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LOSING HIS COOL 

 

Numbers 20:1-13 
 

I love “Yogi-isms.”  Yogi-isms are those head-scratching sayings that came from the 

inscrutable mind and lips of the late, great, Hall of Fame baseball player, Lawrence “Yogi” 

Berra, who had a remarkable way with words.  Here are a few of his all-time greats: 

• When you come to a fork in the road, take it. 

• Always go to other people’s funerals; otherwise, they won’t come to yours. 

• Nobody goes there anymore, it’s too crowded. 

• A nickel ain’t worth a dime anymore. 

• You better cut the pizza in four pieces; I’m not hungry enough to eat six. 

• The future ain’t what it used to be. 

• It ain’t over till it’s over. 

• You can observe a lot by just watching 

And, of course: 

• It’s like déjà vu all over again. 

 

Whether Yogi Berra actually said all these things is apparently a debatable question. 

 

There is no question, though, that what we have in Numbers 20 is a case of déjà vu all over 

again.  We have seen this movie before.  It has now been 39 years since the people of Israel 

left Egypt.  They are still in the wilderness.  They blew their chance to enter the Promised 

Land of Canaan decades earlier when they chose to believe the majority report of the spies 

sent to scout out the land of Canaan, instead of trusting the Lord to give them the land as He 

had promised.  For their refusal to believe God, they have had to wait 40 years, until everyone 

who was 20 years of age or older at the time of the first census after the exodus from Egypt 

has died.  The generation that had lived in Egypt has now almost completely died off, and a 

new generation will soon be ready to enter the Promised Land. 

 

A new generation, yes, but some things, it seems, have not changed, including the penchant of 

the people of Israel for complaining.  On a number of occasions since their departure from 

Egypt, the people grumbled and murmured and griped and whined about this or that, often 

about a lack of water or food and how much better life was back in Egypt (where they were 

oppressed as slaves).  The Lord always provided for them, but the people just kept on with 

their complaining.  In Numbers 20, we see history repeating itself.  It is “déjà vu all over 

again,” reminiscent of an earlier occasion at Rephidim, in Exodus 17, when the people 

complained that there was not water for them to drink.  On that occasion, the people grumbled 

against Moses.  They criticized his leadership.  They complained about the lack of water.  

They said:  “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to make us and our children and our 

livestock die of thirst?  (Exodus 17:3) 
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In Numbers 20, it is déjà vu all over again.  Once again, there is no water to drink.  Once 

again, the people gang up on Moses and Aaron (Numbers 20:2, MSG).  Once again, they say:  

“Why did you bring us into this desert, that we and our livestock should die here?  Why did 

you bring us up out of Egypt to this terrible place?  It has no grain, no figs, no grapevines, no 

pomegranates – and now not even any water!”  (20:4-5)  They seem to have forgotten that 

were it not for their stiff-necked stubbornness, their refusal to trust God and His promises, 

their disobedience to God – or that of their parents, they would not still be in the desert.  They 

would have been in the Promised Land decades ago. 

 

So, just as in Exodus 17, the people are upset with Moses.  And, just as on the earlier 

occasion, the Lord instructs Moses to take his staff and to gather the Israelites in front of a 

rock from which the Lord will show Himself gracious by providing water for the people and 

all their animals. 

 

What is different about the provision of water in Numbers 20 is that, unlike the earlier 

occasion in Exodus 17, where Moses is instructed to strike the rock with his staff, in Numbers 

20 he is told to speak to the rock and water will come out from it.  It may not seem like a 

major difference, but it is.  It may not have seemed like a big deal to Moses (or Aaron), but it 

was. 

 

There are numerous occasions in the Bible in which it says that the Lord commanded Moses 

to do this or that, and Moses did just as the Lord commanded him.  Moses is an example par 

excellence of a man who took God’s instructions and commands seriously, and sought to 

carry them out faithfully.  He is honored in the New Testament – in Hebrews 3:5 – as a 

“faithful servant in all God’s house.”  But not in this case.  In this case Moses does not carry 

out God’s instructions carefully or faithfully.  He may have been the most humble man in the 

world (Numbers 12:3), but he is not a portrait of humility in this instance. 

 

The instructions from the Lord are clear.  Moses is to take the staff, which was a symbol of 

the power of God to do miraculous things.  It is the staff Moses used in Egypt when the Lord 

demonstrated His power to Pharaoh.  It is the staff he used at Rephidim when the Lord 

provided water for the people there.  He is to take this same staff in his hand.  He and Aaron 

are to gather the whole community together to witness what the Lord was about to do.  Then 

Moses is to speak to the rock, and water will pour out from it to provide for all the people and 

their animals. 

