
The Serpent in the Wilderness: God’s Promise of Forgiveness & Life 
 
PRAYER OF THE DAY  
O God, rich in mercy, by the humiliation of Your Son You lifted up this fallen world and rescued us 

from the hopelessness of death. Lead us into Your light, that all our deeds may reflect Your love, 

through Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord, Who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one 

God, now and forever. Amen. 
 
A Little Background 

• There are two traditional titles for the book of Numbers 

o “Numbers” as a title underscores the census of Israel, which takes place twice (Chapter 1 
and Chapter 26) 

▪ This leads to a two-part division:  

 Chapters 1-25, The Old Generation of Rebellion 

 Lots of complaining and grumbling about pretty much everything 

 This rebellion leads to the death of the first generation – the ones who walked out 
of Egypt.  

 Chapters 26-36, The New Generation of Hope. 

 This is the second generation – all born after the Exodus 

 The rebellion gives way to solutions and the promise of land takes center stage 

again. 

o “In the Wilderness” as a title underscores the setting of the book. The goal is for Israel to 

leave the wilderness and enter the promised land, the journey provides the key to the plot. 

▪ This leads to a three-part division:  

 1:1-10:10, Forming Community Around a Holy God;  

 The people are readied for Yahweh to dwell in the tabernacle at the center of the 

camp. The central theme is the holiness of God and its effects on Israel. 

 10:11-21:35, The Wilderness Journey;  

 This is the tragic wilderness journey of the first generation, organized around 
conflicts in which Israel rebels against God and Moses. 

 22:1-36:13, Preparing for Canaan (the Promised Land) 

 The story of the second generation on the plains of Moab, anticipating the 

imminent possession of Canaan. 

• Characters 

o The central character is God and the goal is to devise a way in which a holy God can be brought 

into relationship with humans, who are not holy, and are thus at risk in the presence of God. 

▪ God – the embodiment of holiness 

 There is an unresolved tension in God throughout this book – between holiness and 

covenant. 

 Holiness means God is unlike creation and even repulse by the pollution of sin 

 Covenant describes God’s commitment to humans and creation in spite of sin 

 Covenant and holiness are not easily harmonized. Covenant is a relationship with 

humans and holiness is separation from humans. 



 Because of this unresolved tension, God is open to change. Even when resistance and 

rebellion prompt judgment and separation from God, repentance and intercession can 

persuade God to relent from punishment. 

▪ Israel – living in the sphere of holiness 

 Israel is the direct object of God’s saving activity – they are formed out of divine 

covenant and singled out for divine favor with the promise of land.. 

 They experience special providence and divine guidance and are the ones who gather 

around the sanctuary and live in close proximity to God. 

 Because of all this, they are required to embody the qualities of divine holiness through 

worship and obedience. 

 The book also explores various forms of leadership for Israel. 

▪ The Nations – living outside the sphere of holiness 

 They are defined more in relationship to divine holiness than to covenant 

 They are separate from God and live outside the camp – however, God is concerned for 

them. 
 
The Story So Far… 

• The people have been complaining for years now – this is still the first generation. 

• This generation will not see the Promised Land because they didn’t trust God when they saw the 

people in the Promised Land – they were scared and refused to believe that God would be with them 

and give them the land. Numbers 13-14 

• Immediately preceding this story, The king of Arad had fought Israel and taken captives. The 

Israelites promised to destroy the towns of the king if God would “give this people into our hands.” 

God does, and the Israelites do. Numbers 21:1-3 

 

Numbers 21:4-9 

• This is the final murmuring (complaining) story 

o It bookends the first murmuring story after Israel’s departure from Sinai, Numbers 11:1-3) 

▪ In both – general complaint leads immediately to divine punishment, prompting confession 

and the request for intercession by Moses, whose prayer persuades God to eliminate the 

punishment. 

o The stories of Israel’s wilderness journey are framed by instances of murmuring and successful 

intercession by Moses. 

 

Verse 5 – the complaint 

• This last complaint is against both Moses and God, 5a The people spoke against God and against 

Moses, “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness?” 

• It is presented as a kind of incoherent ranting, 5b “For there is no food and no water, and we detest 

this miserable food.” 

 

Verse 6 – the punishment 

Then the LORD sent poisonous serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that many Israelites died. 

• The translation “poisonous” is from the Hebrew word śĕrāpim, which comes from the verb “to 

burn.” 



o These are not simply a natural disaster – they are divine agents of punishment and potential 

healing. 

o The seraph is mentioned in Isaiah (14:29 and 30:6a) as a flying serpent.  

o The seraphim are part of the call of Isaiah (6:1-3, 6-7). They are six-winged creatures associated 

with the fire of divine holiness, their fire both life-threatening and able to purify. 

o Our text illustrates this two-fold character of the seraph serpents – they are sent to punish Israel, 

but also used to heal. 

 

Verse 7 – the people repent and ask for intercession 

• This follows the pattern not only found in Numbers, but in the book of Judges where the people rebel 

in some way against God, God allows disaster to befall them, and they repent.  

 

Verse 8-9 – the prescription 

• God gives the people the means by which they can be saved when they are bitten, and Moses carries it 

out. 

• Salvation comes from looking at that which would kill them and believing (trusting) that they will be 

healed. 

• God is responsive to the needs of His complaining people. There is a gift of healing where none is 

expected.  

• This bronze serpent on the pole is retained by Israel and put in the Temple in the Holy place. But King 

Hezekiah (c. 715 – 686 BC) destroyed it because the people were worshipping it. 2 Kings 18:1-4 

 

So what do we have here? 

The people are trudging through the wilderness. The triumph of the parting of the sea is long behind 

them. They are living between promise and fulfillment. 

 

The wilderness must seem permanent. The question might be, “How did they do it? How did they 

go on?” What do we do with something for which we hoped and prayed and worked recedes farther 

and farther into the distance? 

 

But deliverance does come, here literally giving them life. Deliverance comes, not in being removed 

from the wilderness, but in the very presence of the enemy. (You prepare a table before me in the presence 

of my enemies. Psalm 23:5) This movement from death to live occurs within the experience of 

wilderness wandering, even the perception of godforsakenness. The forces of death are nailed to the 

pole and become life-giving. Even in our worst failures and disappointments, God provides, offering 

healing for our wounds, relationship for our loneliness, and faithfulness for our faithlessness. 

 

This pole of life is carried to Jerusalem and eventually the memory is washed away and the serpent 

itself is worshipped. “And so one day the pole must reappear in another godforsaken place, high on 

a hill, overlooking the holy city. God Himself has taken to the pole! Once for ll. So that all those 

who know they are dying in the wilderness can be healed. Look up to Him and live… in the 

wilderness.” Terrance Fretheim 
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