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Have you ever been so mad - over the behavior of a child or loved one, that  
you might say you were “spitting nails”?  

 
In this episode in the life of the nation of Israel, God is totally, completely 

fed up!  (Numbers 14:11)  
 

God is sick and tired of Israel's complaining/whining. 
God is sick and tired of their lack of fidelity 

God is sick and tired of their unbelief. They despise God! 

God is SO fed up, God proposes wiping out Israel--the whole entire lot of 
them-- and starting over with Moses!  V.11 

 
Moses is the man in the middle: he intercedes on behalf of Israel before 

God.  (One wonders why, as they had been truly awful to Moses as well, 
disrespecting his leadership, threatening to stone him Ex.17:4). It appears 

that at this juncture, Moses loves Israel more than God does! At this point in 
their relational triangle, Moses is more faithful both to God and to Israel, 

than Israel is to God, or God is to Israel! 
 

Moses intervenes in a daring dialogue, v. 13-19 
 

Now one thing about being a parent—one often wonders if one’s kids ever 
really hear anything you say, right?  “In one ear and out the other” was an 

expression my mother used.  My mother!  Can you imagine that I was ever a 

child who was hard of hearing?!  Let’s not go there! 
 

Imagine this scenario:  A family has invited guests over on, what turns out 
to be, a beautiful Sunday afternoon.  Just before they are about to eat, the 

mother says to her son, “Johnny why don’t you lead us in prayer before we 
eat?” 

 
Johnny replies, shyly: “No, I don’t know how.” 

His mother encourages him. “Why don’t you just say what you’ve heard me 
say?” 

 
So Johnny prayed: “O God, why did we have to invite these people over on a 

day like today?!” 



 

Now Moses is pretty smart.  He does not appeal to God on Israel’s behalf. 
Nope.  They don’t stand a chance.  They are idolaters, unfaithful, belly-

aching complainers who do not honor God or their human leaders.  
It seems to be a common spiritual malady, but the people of Israel are 

suffering from spiritual amnesia!  How quickly they forget all the GOOD 
things God did for them—standing up for them against Pharaoh, rescuing 

them from slavery in Egypt, walking them across the Red Sea on dry land, 
sustaining them in the wilderness with daily manna and quail, and so much 

more! 
 

Not only do they suffer from spiritual amnesia, but they are also having 
vision problems.  They seem to be looking at the past through rose-colored 

glasses:  Just how is slavery in Egypt better than freedom in the wilderness 
and the provision of God, and the Promise of Land?  They need to have their 

vision checked (and maybe have their heads examined!) 

 
In Moses’ appeal/prayer to God, he conveniently does not focus on Israel, 

but instead appeals to God on God’s own terms. In other words, Moses 
boldly reminds God of what God had previously said and done!  Moses had 

been listening and paying attention (like our young friend, Johnny!). 
 

First, Moses boldly reminds God that God has a reputation to defend, when 
he says if you destroy this people—even though they deserve it, word 

travels fast:   
 

 v.13  “Then the Egyptians will hear about it! By your power you brought 
these people up from among them. 14 And they will tell the inhabitants of 

this land about it. They have already heard that you, LORD, are with these 
people and that you, LORD, have been seen face to face, that your cloud 

stays over them, and that you go before them in a pillar of cloud by day and 

a pillar of fire by night. 15 If you put all these people to death, leaving none 
alive, the nations who have heard this report about you will 

say, 16 ‘The LORD was not able to bring these people into the land he 
promised them on oath, so he slaughtered them in the wilderness.’ 

 
Moses reminds God that he has a reputation among the nations and among 

the other gods…If Yahweh is to be known, Yahweh must be himself, different 
from all other gods who operate only in terms of power and brute force.  

Unlike those gods, Yahweh is a relational god, party to the covenant, one 
who makes and keeps promises. 

Furthermore, the surrounding nations and inhabitants of the land are waiting 

and watching.  The danger in wiping out the Israelites now, is that Egypt will 



interpret it as a sign that they won!  Surely God is concerned not only about 

Israel, but about world opinion!   

 
 

Next, Moses appeals to Yahweh to use his power not to destroy but to 
exercise his power in constructive manner, through the power of fidelity to 

the Covenant promises: 
 
17 “Now may the Lord’s strength be displayed, just as you have 

declared:18 ‘The LORD is slow to anger, abounding in love and forgiving sin 

and rebellion. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the 

children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation.’ 19 In 

accordance with your great love, forgive the sin of these people, just as you 

have pardoned them from the time they left Egypt until now.” 