 

But Moses deviates from the Lord’s instructions.  He takes his staff.  He and Aaron gather the 

community.  But then, Moses loses his cool.  From a human perspective, at least, it is hard to 

blame him, after all the criticism, nagging, and outright rebellion of the people he has had to 

deal with.  How long must he put up with these people and the constant drip, drip, drip of 

their complaining?  It’s (like, you know) been going on for (you know, like) 40 years already! 

 

Moses has had flashes of anger before, like the time he came down from the mountain with 

the two tablets on which God had inscribed the Ten Commandments, and he shattered the 

tablets in anger when he saw what the people were doing with the golden calf (Exodus 32).  

His outburst on that occasion was an expression of righteous anger.  But this case is different.  
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This outbreak of grumbling is apparently the last straw for Moses.  He’s had it, and he can’t 

take it anymore. 

 

Instead of speaking to the rock, as God has told him, Moses speaks to the people and vents his 

pent-up anger.  In the heat of the moment, he lashes out both verbally and physically, 

speaking harshly to the people and then striking the rock not once but twice – despite the fact 

that God has told him just to speak to the rock.  In spite of Moses’ disobedience, the Lord still 

blesses His covenant people with water from the rock.  God still miraculously provides.  But 

He is not happy with Moses and Aaron.  (Moses is the primary actor in this scene, but Aaron 

is present as a silent partner, and both are responsible for this act of disobedience against 

God.) 

 

The people and their livestock are all refreshed by this miraculous provision of water, but 

Moses’ action draws a strong rebuke from the Lord. 

 

It may not seem like a big deal to us.  After all, Moses showed remarkable patience with the 

people and, on more than one occasion, pleaded with God not to destroy the whole nation 

when the Lord’s anger against His people was hot.  Anger is a big deal, which is why the 

Bible warns us not to let our anger lead us into sin (Psalm 4:4; Ephesians 4:26).  It is why the 

Bible encourages us to be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to become angry, because 

human anger, as typified by Moses here, does not bring about the righteous life that God 

desires (James 1:19-20).  We’ve talked about it recently when we looked at some of the 

potential blind spots in our lives and the need to see ourselves as others see us – and, more 

importantly, as God sees us. 

 

Moses was a remarkably patient, humble man who is rightly held in high esteem by the 

Jewish people and Christians alike.  But on this occasion he blew it.  And his transgression 

had enduring consequences.  It did not disqualify him from salvation.  No matter what you do, 

if you truly belong to Christ, if you have been saved by His grace and your name is written in 

the Lamb’s book of life, you cannot lose your saltation. You can forfeit many of God’s 

blessings through your disobedience or back-sliding into sin, through your rebelliousness 

against God, but you cannot lose your salvation. 

 

Did Moses and Aaron lose out on the blessing of God’s salvation?  No.  But they did face 

consequences for their sin.  They did lose out on the privilege of leading the people of Israel 

into the Promised Land. 

 

Numbers 20 begins with the announcement of the death of Miriam, the older sister of Moses 

and Aaron.  The chapter ends with the death of Aaron and the transfer of the high priestly role 

from Aaron to his son Eleazar.  The death of Moses is recorded in Deuteronomy 34, after the 

Lord showed him the land of Canaan from the top of Mount Nebo, just before Joshua leads 

the people of Israel into the Promised Land.  But neither Moses nor Aaron are permitted to 

enter the land.  It was the punishment for their sin, for their lack of trust in God, for their 

failure to honor Him as holy in the sight of all the people. 
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Losing his cool was wrong.  There is no excuse for Moses’ outburst of anger.  Even if the 

people had provoked him to anger (which they had).  Moses was wrong to say what he said 

and to do what he did.  But losing his cool wasn’t the only thing Moses did.  It wasn’t even 

the most serious thing he did wrong.  It was just a manifestation of the deeper problem, the 

more grievous sin – the sin of failing to trust God and to treat Him with the honor and 

reverence He deserves.  Which is something the Lord takes very seriously. 

 

“Because you did not trust in me,” the Lord says to Moses in verse 12.  Maybe Moses didn’t 

think that merely speaking to the rock would be enough to bring water out of the rock.  Maybe 

he thought it would take more than that.  He should have known better, though. He had seen 

enough to know the power of God, enough to know that God didn’t need his help to do what 

the Lord had decided to do.  Moses should have known better. 

 

The second part of the Lord’s complaint against Moses, also in verse 12, is:  “Because you did 

not … honor me as holy in the sight of the people.”  Not only does Moses display an unholy, 

unrighteous anger toward the people.  Not only does he display an uncharacteristic 

carelessness in failing to do what God commanded – which in itself is a failure to give God 

the honor He properly deserves.  But Moses also fails to give God the proper credit for the 

miracle that takes place. 

 

When Moses says to the people in verse 10:  “Listen, you rebels, must we bring you water out 

of this rock?” it sure sounds like he is claiming for Aaron and himself the ability to produce 

the miracle.  It sure sounds like he is taking credit for bringing water out of the tock.  It sure 

sounds like he wants the people to believe that he and Aaron are the ones responsible for the 

miracle.  He does not give credit where credit is due.  He does not give God the credit or the 

honor and the glory.  Which is a huge deal. 

