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 Numbers 20:1-13 
 
Background:  In the Book of Exodus, the people of God were in slavery in the land of 
Egypt.  Through a number of miracles God’s people are released from slavery and are 
led by Moses as they escape the Egyptian army by crossing the Red Sea (Exodus 14). 
Once on the other side of the Red Sea they begin their journey to the land that God had 
promised them.  During the journey the people repeatedly grumble and complain against 
God.  It gets to the point where God finally passes judgment on the people.  In Numbers 
14:28-35, God tells the people that because of their rebelliousness, they would wander 
around in the wilderness for forty years until all of those who had rebelled against God in 
that generation had passed away, so that an entirely new generation would enter the 
promised land. 

Numbers 20:1 ~ 1Then the sons of Israel, the whole congregation, came to 
the wilderness of Zin in the first month; and the people stayed at Kadesh. 
Now Miriam died there and was buried there.  

Numbers 20 takes place during those 40 years in the wilderness.  It is unclear as to when 
exactly.  It is quite possible that the timing is toward the last portion of the 40 years 
because of the death of Miriam (sister of Moses) mentioned in verse 1, and the death of 
Aaron mentioned later in verses 23-29.    

Miriam’s death and burial is reported with simple reverence. She was a leader among the 
Israelites, a prophetess and songstress (Exod 15:20–21), sister of the divinely chosen high priest 
and prophetic leader of the nation, who demonstrated her compassionate character soon after 
Moses was born (Exod 2:4–9). Miriam was gone, the only woman whose death has been 
remembered from that generation.1 

Numbers 20:2–5 ~ 2There was no water for the congregation, and they 
assembled themselves against Moses and Aaron. 3The people thus 
contended with Moses and spoke, saying, “If only we had perished when 
our brothers perished before the Lord! 4“Why then have you brought the 
Lord’s assembly into this wilderness, for us and our beasts to die here? 
5“Why have you made us come up from Egypt, to bring us in to this wretched 
place? It is not a place of grain or figs or vines or pomegranates, nor is there 
water to drink.”  

This was not the first time that the people of God ran out of water.  It happened twice 
before in Exodus 15 and in Exodus 17. 

Exodus 15:22–25 ~ 22Then Moses led Israel from the Red Sea, and they went out 
into the wilderness of Shur; and they went three days in the wilderness and found 
no water. 23When they came to Marah, they could not drink the waters of Marah, 
for they were bitter; therefore it was named Marah. 24So the people grumbled at 
Moses, saying, “What shall we drink?” 25Then he cried out to the Lord, and the 

 
1 Cole, R. D. (2000). Numbers (Vol. 3B, pp. 323–324). Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers. 
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Lord showed him a tree; and he threw it into the waters, and the waters became 
sweet. There He made for them a statute and regulation, and there He tested them. 

Exodus 17:1–7 ~1Then all the congregation of the sons of Israel journeyed by 
stages from the wilderness of Sin, according to the command of the Lord, and 
camped at Rephidim, and there was no water for the people to drink. 2Therefore 
the people quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water that we may drink.” And 
Moses said to them, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the Lord?” 
3But the people thirsted there for water; and they grumbled against Moses and 
said, “Why, now, have you brought us up from Egypt, to kill us and our children 
and our livestock with thirst?” 4So Moses cried out to the Lord, saying, “What shall 
I do to this people? A little more and they will stone me.” 5Then the Lord said to 
Moses, “Pass before the people and take with you some of the elders of Israel; 
and take in your hand your staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. 6“Behold, 
I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb; and you shall strike the rock, 
and water will come out of it, that the people may drink.” And Moses did so in the 
sight of the elders of Israel. 7He named the place Massah and Meribah because 
of the quarrel of the sons of Israel, and because they tested the Lord, saying, “Is 
the Lord among us, or not?”   

