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Inheriting 
by Numbers 26-36 

Readings: Numbers 27:1-11; 1Peter 1:3-5; Matthew 11:25-30 
 
The daughters of Zelophehad. 
Its a great name for a female heavy metal band, or a gothic novel 
But I suspect before today most have never heard of them.  Even if you have 

read the book of Numbers you may skipped over them, thinking them and their problems 
were not very important. 

Yet as we reach the final chapters of Numbers there strong indications that these 
5 women, women Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah are the unexpected and 
unheralded heroines of these Chapters. 

As we learn their names and story, and of their faith and their hope and their 
obedience, I pray that we will learn more about our faith and our hope and how 
important our names and story are. 

OVERVIEW OF NUMBERS 26-36 

The final 11 Chapters of Numbers form a bookend with the opening 10 Chapters 
of the book, at the beginning they are preparing for the journey to the Promised Land, 
now 40 years later they are preparing to enter this promised land. 

The Second Census 26 
There is another census and despite the 24000 we are told died in after the 

seduction by the Midianites and Moabites, and 38 years in the wilderness the figures are 
very similar to the first census.  They are still a very numerous people with over 600,000 
fighting men.  God is still being faithful to his promise to Abraham to have numerous 
descendants. 

Yet there are constant reminders that only Joshua son of Nun and Caleb sun of 
Jephunneh are the only two who made it through to the land of milk and honey.  The 
rest of that generation had died in the wilderness.  This is underlined as Moses officially 
appoints Joshua as leader before his own impending death. (27:1-11) 

The purpose for this census is not so much for military strength, rather it so that 
land can be equitably distributed fairly on the basis of the relative size of the tribe.  It is 
as if the Promised Land has already been conquered  

This underlined many other ways in the chapters that follow.  Sacrifices are 
detailed that assume a settled prosperous agricultural society.  There are plans for the 
conquest, land distributions, towns for the Levites and towns of refuge. 

God will also keep his promise about giving them the land.  Nothing will stop 
God’s people from getting their inheritance. 

THE DAUGHTERS OF ZELOPHEHAD 

But in the midst of this, right to the end of the book there are a group who may 
not get their inheritance, the daughters of Zelophehad. 
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Daughters 
Now before we look at our heroines we should probably note that given people’s 

view of the Old Testament there is a lot of positively said about women in the book.  . 
Miriam, Moses sister is an honoured leader among God’s people 
Women are involved in the sacrifices, they could be Nazarenes.  There is a 

passage about when a man suspects his wife of unfaithfulness that he needs to go to 
the priest.  It is obscure but I assume it is there to protect the woman, the man can’t just 
beat her on his whim, the matter is to be dealt with openly and pastorally. 

There is also the rather strange chapter 30 about vows and when a woman’s 
vows can and can’t be invalidated by her family situation, but even here it is not that 
woman can’t make vows. 

And we have our Daughters of Zelophehad. 
I found all this encouraging to see the role that women were to have in God’s 

people. I did wonder about doing a sermon called Women by Numbers but thought it 
would imply a level of understanding that I don’t feel qualified to claim 

But let us look at the daughters more closely 

Daughters of Zelophehad 
We first meet these orphans in the second census (26:33) as part of the tribe of 

Manasseh and unusually they are all named: Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. 
They are all named again in Chapter 27 and half of the chapter is given over to their 
problem. 

They have a compliant.  As soon as we learn this for we think we know where this 
is going, it usually leads to grumbling about Moses and rebelling against God.  But here 
we see they take path less taken (v2). 

What is the nature of their problem?  As the inheritance was passed on to sons it 
appears that their whole family would miss out on their place in the Promised Land.  
They remind Moses that their father was not part of the rebellion of Korah, the most 
serious revolt against Moses and Aaron.  To have been part of that action presumably 
would have led to not having any claim on the Promised Land.  But their Father was 
simply part of the rebellious generation which had turned its back on the Land and he 
had died for his sin.   

They not only recognise their father’s sin, he was part of the generation that 
turned its back on the Promised Land.  But they will do now such thing.  They are not for 
turning back and they are standing on God’s promises. Despite the fact that the 
conquest has not yet even taken place they are acting with God’s future in mind. 

You can perhaps imagine the scene as these orphan girls, very much on the 
lower end of the social scale, make their case.  People may have said “Don’t bother”, 
“Why should anyone listen to someone like you?”  Perhaps some of the men had figured 
out that this would mean that their own portion would be diminished if this went ahead.  
Perhaps they started to make their own representations that this wouldn’t be fair to 
them, this simply isn’t how things are done. 

Yet they will not be distracted.  As part of God’s people they want their part of 
God’s promised inheritance.  So Moses brings their case to God who recognises the 
rightness of their cause, they should share in the inheritance of the people and laws are 
put in place to allow this to happen not only for them but for any others in similar 
circumstances.   

