enormous birthrate or with much smaller
numbers. Given a very high birthrate that quadrupled the
population every generation, we should get a little over 17,500
in four generations and 70,000 in five. The truth may well lie
somewhere between the two, being less than four centuries and
more than four generations. Qjimran has lent new importance
to the Samaritan text. The Samaritan Pentateuch at Exodus
12:40 makes the 430 years of the sojourning of the children of
Israel to include Egypt andCanaan (thus agreeing with Gal. 3:17).
There is clear evidence from Ugaritic and early Assyrian
sources that dr and dam (cognate with the Hebrew Ίΐ*ί,
translated 'generation' in Gn. 15:16) can refer to a period
of seventy or eighty years.15 Very large numbers would easily
be possible after four such 'generations'.
What general indications are there to suggest the scale of
operations ?
Israel 'dwelt . . . in the land of Goshen . . . and multiplied
exceedingly' (Gn. 47:27), but it must be remembered that
Goshen is only one area in the highly populated Nile delta,
possibly to be identified with the thin irrigated strip of the
Wadi Tumeilat. During the oppression they were 'scattered
abroad throughout all the land of Egypt to gather stubble', but
during the time of the plagues the land of Goshen was still 'where
the children of Israel were' (Ex. 5:12; 9:26). 'The land was
filled with them', so that the children of Israel were 'too many
and too mighty' for the Egyptians, who feared a fifth column in
the event ofwar (1:7-10). Yet it only requires a small percentage
of mistrusted foreigners in a population to cause such fears, or
a small percentage ofJews to cause anti-Semitism. The people
were served by two midwives (1:15), and it was seriously con
templated that all male babies should be thrown into the Nile.
In the wilderness for most of the time, the people found sufficient
to drink without the need for a miraculous supply. It was
possible for the whole congregation to 'come near before the
Lord', to 'look after Moses' as he went to the Tent, to hear him
15

54.

