
Do you say goodbye well, or are goodbyes hard for you?  When you move somewhere 
new, do you tend to remember your old friends or drift apart quickly?  Is there a go-to gift that 
you like to give someone if they are moving away or going to college or something like that?  
For many of us when someone exits our lives it can be very painful.  We have sadness over our 
lack of connection with someone who has been part of our lives.  Its natural for us to mourn the 
loss of those relationships.  Often, however, we also want to wish people well and do what little 
we can to propel them into a new life somewhere else, doing something else.  Saying goodbye 
in a meaningful way can be hard.  

We are coming ourselves to the end of a long series on conversations with God in the 
Hebrew Bible.  As a recap, we have talked about how praying can create intimacy with God, 
must be done with patience, can be hindered by sin, can convince God, can be done poorly in 
doubt, can begin a new journey beautifully, and can express our anger.  With all those different 
lessons coming to a close, it just is fitting that we talk about praying when we say goodbye.  
What does it look like to pray as a blessing?  

One of the places that we can start is that people of faith necessarily need to pray for 
other people.  It is a necessary part of forming one’s character in the image of Jesus.  Many 
different places in Scripture make this point.  We can think about Jesus’ demand that we pray 
for our enemies (Matt 5:44) or about Paul’s command to pray for those in positions of authority 
(1 Tim 2:2).  It is difficult to think of people we might like less than our enemies and politicians!  
Yet our regular prayers for others are part of a holy life.  A fascinating example of this is the 
priest/judge Samuel.  Samuel is saying farewell to the people of Israel after years of serving 
them.  Their demand for a king has frustrated Samuel greatly.  In 1 Samuel 12:23 there is a 
parting of ways.  Samuel will no longer be a judge for Israel.  And just when you think that 
Samuel would be ending his speech with a big “so long and may I never see you again!” he 
instead says something fascinating.  “Moreover, as for me, far be it from me that I should sin 
against the LORD by ceasing to pray for you; but I will instruct you in the good and right way” (1 
Samuel 12:23).  Even in a somewhat heated parting, ceasing to pray for Israel would be sinful 
for Samuel. 

Samuel’s example makes it clear for us that prayers of blessing are not merely a gift that 
we give to those we love.  It is easy to wish someone the best when we are fond of them and 
sad at their leaving.  But God also wants us to bless people who we have a falling out with.  This 
is a difficult standard for us.  It is another way the Bible calls us to have respect for all people.  
We pray for all people to know God, not just those we like.  Practicing prayers of blessing is not 
a sign of our generosity, it is evidence of living a life committed to unconditional love.  Its a 
deeper character issue that is above and beyond how we might feel about others.  

So if we need to pray for other people, what do we need to pray for?  How should we 
pray blessings on others?  An interesting way to get at this question is to ask another question.  
What do you usually pray for when you pray?  For many of us there are a variety of common 
themes.  We often pray for health.  In these prayers we ask God to cure diseases, ward off 
sickness, and for endurance in whatever challenges may come.  Many of us also do a good job 
of mixing in some sort of thanksgiving to our prayers as well.  We know to thank God for all the 
things in our lives that go well and we enjoy.  It is common to hear public prayers that ask for 
protection from natural disasters or violence.  Geopolitical events also often make our prayers, 
be it the cessation of war in a far away land or an election that is occurring in our own country.  
Finally, we often hear people offer up a generic prayer for God to “be with…”  How often have 



you heard someone say “God we ask that you be with (person) in their circumstance.  And that 
you be with our church in this circumstance.  And please be with (event) that is happening next 
week.”  It is this final form for prayer, effectively a prayer for God’s presence, that most closely 
resembles our main text of the week.  

The book of Numbers is not typically the most popular book in the Bible.  Few people get 
to Numbers in their Bible reading plan and get excited about a few weeks of rules about priests 
and lists of who donated what to the tabernacle.  In many ways Numbers is the book of the 
Bible most likely to be written by a CPA.  Much of the content is detail oriented and records 
minutiae that feels separate from our lives.  But today’s passage is a nice practical little section, 
buried deep in the book.  In this section Moses teaches priests the way they should offer Israel 
a blessing.  

“The LORD said to Moses, ‘Tell Aaron and his sons, ‘This is how you are to bless the Israelites. 
Say to them: The LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make his face shine on you and be 
gracious to you; the LORD turn his face toward you and give you peace.’  So they will put my 
name on the Israelites, and I will bless them.”  (Numbers 6:22-27)

Its helpful for us to take a few moments to look at the main requests that are made in 
this prayer and why they make a great blessing.  First of all there is a generic call for God to 
“bless and keep.”  “Bless” is a complicated word for Christians.  In many ways it has become a 
technical term for something we do in church and something we want God to do for us.  Such a 
use is common, but does nothing to actually define the term for us.  Further complicating the 
issues is that the English “bless” is the rendering for a variety of different Hebrew and Greek 
words.  Generally, there are a couple different ways to understand the word.  One way is to 
understand it as a generic well wishing.  “Bless you” is a way of saying, “I hope that the things to 
come in your life will be positive.”  For Scripture, however, it is not simply wishful thinking.  The 
act of blessing, as a form of prayer, is an attempt to convince God to bring such a result into 
reality.  Furthermore, a blessed person is generally a content or happy person.  When Jesus 
says someone is “blessed” the Greek word is often a word meaning the person is “happy.”  (This 
is a different word than the Hebrew word in Numbers 6.)  So on a broad spectrum, to ask God to 
“bless” someone is to ask God to effect a variety of positive of circumstances that will lead to 
content and happy living for the individual.  Often blessing occurs in the midst of adversity, so 
the happiness here is not merely circumstantial, but a larger peace and ability to deal with life.