As one scholar put it “ the economic viability of women is more important than 
upholding systems of male privilege.” (Stubbs 210)  These are true feminist heroines.  
But we need to recognise that they make their case not because of their gender but their 
God, not because they are female but because of their faith. 

As the book of Numbers ends it returns to these women and another legal 
problem that their case presents.  If they were to marry men from another tribe then the 
land would go to that tribe, so in this case the land apportioned to Manasseh would 



Preached at St. David’s 31/10/2021      Inheriting by Numbers 26-26/  3 

decrease and another tribe would be enlarged.  Again given the real world situation you 
could imagine there would be some mean would be eying of their lovely bits of land. 

A provision is then made that these women must marry within the tribe.  No one, 
no tribe was to be deprived of their inheritance, the well-being of the whole community is 
what is important.  In a brief look forward in time this is what happened.  The orphan 
daughters are faithful, they are obedient, they received their inheritance in the Promised 
Land. (36:12) 

We can see why these five woman Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah are 
remembered.  In their story we see the difference between the unbelieving generation 
and the robust faith of these women in the divine promise.  When faced with difficulties 
they didn’t run away they ran to God, and God kept his promises to all his people, even 
these poor orphan girls will get their inheritance. 

It is quite right that they are named and their faithfulness celebrated and their 
example followed.  The great example of humble, obedient, and steadfast faith in the 
book ultimately is not Moses or Aaron but these five woman.   

LIVING OUT OUR INHERITANCE 

But as we think through their story and their faith we can see that it should 
transform our thinking about God and about others. 

Transform our thinking about God 
Firstly do we think enough about what this story teaches us about our God.  We 

are told in Deuteronomy 10:18 that he bring justice to the orphan.  There are constant 
reminders in Scripture that he is the God of the downtrodden and downcast and that he 
has a predisposition to the poor. 

We need to recognise that all to often we have treated the poor as we may have 
first thought of these daughters, nameless and unimportant.  We should also recognise 
that this has been particularly true of the way society has treated women who have 
lacked economic, social and political power.  God thinks their names and their story is 
important. 

Understanding our God should lead us to understand why James can say that 
true religion is to care for widows.  Care is more important than protecting power, what 
can and should we be doing to reflect that her at the Cathedral 

Transform our thinking about each other 
We can develop this further in our thinking about each other.  I wonder what the 

men thought when God agreed with the women.  I wonder where we might be surprised 
with who is really important in God’s sight, and he wants them to inherit his blessing. 

All are precious in God’s sight, do we live that out especially in a Cathedral.  If we 
are to be faithful and obedient, as the daughters were, we may need to come back to 
God and have our thinking changed, there is a wideness in God’s mercy and grace, is 
there in our thinking.  Who are the unexpected people in our midst that we should be 
celebrating? 

Transform our thinking about ourselves 
All this flows from releasing that have the share a faith so that we can live and act 

with the same bold confidence as these daughters.  We too have a Promised Land, an 
inheritance.  1Peter 1:3-4 says: 

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given 

us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead,  4 and into 

an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you... 
In the risen Jesus have a sure inheritance and we should live in the light of it.  

Like those daughters before us we should stand in full confidence of God keeping his 
promises and so live in robust faithful hope.  Nothing can take this away from us.  And it 
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is available to all who have faith in Jesus, no matter how society may see us or we see 
ourselves. 

Paul says in Galatians 3:26-28 
You are all children of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptized 

into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, 

male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are 

Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise. 

What an amazing privilege, to be a child of God and to be part of Abraham’s 
family, part of God’s blessed people and heirs of God’s kingdom.  It doesn’t matter if you 
are Jew, Greek, slave, free, male, female this promise is yours.  Whatever category we 
might like to think of ourselves, young, old, rich, poor, sick, healthy, busy, bored we can 
be partakers of these promises.  

And I think that these women Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah are 
named reminds us that these promises are individual, they have our name on them. 
This a promise we can hold on to, that should act on the basis of.  We can make our 
plans on the basis of this future, whatever struggle we may be going through, whoever 
we are, in Christ we are heirs of all the promises of God. 

The Daughters of Zelophehad.  We like them are heirs of the promises of 
Abraham, we are to be like them in robust confident faith and obedience.  You may 
never have heard of them before them, but now I pray you’ll never forget them, after all 
you’re going to meet them one day! 

 
 
 

 
Collect 
Faithful God, who gives us new birth and an imperishable inheritance, give us such 

confidence in your promises that we may stand in all trials and joyfully share your grace 
with all, through the risen Lord Jesus who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God now and forever. 

 


