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Sin, Repentance, and God’s Mercy 
 
Numbers 21:4-9 
At this point in Numbers, the first generation of Israel that fled 
Egypt during the Exodus had died and now the second 
generation was preparing to see the promise of the land fulfilled.  
And yet, because of their sin, Israel was once again experiencing 
God’s judgment. This text gives us an opportunity to practice one 
of the great principles of interpreting scripture – scripture 
interprets scripture. When we come across a difficult passage in 
the bible, or one that is confusing, we interpret it by using other 

scriptures to get more context and clarity. John 3:14-15 provides that clarity as Jesus shows us how this 
event in the wilderness is a foreshadowing of his ultimate work of redemption.  
 
1. Ingratitude stems from, and leads to, sin (21:4-5) 

 When we are stressed, when tensions are high, when comfort is threatened or taken away, it often reveals 
the depth of our spirituality – it can expose our capacities to believe and trust in God.  

o Some of the ways that Israel dealt with their circumstances: 
 They idealized the past (escapism – grass was greener, it was better in Egypt). 
 They had an unhealthy fear of the future and could not comprehend other outcomes; 

tunnel vision toward the worst case scenario (“you brought us out here to die”). 
 In the present they blamed others for their circumstances (accused God and Moses). 

 For Israel, this was another opportunity to trust God at his word and they failed, again.  
o Promises – he would be their God, they would be his people, he would lead them to the 

promised land. 
o Protection – time and time again he defeated their enemies (just prior in Numbers 21:1-4). 
o Provision - every day they had tangible, visible, reminders of his goodness.  

 God provided manna and water.  
 Rather than gratitude they grew to despise God’s provision. He provided what they 

needed, not what they wanted (Numbers 11:5-6). 
 Do you hear the ingratitude (and the inaccuracy) of their complaint? 

 “…there is no food and no water, and we loathe this worthless food.” 

 The complaint is false (they had food) and the complaint is completely void of 
any gratitude toward a generous God who had provided for them. They were 
choosing to believe lies. They were choosing not to trust God.  

 Our sinful nature is ever-present. It is a daily battle to trust God in the midst of our circumstances and to 
appreciate what he gives and what he withholds from us.  

 
2. God deals with our sin through judgment (21:6-7) 

 God does not always deal with our sin and its consequences immediately. God is very patient, but 
sometimes he acts swiftly. In this story he did, and it is done to teach a lesson.  

o The physical death of the Israelites mirrored their spiritual death – their lack of faith – their 
turning from God. It was a warning to Israel that they were following in the footsteps of the 
previous generation in unbelief.  

 The use of snakes as judgment was not random. There was great symbolism in this: 
o Snakes represented the power and rule of Pharaoh in Egypt.  
o The Pharaoh himself had a cobra image on his crown. 
o Asclepius, the Egyptian god of healing, was symbolized by a snake. 
o God used the symbol of that nation as the means of his judgment against their rebellion.  

 The snake more importantly represents the ultimate enemy of mankind.  
o “It was in the form of a serpent that Satan deceived our first ancestors and brought about the 

sin that caused us to be cast out of the Garden in the desert of this fallen world. It was not the 
Lord who had brought them into the wilderness to die, as they alleged. Their death was not 
due to his power failing to give them that which he had promised. On the contrary, death in the 
wilderness was the result of their own sin and that of their forefather, Adam. It was their refusal 
to submit to the Lord that led to bondage to Satan, who is the real taskmaster.”1  
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 God was reminding them of his holiness, his power, and his justice. They were quick to forget who God 
was, what he had done for them, and what he was doing in the midst of their wilderness wanderings.  

o God was continuing to shape, to sanctify, and develop his people – to make them a people of 
character, of faith, and of dependence on him.  

o He was preparing his people to enter the Promised Land. This land was for a people who 
believed in him and worshiped him.  

 The judgment was also an opportunity for repentance. 
o He used the bites of the serpents as a means to disrupt their selfishness, to clearly show them 

the depth of their sins, and to reorient them to the truth of their situation.  
o “Nothing can ward off rebelliousness like unexpected trouble or something people are 

powerless to handle. Adversity enables the sufferer to distinguish the trivial from the crucial, 
the marginal from the central. The lethal bites of the venomous snakes would be more 
persuasive than all the eloquence of Israel’s leaders. As they lay on their beds tossing with 
fever and feeling their lives ebbing away, they did not find it hard to say, ‘we sinned.’”2  

 What their repentance looked like: 
o They acknowledged their sin – they did not make excuses and did not cast blame. 
o They were specific –“we have spoken against the Lord and against you.” 
o They went to the very one they had offended – Moses (and Moses on behalf of God). 

 
3. God deals with our judgment through Mercy and Grace (21:8-9) 

 God provided a way for Israel to be saved from the impending judgment of “death by snake.” 

 Much like there was symbolism in the judgment of using venomous snakes, there was symbolism in 

the remedy as well.  

o In using these power symbols from Egypt (the pole and the serpent) God is engaging in what 

one commentator called “polemical taunting”.3 

o “The transfixed serpent on the [pole] thus demonstrated in visual terms the defeat of Israel’s 

mortal enemies, Egypt and Satan, overcome by the power of the Lord. When the people felt 

afresh the bitter pain of their sinful rebellion, they were given a sign to show them the life-

giving power of the Lord that was constantly available to heal them.” 4  

 The salvation of Israel in this situation is a foreshadowing of how God reveals his ultimate plan of 

salvation through his son Jesus Christ.  

o We let scripture interpret scripture (John 3:14-15)  

 “And 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.” 

o Both the Israelites who looked at the bronze serpent and those who look to Jesus on the 

cross are looking in faith to the provision that God has provided because of their sin.  

 In looking at the serpent and the cross, we are looking at a picture of our sin. We see 

the judgment that we deserve – death.  

 We see the merciful hand of God providing a way for that judgment to be appeased.  

 He has taken upon himself our sin, was lifted up on the cross and died the death that 

we deserved. 

 Just like in Israel, all who look to him by faith will be saved. For Israel, the physical 

healing was a picture of the spiritual healing that takes place when one believes in 

God.  

 For us, when we believe in Jesus Christ that same promise is true: we will be 

spiritually healed, saved from our sins, and counted among the people of God who 

will inherit the true Promised Land, the new heavens and the new earth – for all 

eternity.  

____________________________ 

1 Iain Duguid, Numbers: God’s Presence in the Wilderness (Wheaton: Crossway, 2006) pp. 262-63 
2 Raymond Brown, The Message of Numbers (Downers Grove: IVP, 2002) p. 189 
3 Brown, p. 190 
4 Duguid, p. 263 

 