 

 

Exodus 15:22-25 
Massah 

Numbers 20:1-13 
Meribah-Kadesh 

Exodus 17:1-7 
Meribah-Horeb 
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Not only did God provide water, He provided them with manna, the bread from heaven 
(Ex. 16:1-7); and meat (Ex. 16:8-21).  He protected them from hostile enemies (Ex. 17:8-
16). 

In Numbers 20, rather than seeking God for deliverance as they should have, they 
“assembled themselves against Moses and Aaron” (v.2) and “contended” or “quarreled” 
(v.3) with them. 

That generation knew of the wonders of the Lord chiefly by the hearing of the ear, but of His 
judgments by what they had seen of death sweeping away all who had come out of Egypt. In the 
hardness of their hearts it now seemed to them as if the prospect before them were hopeless, 
and they destined to suffer the same fate as their fathers. Something of this unbelieving despair 
appears in their cry: “Would God that we had died when our brethren died before Jehovah”—
that is, by Divine judgment, during these years of wandering. The remembrance of the past with 
its disappointments seems to find expression in their complaints (20:5). It is as if they contrasted 
the stay of their nation in Egypt, and the hopes awakened on leaving it, with the disappointment 
of seeing the good land almost within their grasp, and then being turned back to die in the 
wilderness! And so the people broke forth in rebellion against Moses and against Aaron.2 

Numbers 20:6–7 ~ 6Then Moses and Aaron came in from the presence of 
the assembly to the doorway of the tent of meeting and fell on their faces. 
Then the glory of the Lord appeared to them; 7and the Lord spoke to Moses, 
saying,  

There is no mention of Moses reminding the people of God’s faithfulness.  But, like 
numerous times before, Moses and Aaron went to the Lord for guidance.  It was obvious 
that they were distraught from their conflict with the people because they fell on their 
faces.  And like the many times before, the Lord answered. 

Numbers 20:8–10a ~ 8“Take the rod; and you and your brother Aaron 
assemble the congregation and speak to the rock before their eyes, that it 
may yield its water. You shall thus bring forth water for them out of the rock 
and let the congregation and their beasts drink.” 9So Moses took the rod 
from before the Lord, just as He had commanded him; 10and Moses and 
Aaron gathered the assembly before the rock…. 

The instructions from the Lord were clear and to the point.  They did as they were told, at 
least in part.  They took the rod (staff of Moses) and gathered the people.  But that was 
where their obedience ended. 

In his usual faithful manner, Moses began by dutifully following the Lord’s command by taking 
the rod (staff) from the presence of the Lord in the tabernacle. The phraseology “just as he 
commanded him” has been employed numerous times through the Book of Numbers to this 
point to emphasize the faithful obedience of Yahweh’s servant to his instructions. The scene was 

 
2 Edersheim, A. (1975). Bible History: Old Testament (Vol. 2, p. 185). Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company. 
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set for another demonstration of God’s mercy, benevolence, and longsuffering, but the account 
would soon take a sudden tragic shift.3 

Numbers 20:10b–11 ~ 10…And he said to them, “Listen now, you rebels; 
shall we bring forth water for you out of this rock?” 11Then Moses lifted up 
his hand and struck the rock twice with his rod; and water came forth 
abundantly, and the congregation and their beasts drank.  

There is no doubt that throughout this interchange Moses had thought back to the 
previous times when the people grumbled and complained and blamed him for their 
hardship.  He remembered that twice before they had run out of water and God had 
instructed him to take action which resulted in clean drinking water.  It is possible that the 
recent death of his sister still weighed heavily upon him and it contributed to his outburst.  
Whatever the case, this humble servant of God broke form and his faith was 
compromised.  The result was a lack of reverence toward God before the entire assembly 
of God’s people. 

