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 In his book, Hope Again, Charles Swindoll writes, “I remember one night when I 

was taking care of a couple of our grandchildren.  It was late in the evening, but since 

grandfathers usually let their grandchildren stay up longer than they should, they were 

still awake.  We were laughing, messing around, and having a great time together when 

we suddenly heard a knock on the door.  Not the doorbell, but a mysterious knocking.  

Immediately one of my grandsons grabbed hold of my arm.   

 ‘It’s OK,’ I said.  The knock came again, and I started to the door.  My grandson 

followed me, but he hung on to my left leg and hid behind me as I opened the door.  It 

was one of my son’s friends who had stopped by unexpectedly.  After the person had left 

and I’d closed the door, my grandson, still holding on to my leg, said in a strong voice, 

‘Bubba, we don’t have anything to worry about, do we?’  And I said, ‘No, we don’t have 

anything to worry about.  Everything’s fine.’  You know why he was strong?  Because he 

was hanging on to protection.  As long as he was clinging to grandfather’s leg, he didn’t 

have to worry about a thing” (Charles R. Swindoll.  Hope Again.  As in Charles R. 

Swindoll.  The Tale of the Tardy Oxcart.  Nashville: Word Publishing, 1998.  p. 209). 

 It always helps to having someone to hold onto.  To have that protection with you 

both when you are at your best and maybe especially when you are at your worst.  All the 

time.  If only the Israelites would have held on to God and trusted that He would take 

away their fear and anxiety and deliver them.  However, as we have read in the text for 

this morning from Numbers 21, they did not.  When God did not respond the way they 

wanted in the time they desired, they turned on Him.  “Why have you brought us up out 
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of Egypt to die in the wilderness?  There is no bread!  There is no water!  And we detest 

this miserable food!”  The people became impatient along their way.  God has not 

delivered them into the Promised Land as they had expected.  And as God has promised.  

And so they people are upset and frustrated and tired. 

 They speak out now – not only against Moses – but also now against God.  Their 

complaint is serious.  They thought they were going to die.  They just wanted to feel safe 

and secure again.  They believe that God has brought them out of the oppression under 

the Egyptians only to die in the wilderness – never reaching the land flowing with milk 

and honey.  And speaking of milk and honey, they have about had it with this manna 

stuff.  It is “miserable food.”  The manna, which God said He would provide to them – 

that it would sustain them and be just enough for them – was now miserable, detestable, 

awful. 

 Then, God responds by sending poisonous serpents, and many people die as a 

result.  The people, desperate, realize that they have messed up – again – and so they 

come pleading to God.  “We sinned…”  Please do something, Moses.  Plead with the 

Lord.  The people did not like dealing with the consequences of their actions, and so they 

want a quick fix – a easy release – from the pain and torture of these snakes. 

 How much are we like the Israelites on their journey?  Do we become impatient 

with God?  Do we, at times, speak out against God when He does not act with the 

swiftness that we feel we deserve?  Do we call the provisions God gives us “miserable 

food?”  For we do not get what we want when we want it.  We feel entitled to better.  We 

believe that our simple faith in God puts us in a position to expect better from God.  We 
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deserve it, do we not?  In exchange for my meager faith, I demand that God give me it all 

– and now.  And pretty soon, we are traveling down a road headed for disaster. 

 Our pride and our arrogance get convicted when God steps in.  It may not be 

poisonous snakes, but some other consequence of our sinfulness and our faithlessness is 

put before us.  And it paralyzes us.  A part of us dies.  Then, like the Israelites, we are 

desperate.  We cry out to God to remove this consequence from us.  We plead with God 

and make promises that we will never act this way again.  We are forced to do a little 

snake watching. 

 And that hurts, right?  For we want the assurance and the peace that comes from 

reading passages like the Ephesians text, which Wren read.  “But because of his great 

love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were 

dead in transgressions – it is by grace you have been saved.  And God raised us up with 

Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, in order that in the 

coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in the 

kindness to us in Christ Jesus.”  We want the immeasurable riches.  We want the great 

love with which He loved us.  We do not want to have to suffer for our actions.  We do 

not want to deal with punishment and judgment and wrath.  We want to remember the 

faithful and loving God. 

 Moses prayed for the people.  God answered and told Moses to make a statue on a 

pole.  Whoever had been bitten by the snakes could look at the bronze reminder of 

sinfulness and live.  The good news and the grace in this text is that God heard the prayer 

of Moses.  God cared enough about the people, despite their impatience, their 

unfaithfulness, their speaking out against Him, that He forgave them and healed them. 
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 The reminder was still there.  The visual would be there to both take away the 

pain and also force the people to recall their unfaithfulness when they forced God’s hand.  

And I have to believe that this reminder kept them humble.  It kept them in line.  It gave 

them something to take into account in order to keep them on the path God wanted them 

to be on.  But they would live.  They would be closer to God.  They would have this 

memory to help them trust that God is always with them – even in their impatience.  You 

know, God had already given them a reminder of His love and faithfulness in bringing 

them past the Red Sea again where He performed the miracle at the exodus.  And now 

they would have this reminder too. 

 Friends, that good news and grace is for us as well.  God’s love makes a way for 

us when there appears to be no way out.  When the snakes in our lives are consuming us, 

God gives us healing and wholeness.  He hears our prayers and our cries for mercy and 

love.  And His promises never fail.  Those immeasurable riches that Paul talks about in 

Ephesians are available to us, despite all of the ways that we fail and disappoint God each 

day.  However, we will still have consequences for our disobedience.  And some of those 

consequences will have reminders that stay with us.  Maybe to keep us in line.  To give 

us something to take into account in order to keep us on the path God wants us.  We may 

have to watch a few snakes ourselves – whatever form they may take for us.  Regardless 

of that, though, God assures us that we too shall live.  We shall experience the love and 

grace of Jesus Christ.  Embrace it, and move on.  Let us pray… 

Loving God, we thank You for Your signs and wonders among us.  We thank You that 

no matter how far we turn away from You, You are always there to welcome us back.  

We may have consequences and lasting scars from our unfaithfulness, but You love us 

enough to take us back into Your arms.  Help us, we pray, to draw near to You in all 

times.  In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen. 

 