 

It was a huge deal back then.  It had serious consequences for Moses and Aaron.  It meant 

that, like the rest of the generation of Israelites who were adults (20 or older) at the time of the 

Exodus, they would not be permitted to enter the Promised Land.  They would die in the 

wilderness.  It was a big deal.  Of that entire generation only Caleb and Joshua, the two 

faithful spies, would have the privilege of entering the land. 

 

Failing to carry out the Lord’s instructions is a big deal.  It is still a big deal – especially for 

those in positions of leadership and spiritual authority but, really, for all of us.  And failing to 

give God the credit and honor He deserves, or claiming it for ourselves, is a really big deal, 

and a dangerous thing to do. 

 

Moses learned the hard way – by forfeiting the privilege of leading the people into the 

Promised Land – that you can’t unsay words you regret saying.  You can’t undo sinful acts 

you regret doing.  Sometimes you can make amends for what you have done.  But you can’t 

unsay words you have spoken or undo the things you have done.  It is like the old analogy of 

the toothpaste.  Once it is out of the tube, it is all but impossible to get it back in. 

 

We can be forgiven, thank God, as Moses was, when we sin in our words or actions.  It is 

God’s nature to be merciful and gracious toward us.  When we confess our sins, He is faithful 
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and just and will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:9).  

Praise God!  His faithfulness to forgive is a fact, not just wishful thinking.  His grace made 

visible in the life and suffering and death of His Son Jesus Christ on the cross is enough to 

cover all of our sins. All of them.  There is forgiveness with God for all who will come to 

Jesus in true repentance and faith.  But, like Moses, we may have to live with the painful 

consequences of our words and actions in the here and now. 

 

So, hear this as a plea to guard your heart, as it says in Proverbs 4:23.  Guard your heart, as 

David says in Psalm 19, from willful, presumptuous sins, from “deliberate wrongs” (Living 

Bible) committed in anger or pride or out of a sense of entitlement.  Be careful that you don’t 

do anything in the heat of the moment – whether fueled by anger or lust or vengeance or 

greed or pride – that you will regret and that will grieve the heart of God. 

 

The Bible says that you reap what you sow (Galatians 6:7).  It is a fact of life.  There are lots 

of ways that people today – including Christians – reap the consequences of words spoken 

rashly or things done without thinking that hurt other people, that dishonor God, that damage 

your reputation or the credibility of your witness. 

 

Or it may be through actions that are premeditated, like an affair or some other sexually 

inappropriate relationship.  It is better to have clear, inviolable boundaries in your 

relationships that some people may think are outdated than to compromise your witness and 

open the door to sin by being careless, or by thinking you can play with fire without getting 

burned. 

 

You may think that someone deserves the venom you have stored up in your heart against him 

or her, but God will not hold you guiltless for words spoken with malice in your heart. 

 

You may think you are justified in bending or breaking the rules in order to get ahead or, in 

your mind, to even the playing field.  Some athletes risk their careers and legacies by using 

steroids or other prohibited performance-enhancing drugs.  You may decide to pad your 

resume by exaggerating your credentials or qualifications for a particular job.  Thinking that 

the end justifies the means, you may make false claims about yourself.  If you are found out, 

though, even after you get the job, you will lose it.  Your reputation will suffer big time.  And 

even though God forgives you, what you did will follow you. 

 

If it could happen to a godly man like Moses, a man with whom God spoke face to face, it can 

happen to anyone.  It can happen to you.  It can happen to me. 

 

You don’t need to live in fear that you can lose your salvation by some sin committed in the 

heat of anger or passion. That will not happen. If you belong to Jesus by faith, you cannot lose 

your salvation.  But, like Moses, you can forfeit some of the blessings you would otherwise 

receive from God if you fail to trust Him.  If you fail to honor Him.  If you fail to treat Him as 

holy.  If you fail to hallow His name.  If you fail to obey Him in the conduct of our daily lives.  

Obedience to God is not what saves you.  But obedience is the fruit of saving faith.  It is 

evidence that our faith is the real thing. 
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I don’t know of any “Yogi-isms” that apply here, unless it is that “you can observe a lot just 

by watching.”  You can learn a lot by observing people from the past and how they lived.  

You can learn a lot by observing what God has said and done.  Let what happened to Moses 

and Aaron at Kadesh be a warning to you.  Learn from their example.  Remember Jesus, the 

Savior who died for their sins and yours.  Learn from Him.  Cherish the abundance and 

sufficiency of God’s grace to you.  Trust in Him moment by moment.  Honor and revere Him 

as the righteous, holy, and sovereign Lord and King He is. And live each day in the light of 

His glory and grace. 

 

Lord, let it be so in us.  Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


