Snake Bite

Numbers 21:1-20
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Forty years of wondering in the wilderness are coming to an end. The Promised Land is in their sight. All they had to do was cross over to the Promised Land by going through the land of the Edomites.
The Edomites were related to Israel through Esau. Moses did not want a confrontation with his distant relatives so he asked permission to go through their land but they denied him not once but twice.

So Moses plan shifted to go around the land of the Edomites. It was a plan that would take longer in both time and distance.  And it would result in an immediate confrontation with the Canaanites and the complete defeat of the Canaanites.

The people were feeling their oats having defeated the Canaaites. They were frustrated that they were going around the Edomites; they were tired of their journey and they wanted it to come to an end now.  They didn’t want to take the long way to the Promised Land. They wanted their Promised Land now even if it meant war with their relatives the Edomites. 

And that is where we pick up in verse 4 and 5

Numbers 21:4-5 (NIV) 
4 They traveled from Mount Hor along the route to the Red Sea, to go around Edom. But the people grew impatient on the way; 
5 they spoke against God and against Moses, and said, "Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the desert? There is no bread! There is no water! And we detest this miserable food!" 

1. It almost looks like God is quick to pull the trigger of judgment against these people. They had been near the Promised Land once before and God sent them on a 40 year journey. This time he is going to send snakes to bite them and kill them. It is almost like He doesn’t want them to enter into the Promised Land.
2. What’s the deal? Let’s take a quick looks at their complaints through the Book of Numbers.
Numbers 11:1 (NIV) 
1 Now the people complained about their hardships in the hearing of the LORD, and when he heard them his anger was aroused. Then fire from the LORD burned among them and consumed some of the outskirts of the camp. 

Numbers 14:2 (NIV) 
2 All the Israelites grumbled against Moses and Aaron, and the whole assembly said to them, "If only we had died in Egypt! Or in this desert! 

Numbers 16:41 (NIV) 
41 The next day the whole Israelite community grumbled against Moses and Aaron. "You have killed the LORD's people," they said. 

Numbers 17:12 (NIV) 
12 The Israelites said to Moses, "We will die! We are lost, we are all lost! 

They spoke in the hearing of the Lord; they spoke against their leaders jointly; and they spoke just against Moses but there is something different about this complaint in Numbers 21. They spoke against God.

3. They had 4 problems with God. 

a. He brought them out in the wilderness to die. God told them they would enter the Promised Land so they were calling God a liar.


b. There is no bread. What about the manna from heaven that fell. They were criticizing His Provisions for them.

c. There is no water. I am sure that this complaint infuriated Moses because of that complaint the last time that he is not going to be able to enter the Promised Land. Remember God told him to talk to the rock instead he struck in and water came out.


d. And they said they hate this food which really is “light bread” and they just said they had no bread. Which is it?  It just goes to show us how foolish our complaints against God are.

4.So in verse 6 God sends venomous snakes.  Why snakes?

a. Snakes are a symbol of sin. Satan had disguised himself as a serpent in the Garden to introduce sin into the world. Throughout the Bible sin is a symbol of sin, evil and rebellion against God.


b. There is an irony to his judgment. The snake was a symbol of power and life in Egypt. The Pharaoh’s crown had as one of its symbols a cobra snake. They longed for Egypt and so God gives them a symbol of Egypt.

5. People are dropping like flies. We are talking about possibly 4 million people living in a 12 square mile area. All of them have been bitten by the poisonous serpents. Hear is the lesson: Even though a situation may be desperate with God it is never hopeless.
6. There situation is desperate so where do they go? They return to Moses to get him to pray for the people. They did confess their sin against God and Moses. Their request of Moses is that God take the snakes away from us.
7. God doesn’t remove the snakes He gives them a solution. With sin, God does not remove sin in the world, He gives them a solution. With judgment, God does not remove judgment, God gives them a solution. With temptation, God many times does not remove the temptation but just gives us a solution.
8 In verse 8 we see that Salvation is totally God’s idea and God’s idea carries over into the New Testament. The way the people were saved in the Old Testament is to look upon the savior God had provided and the way to salvation in the New Testament is to look upon the Savior that God had provided.

a. First it was infallible. That is everyone who looked at the snake lived. There were no exceptions. In the New Testament we are told to believe in Jesus and be saved. 

Romans 10:13 (NIV) 
13 for, "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved." 


b. It was an individual solution. That is everyone had to look for themselves. You are sick and hurting so I tell you I will go to the pole and look at the serpent for you. No, that didn’t work! No matter how sick you were you had to make it to the pole yourself. Now anybody could be healed but not everyone was healed because some people didn’t make it to the pole.

c. It was instantaneous.  The moment you looked is the moment you lived. Salvation is not a process. It is a moment at time. It occurs when I look at Jesus hanging on a cross and realizes what He did for me and I say that I want that. 


d. Listen: After the Father provided the solution, the people who died did not die because they were bitten; they died because they did not look. Looking was and act of faith.

e. I am so glad that God did not say you had to touch the serpent because then salvation would have been only available for those who lived during the time of Jesus. But instead all I have to do is look.

John 3:14-15 (NIV) 
14 Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 
15 that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life. 

9. The remaining verses to verse 21 are there to tell us that the people have a new attitude as they travel. They are still going around Edom but they have a different attitude. They are not complaining they have an attitude of gratitude.
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