The idea of God “keeping” someone is far more simple.  Priests in praying this line are 
asking for God general provision for and protection of the person who they are praying for.  

The next phrase is a beautiful image, followed by a more practical definition.  This 
blessing asks for God’s “face to shine upon you and be gracious unto you.”  When God provides 
for someone and is generous with them, then the image associated with such favor is God 
shining like a sun.  God’s “face” is not just an accidental anthropomorphism.  For Hebrew 
readers the face is a highly symbolic part of the body associated with someone’s honor and 
glory.  This is why Moses is told that he cannot see God’s “face” for he would surely die.  When 
God is shining his face on a person they are experiencing his glory, intimacy, and approval.  
Another related image in modern parlance would be that parents “beam” when they look at their 
children.  Such an image is derived from these Biblical metaphors far more likely than the 
reverse, but can still be illustrative for us.  It is likely best to see the “graciousness” or generosity 



of God as an explaining phrase that fleshes out the shining element, particularly given the 
phrases that follow.  

“The LORD turn his face toward you and give you peace.”  Here the request is for 
shalom to come into someone’s life.  Shalom is an important Hebrew concept that too often is 
reduced in the English “peace.”  Often peace for us is the cessation of violence or simply quiet.  
When we get kids in bed the house becomes “peaceful.”  But the full sense of shalom should 
also include a sense of completion, wholeness, and contentment.  One way to think of this is to 
consider how peace is achieved in the sense of peace as non-violence.  When people feel 
oppressed, hopeless, or somehow lacking a need, then they don’t live in peace.  If this 
continues long enough, they tend to rise up and demand solutions.  True “peace” comes not just 
but ceasing aggression, but by actually redressing the wrongs which led to the disturbance in 
the first place.  It is only when people feel relatively whole that they can live peacefully with 
others.  This helps us to understand this deeper meaning of shalom.  

Moses ends the section by instructing the Priests to do this, they will in fact “put the 
name of YHWH on the children of Israel.”  This is an important thing to understand in blessing.  
In the Hebrew Bible, blessings often are a sort of predictive act.  There is a sense that in the act 
of blessing the blesser is ensuring the blessing.  This isn’t an absolute rule, God is not required 
to bless as you desire just because you say magic words.  On the other hand, it is not merely 
idle speech either.  Several of the patriarchs (the early fathers of the Israelite people) prayed 
blessings over their children that were largely ways to shape entire tribes or nations.  The 
blessing of Isaac set in motion centuries of strife, success, and failure in the nations of Israel 
and Edom.  And the fate of the twelve tribes of Israel are largely foretold by the blessing given 
by Jacob to his twelve boys.  Blessing and benedictions are serious business because they can 
make a real difference in someone’s life. 

It is helpful to note the general character of this blessing is rich and loving, yet also 
simple and humble.  There is nothing in the blessing about riches or fabulous success.  The 
prayer is not about asking God to give someone everything they could ever desire.  Instead, it is 
about a general sense of peace, wholeness, contentment, safety, and happiness.  We don’t 
know what circumstances will come in life, but we know that those circumstances are bearable if 
we have the general peace and contentment a life lived with God provides.  In many ways this 
point brings us full circle back to the first study in this series.  Moses wanted intimacy with God.  
He needed to know that God would be with him.  This prayer is a request for God’s presence 
and intimacy in our everyday walk.  

As we conclude this study, I (Caleb) would like to end by just reading a few benedictions 
from the New Testament.  They are my prayer and blessing to you all as you go forward in life.  
May God continue to bless you in prayer, as you better know God through your communication 
with the maker of the universe.

“May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such harmony with one 
another, in accord with Christ Jesus, that together you may with one voice glorify the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  (Rom 15:5-6)

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may 
overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.”  (Rom 15:13)



“The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be 
with you all.”  (2 Cor 13:14)

“(May) Christ dwell in your hearts through faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in love, 
may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height 
and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with 
all the fullness of God.”  (Eph 3:17-19)

“Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, according to the 
power at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all 
generations, forever and ever. Amen.”  (Eph 3:20-21)

“(May) the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your 
minds in Christ Jesus.” (Phil 4:7)

“Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to 
peace. And be thankful. Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and 
admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, 
singing to God with gratitude in your hearts. And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do 
it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.”  (Col 3:15-17)

“Now may our Lord Jesus Christ himself, and God our Father, who loved us and gave us eternal 
comfort and good hope through grace, comfort your hearts and establish them in every good 
work and word.”  (2 Thess 2:16-17)

“Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great 
shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, equip you with everything good 
that you may do his will, working in us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, 
to whom be glory forever and ever. Amen.”  (Heb 13:20-21)

“The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.” (Philem 25)


