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“From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the
land of Edom; but the people became impatient on the way. ° The people
spoke against God and against Moses, “Why have you brought us up out of
Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we
detest this miserable food.” ¢ Then the LORD sent poisonous serpents
among the people, and they bit the people, so that many Israelites died.
7 The people came to Moses and said, “We have sinned by speaking
against the LORD and against you; pray to the LORD to take away the
serpents from us.” So Moses prayed for the people. 8 And the LORD said to
Moses, “Make a poisonous serpent, and set it on a pole; and everyone who
is bitten shall look at it and live.” ® So Moses made a serpent of bronze, and
put it upon a pole; and whenever a serpent bit someone, that person would
look at the serpent of bronze and live.” (Numbers 21:4-9).

1. Complaint Against God

Have you ever complained against God? Last Friday my younger son
called from LA and told us that his hosting church pastor died of the Covid-
19 a few weeks ago. More shocking news was that the congregation has
decided to close the church. The church is a non-denominational. My
guess is that many church members are so disappointed by the death of
their pastor. Many of them would complain against God.

Today’s passage, Numbers 21, tells us what happened to the
Israelites in the wilderness. When the Israelites are near the Promised
Land, Moses notices that he needs to change the route to enter Canaan.
When the people left Mount Hor, they became impatient. The people
complained against God and Moses.

“‘Why have you brought us up out of Egypft to die in the
wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we detest this
miserable food” (verse 5), the people cried. The Israelites were frustrated
about the Exodus, and the lack of food and water. The people had manna,
an edible substance from God, but they called it “miserable food.” Soon,
the people began to complain about almost everything. They were
wandering in the dessert for about 40 years. We can understand their
weariness and frustration.

What happens to them after they complain? The people are bitten by
serpents that cause a slow death with intense pain. The people go to
Moses, saying “We have sinned by speaking against the Lord and



against you; pray to the Lord to take away the serpents from us”
(verse 7).

The people repent and ask Moses to intercede with God on their
behalf. When Moses prays for the people, God directs Moses to make a
bronze serpent and put it on a pole. And God says, “all who look at the
bronze snake would be healed.” Let us stop for a few minutes and think
about who God is.

2. Does the Lord Kill His People?

When we read Numbers 21 how do we feel? | have many questions
about the character of God. Does God punish us if we complain against
Him? Is God so impatient that he punishes us immediately? Is God so hot
tempered? Is God so harsh with his children? Isn’t God merciful? | don’t
know about you, but if my God is not merciful, | would not be here today.

Psalm 103:8 says, “The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to
anger and abounding in steadfast love.” 2 Peter 3.9 says, “The Lord is
not slow about his promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient
with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance.” If
the Lord is merciful, then why are so many people killed by the serpents in
the wilderness?

When we read the Bible, we need to carefully differentiate between
what the author says and what God says or does. Although the text says,
“the Lord sent poisonous serpents,” the nuance in this passage is
important to consider.

When we read this, we immediately interpret that God personally sent
the poisonous serpents. But | would interpret this to mean that the people
likely stopped receiving the protection that God had provided against the
many kinds of snakes that are hidden in the sand of the wilderness. This
allows us to see the difference between God'’s active role in our lives and
what would happen when there is no God’s intervention. Although this story
needs a deeper theological thinking, it is very interesting to note that this
incident is used to explain the significant meaning of the death and the
resurrection of Jesus in John’s Gospel.

3. Jesus and Moses

Jesus says, in John 3:14-15, “And just as Moses lifted up the
serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, *that
whoever believes in him may have eternal life.”

Jesus compares his death on the cross with the uplifted serpent. The
term “lifted up” here has a double meaning. It refers not only to Jesus’



death but also to his resurrection. Jesus tells the people that whoever looks
at him would have healing and salvation. The gift of physical healing that
the Israelites experienced in the wilderness now parallels the spiritual gift of
eternal life in Jesus Christ.

4. Gospel Is not Easy to Believe

Among the over 7 billion people in the world, 2.3 billion people
identify as Christians. In the US, roughly 65% of adults identify as Christian.
So we might think the maijority is Christian. But the majority of the
population in the world aren’t followers of Jesus.

Why then do you think people do not believe in Jesus? It is because
Jesus was crucified on the cross. The Jews believe that the Messiah would
never die. But Paul says to Corinthians, “For Jews demand signs and
Greeks desire wisdom, =but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling
block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, »but to those who are the
called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the
wisdom of God. =For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom,
and God'’s weakness is stronger than human strength” (1 Corinthians
1:22-25).

Both Jews and non-Christians consider the good news of Jesus as
foolish because nothing has drastically changed since the death of Jesus
on the cross. However, Paul asserts that Jesus is the power and wisdom of
God. The death and resurrection of Jesus might sound foolish to outsiders,
but the Bible tells us that Jesus’ resurrection shows us that Jesus is the
Messiah and Christ’s power over death. Jesus also saved us from eternal
punishment and death and gave us eternal life.

5. Conclusion

Numbers chapter 21 and John chapter 3 tell us that the people were
saved by looking at a bronze serpent and Jesus on the cross. To most, this
may sound silly. However, we know that what looks foolish for the world
reveals the miracle of Jesus and is the foundation of our faith.

6. Application
It has been a year for us to live with the Covid-19. Many people have
been suffering greatly. The pandemic has become a testing time, filled with
ups and many downs. We find ourselves asking, does God not care for us?
Psalm 121 says, “I lift up my eyes to the hills-from where will my
help come? :My help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and
earth.” The Temple is located on top of the hill in Jerusalem. Whenever the



Israelites were in trouble, they lifted their eyes to the Temple and prayed,
waiting for God’s deliverance in patience.

The life and death of Jesus is our constant reminder that God cares
for us. Whether it’s in the passage in Numbers or in Christ’ death and
resurrection, we can see that God has been faithful to us.

We can’t be happy always without any complaint against God and
others. But we do know that God has been with us and deserves our
thanks and praises. Are we in trouble? Be patient and trust in God. And
look at the Lord Jesus and wait. Then the Lord will provide us with the

healing for our wounds and our savior Jesus will deliver us from eternal
punishment and death. Amen.