K. A. Kitchen, Ancient Orient and Old Testament, Tyndale Press, London (1966)
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when he addressed them (Ex. 16:9; 19:17; 33:18; Lv. 8:3;
Dt. 1:1). For a time Moses attempted to adjudicate all disputes
himself (Ex. 18:13). Though Moses stressed the multiplication
of the people, he also declared the word of the Lord concerning
the Canaanite nations: Ί will not drive them out from before
thee in one year; lest the land become desolate' ; and he prayed,
'The Lord . . . make you a thousand times so many more'
(Ex. 23:29; Dt. 1:11). God had made them 'a nation, great,
mighty, and populous,' but they were confronted with 'seven
nations greater and mightier', 'the people of whom thou art
afraid' (Dt. 26:5; 1:28; 4:38; 7:1, 19). All the men of war could
compass the city of Jericho seven times in one day
(Jos. 6:4).
These data indicate a very large migration, tens of thousands
perhaps, but not millions. In other words, the population
figures as they stand in Exodus and Numbers have either been
misunderstood or have become corrupted. The tribal lists in
Numbers 1 and 26 have obviously not been invented. Various
attempts have been made to explain them. One possibility is
that these large numbers are not in fact single numbers, but
that they each consist of two numbers which have been put
together. Mendenhall's idea was that they are census lists from
the period of the Judges, whose figures give first the number of
D^D1?« (which he interprets as clans) in the tribe and then the
number of n1tfö (which he interprets as contingents) sent to war
by that tribe. (Though what conceivable point there would
have been in inventing two contexts in the wilderness period
for these lists and in writing it all up as history passes comprehension.) Petrie's idea was that the D^DVK give the number of
tent groups or families, and that the niKö give the approximate
number of fighting men in each tribe.
Both these theories break down on one simple mathematical
fact. If the numbers of D^VN and the numbers of nlKö are
two different ways of numbering the same thing, there should be
at least some correspondence between them. That is to say, on
average the tribes with many D^DVK should also have many
niND, and vice versa. Alas, there is no such correspondence. In
Numbers 1, for instance, Simeon has 59 D^VK and 3 nia»;
but Gad has less D^ÖVK (45), yet more than twice as many
niHö (6j) as Simeon. This lack of correspondence is general
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throughout the two lists, as R. E. D. Clark showed in his magnificent paper (to which I am greatly indebted): 'The Large
Numbers of the Old Testament'.16
Clark suggested that these numerations might consist of a
certain number of tTöV?» and of a certain number of nix»,
but that the number ofrñlXQ in each case exceeded ten. For instan
there might have been (not 3, but) 23 ηϊκ» in Simeon. When
written out in full this would give: Simeon 57 O^D^K, 2 CöV«,
3 niKö, which an uncomprehending editor could have combined
to make the 59 D^DVK, 3 ΓήΚο of the text. It is possible (see
pp. 35-38) to choose figures for the trbiVNt which will
establish a rough correspondence between the D^BiVx and the
nia».
Accepting this hypothesis for the time being, what are we to
suppose the DWVK and niKö to be? dark's view is that the
D^i^K are officers and that the niKö are the approximate
numbers offightingmen. But when we are dealing usually with
about two or three thousand men per tribe, it seems unlikely that
they would only give the figure to the nearest hundred. It
would make much better sense to regard the HMD as a contingent.
There are various ways of taking *fiiK without involving
impossibly large numbers. It could be a social unit—family,
clan, tent group—or such a group organized as a military unit.
Or it could be an officer (as Clark maintained) or a specially
trained warrior (as our study ofJudges 20 suggested). There is
much to be said for this last possibility. The idea that the ί^ηκ
(used in the sense of a specially trained warrior) might go right
back to the time of Moses should not be dismissed out of hand.
It may well be that Israelites served under Moses in the
Ethiopian war of which Josephus writes in Antiquities, ii. X. It
is also likely that they secretly collected weapons during the
oppression. Nomads never go about unarmed and Abraham's
military prowess was famous (Gn. 14). In any case it is specific
ally stated shortly after the Exodus that the Israelites discomfited
Amalek 'with the edge of the sword' (Ex. 17:13), and the
Lévites were told: 'Put every man his sword by his side.
(Ex. 32:27). Towards the end of the wilderness period and
"jra8 7 (i955)82ff.
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during the invasion, swords are mentioned quite frequently
# (Nu. 21:24 ; 31:8). It is clear that the Israelite people maintained
an independent community life, led by their elders (Ex. 12:21 ;
19:7). The Egyptians, as we have seen, regarded them as a
force to be reckoned with and a potential danger to the state.
Though greatly outnumbered by the Egyptians, they were a
proud and able people, certainly not altogether defenceless.
Let us assume that there were such specially qualified warriors
and look at the census lists again. We know that Israel at various
times went to war led by captains of thousands, captains of
hundreds and captains of fifties. The 24 numbers in Numbers 1
and 26 can be split up so that the number of D'WVK per ΠΝ»
lies somewhere between 2 and 3. This would make one *pVN
available to act as 'captain of a hundred' and one as 'captain of
fifty' in every ΠΚ», and there would be a few spare D^VK either
as captains of thousands or as supernumerary captains of fifties.
(For details see p. 35-38)
On this reckoning we get a total of 580 D ^ K and 235^ nix»
at the exodus and 579 O'ttfrK and 226.3 rrtNö at the end of the
wanderings.
There are reasons for thinking (see p. 38) that the captains
of thousands might normally have had 7 or 8 niKö under their
command. Similarly the actual strength of an average ΠΚ»
might have been about 75 men. 235J ΠΪΚΟ of 75 men each would
give 17,662J men in all. This, together with 580 QflVg, would
give a total fighting force of a little over 18,000. The number of
males under 20 would probably be a little smaller than the
number of those over 20. But, with the addition of the Lévites
and of those who were too old to fight, we might expect the total
number of males to be about double the number of fighting men :
sa
y> 36,000. If we double this again, in order to include women,
we shall get a figure of about 72,000 for the whole migration.
(This compares with 2 or 3 million on the old reckoning,
140,000 on Clark's and 20,000 on Petrie's.) This is still a
tremendous body of human beings to keep alive in that great
and terrible wilderness, but it is conceivable—particularly if
(as there is some reason to think) climatic conditions were
slightly less arid then than they are now.
These figures were worked out from first principles simply
by attempting to relate the census figures to the likely military

32

TYNDALE

BULLETIN

organization. What was my astonishment and delight to find
confirmation of the results when working independently on a
quite different problem—the relation of the number of firstborn
males to the number of Lévites. Thefigureof thefirstbornmales
of Israel is given in Numbers 3:43 the precise total of 22,273.
During the austerities of the wilderness the population remained
about constant and it is not unlikely that the same applied to
the final part of the oppression. Let us suppose that one child
out of three dies before reaching marriageable age. It would
then require families of 3 children (on the average) to maintain
a constant level. If families consisted of precisely 3 children,
22,273firstbornmales would represent a total male population
of about 38,20ο17—a figure astonishingly close to the 36,000
of the earlier calculation.