 

In this second part of his prayer Moses actually speaks Yahweh’s own 
promises back to him, just like Johnny repeated his mother’s words in his 

prayer!   
 

In Exodus 34:4-7 after the incident when the Israelites broke the covenant 
with God by worshipping the Gold Calf, Yahweh renewed the covenant with 

them and said these very words to them, which Moses now repeats 
verbatim! 

 

By doing so, Moses reminds God of his promise:  Yahweg, be true to yourself 
and the covenant you made! 

AND 
Moses reminds God of God's character: faithful love (fidelity) and power/ 

 
At this moment, one wonders:  Does Moses loves Israel more than God 

does? 
 

I found this in a book of children’s letters to God: 
 

Dear God: It must be super hard to love all of the people in the whole wide 
world. There are only four people in my family, and my mom and my dad 

are pretty easy to love most of the time, but my brother?  He’s next to 
impossible.  I don’t know how you do it!  Signed, David. 

 

Moses is in the middle! 
Moses boldly intercedes with God, on Israel's behalf, 



 

 
It is the nature of the covenantal relationship that it’s continuation is 

dependent on Yahweh’s willingness and readiness to pardon and forgive. 
Again. And Again. 

 
Israel (and we) are unable to keep our end of the bargain.  We fail to love 

God faithfully. We are easily distracted, drawn to other gods who promise 
nothing!  

 
Yahweh is true to his promise/reputation/character.  God is gracious, 

however God does judge the unbelief/disobedience of the Israelites by 
delaying their entrance into the land of Promise.  This generation will die out 

in the wilderness.  Caleb puts his trust in Yahweh, and he will lead the next 
generation into the Promised land. 

 

What are the take-aways from this episode in the life of Moses and the 

people of Israel? 

 

What can we learn from the people of Israel?   

There is a warning in this text: 

1 - Complaining and grumbling is not only an unhealthy attitude, it has 

unintended consequences.  It can poison both the relationship between the 

people and the leadership, as well as with God. Spiritual maturity involves 

living and walking by the Spirit not by our flesh (Romans 8:13). 

2 - Spiritual amnesia and looking to the past with rose-colored glasses is 

also unhealthy.  We cannot romanticize the past—there are lessons we can 

and must learn from the past in order to move forward into the future. We 

need to be honest in our assessment of ourselves and our relationship with 

God, acknowledging our failures and unfaithfulness. We can ask God to help 

us get back on track.  We need to focus on the faithfulness of God! 

What can we learn from Moses? 

1 - Be bold as intercessors.  As Moses stood in the gap between Israel and 

Yahweh, we as God’s people are to stand in the gap, to be the “repairer of 

the breach” between God and God’s people, between God and God’s world.  

Isaiah 58: 12 says:  

Your people will rebuild the ancient ruins 

    and will raise up the age-old foundations; 



you will be called Repairer of Broken Walls, 

    Restorer of Streets with Dwellings. 

This is a daring role but one which impacts God. 

2 - Why would one dare to stand in the gap?  What is our motivation?  

LOVE.  Moses loved Israel more passionately than does Yahweh at this point 

in the text, and this passion sets the tone of urgency in the prayer.   I 

daresay, that the love of a parent or grandparent for a child or grandchild, a 

spouse for a partner, or a friend for a friend—which has motived much 

prayer! 

3 - This great passion on the part of the pray-er (Moses) seems to move 

God to consider alternatives that were otherwise, not on the horizon.  God 

does not destroy.  God pardons.  God continues his plan and promise but 

with a select group within Israel. 

4 - Moses daring dialogue with God is the fruit of a long-standing 

relationship.  This is not his initial prayer, it is one that is a result of a long, 

trusting series of interactions over time.  

5 - This prayer is deeply rooted in what is now scripture—the Word(s) of 

God—Moses is able, because he knows God’s word, he is able to pray the 

text back to God, and to call God to account!  In other words, if we wonder 

what or how to pray, we are well served by studying God’s word and praying 

it back to Him. 

Yahweh hears, listens, and responds to Moses’ prayer. God is persuaded by 

again, to NOT wipe out the Israelites, and shows gracious pardon to them 

even when they don’t deserve it.  God entertains new possibilities!  God 

changes his mind in response to Moses’ earnest prayer on behalf of the 

Israelites!   

This is a powerful prayer and an great example of what it means to be an 

intercessor. 

May you and I be encouraged to pray boldly for one another and for our 

world—to stand in the gap—to take up the cause of another before God and 

intercede on their behalf. 

Bold prayers, yield bold outcomes—Thanks be to God! 

Let us pray. 

 

Know and pray God’s word, claiming God’s promises. 