(ii) The number of the Lévites
The problem of the Lévites for long seemed quite intractable.
It seemed impossible to make sense of the figures. Numbers 3
represents the total number of Lévite males as approximately
equal to the total number of firstborn males of all the other
twelve tribes put together—which is very odd. It says, in fact,
that the total of Lévite males numbered 22,000. The one figure
is subtracted from the other, leaving 273 unredeemed firstborn,
who are then redeemed at 5 shekels each, that is, for 1,365 shekels
in all. The clue to the understanding of these figures seems to
lie in the known tendency for numbers at times to acquire extra
noughts (see p. 21). There are various indications that the
tribe of Levi was a normal-sized tribe (see p. 39). All the
Lévite figures have the peculiarity of being multiples of ten.
If now the final nought is removed from the total we obtain a
standard-sized tribe of 2,200 males of all ages. When we do
17
The formula for proportion of firstborn males to total male population is
2n—I
—
, where η is the number of children per family. When η = 3 , the proportion
is 58*3 per cent. The average number of children per family would have to be only
slightly over 3 (which it might well have been) to give the exact figure of 36,000 for
the total male population.
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our subtraction and multiplication with this new figure the
following remarkable result appears:
Israelite
Male Lévites

firstborn

Unredeemed firstborn
Redemption money at 5 shekels each

Massoretic
Reconstructed
figures figures
22,273
22,273
22,000
2,200
273
&§5

l

20,073
100,365

That is to say, the two sets offiguresare identical, except for the
gain or loss of noughts.
{Hi) David's census
This same phenomenon may also explain the difficulties in
David's census. 2 Samuel 24:9 tells us that in Israel there were
800,000 that drew sword and in Judah there were 500,000 men;
1 Chronicles 21:5 gives the figures as 1,100,000 and 470,000.
These figures are too big for the total population of military
age, let alone for those who actually carried swords. R. de Vaux
says rightly: 'The lower total, in 2 Samuel, is still far too high:
1,300,000 men of military age would imply at least five million
inhabitants, which, for Palestine, would mean nearly twice as
many people to the square mile as in the most thickly populated
countries of modern Europe.'18 A Jewish-Israelite population of
half a million would be much more convincing than one of five
million, especially in view of the fact that the non-Israelite
peoples, though conquered, had certainly not been absorbed.
It will be noticed that the difference between the Samuel figure
and the Chroniclesfigureis in one case 300,000 and in the other
30,000. Let us suppose that we have another example of a
coalescing of two figures—one for untrained men of military
age and one for professional soldiers who 'drew sword'—and
let us suppose that extra noughts have been added. If we
postulate original figures:
Israel: 80,000+30 n^Vx; Judah: 40,000+70 D'WVK
the Massoretic text of both Samuel and Chronicles can easily be
accounted for.
18

Ancient Israel 65.
Β
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CHRONICLES

Original figures:

Israel
80,000 +30
Ψ
800,000+300

Massoretic text:

OWVK

Judah
40,000+70 D^tVg

tnpft*

Ψ
400,000+70 DTpteg
Ψ
47ο9οοο

Ψ
Ι,ΙΟΟ,ΟΟΟ

SAMUEL

Originalfigures:

Massoretic text:

80,000+30

DWVK

Ψ
800,000+30

trctex

Ψ
δοο,οοο

I

ψ
500,ooo

40,000+70 QWVK
Ψ
470,000
I

Here it would seem that the copyist, perplexed by the floating
item '30 Dates', wrongly combined it with the Judah figure,
and so produced the round numbers of the Massoretic text. The
lists of David's mighty men seem to lend some general confirma
tion of these suggested numbers of DWVK (70 for Judah and 30
for Israel). The nucleus of his army was his 'thirty'—'thirty
and seven in all' (2 Sa. 23:8-39). Later, over ninety are named,
including considerable contingents from Gad and Manasseh
(1 Ch. 11:11—12:22).
The original figure of 100 D^Dtex and 120,000 men of military
age would mean a total population for Israel and Judah of
nearly half a million. In the following reign Solomon numbered
all the strangers that were in the land of Israel and found
153,600 who could be set to work (2 Ch. 2:17). This would
mean that within the boundaries of the Promised Land as
originally defined, the non-Israelites would slightly outnumber
the Israelites, and the overall population would be about a
million.
On the lines set out above a very large proportion of the
numerical difficulties can be given a satisfactory look with
(usually) comparatively little textual manipulation—at best
with no greater manipulation than the objective tests from the
textual variants in the parallel passages entitle us to make. In
the second part of this paper, the methods worked out in Part 1
are applied to the biblical passages seriatim.