When Moses addressed the congregation in front of the rock, he seemed to take credit for 
himself and Aaron for the miracle which was about to take place. Moses spoke when he should 
have been silent. Then in anger he smote the rock twice, when he should have spoken once. 
Water came forth. That ended the opposition against Moses and Aaron.4 

Numbers 20:12–13 ~ 12But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Because 
you have not believed Me, to treat Me as holy in the sight of the sons of 
Israel, therefore you shall not bring this assembly into the land which I have 
given them.” 13Those were the waters of Meribah, because the sons of 
Israel contended with the Lord, and He proved Himself holy among them.  

God’s pronouncement against Moses was not just because of Moses’ actions, but more 
specifically because of Moses’ attitude; it was because of the condition of his faith when 
he addressed the people.  Moses and Aaron followed God’s instruction to take the staff 
and gather the people together, but after that, it went all downhill.  Rather than trusting 
and believing God’s instruction to speak to the rock, Moses instead felt like he had to 
speak to the people, he calls them rebels, and he said, “shall we bring forth water for you 
out of this rock,” implying that he and Aaron were somehow responsible for causing the 
water to come from the rock.  In doing so, he set Aaron and himself as equals to God 
before the entire assembly of the people, showing that they did not consider God holy. 

The want of belief or firm confidence in the Lord, through which both of them had sinned, was 
not actual unbelief or distrust in the omnipotence and grace of God, as if God could not relieve 
the want of water or extend His help to the murmuring people; for the Lord had promised His 
help to Moses, and Moses did what the Lord had commanded him. It was simply the want of full 
believing confidence, a momentary wavering of that immovable assurance, which the two heads 
of the nation ought to have shown to the congregation, but did not show. Moses did even more 

 
3 Cole, R. D. (2000). Numbers (Vol. 3B, p. 327). Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers. 
4 Smith, J. E. (1993). The Pentateuch (2nd ed., p. 443). Joplin, MO: College Press Pub. Co. 
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than God had commanded him. Instead of speaking to the rock with the rod of God in his hand, 
as God directed him, he spoke to the congregation, and in these inconsiderate words, “Shall we 
fetch you water out of the rock?” words which, if they did not express any doubt in the help of 
the Lord, were certainly fitted to strengthen the people in their unbelief, and are therefore 
described in Ps. 106:33 as prating (speaking unadvisedly) with the lips (cf. Lev. 5:4). He then struck 
the rock twice with the rod, “as if it depended upon human exertion, and not upon the power of 
God alone,” or as if the promise of God “would not have been fulfilled without all the smiting on 
his part” (Knobel). In the ill-will expressed in these words the weakness of faith was manifested, 
by which the faithful servant of God, worn out with the numerous temptations, allowed himself 
to be overcome, so that he stumbled, and did not sanctify the Lord before the eyes of the people, 
as he ought to have done. Aaron also wavered along with Moses, inasmuch as he did nothing to 
prevent Moses’ fall.5 

The main reason, though, that God judged Moses and kept him out of the Promised Land was 
this: he exalted himself and failed to glorify God. In calling the people “rebels” and in saying, 
“Must we [Aaron and I] fetch you water out of this rock?” (v. 10) Moses was not giving God the 
glory due His Name. It was an evidence of pride and unbelief (v. 12). Moses’ strongest point was 
his meekness (12:3), yet this was where he failed.6 

Summary: 

It is easy to identify with the characters in this narrative.  Even though God may have 
repeatedly shown Himself to be faithful in the past, when hardship befalls us we can so 
quickly fall back to the reactions of the flesh.  Rather than seeking God whom we cannot 
see, we look to blame our circumstances on those things or those people whom we can 
see and we try to find solutions that we can control.  We cannot lose sight that God is 
always and continually faithful. 

It is also essential to remember that God is the source of blessings.  He is the one who 
gives us the ability and wisdom to parent our children, to perform at our jobs, and to 
upkeep our households.  We are reminded in many places throughout scripture that He 
is the One who empowers and enables us to lead and to serve (2 Cor. 1:21-22; Gal. 2:20; 
Col. 1:28-29). 

In all of this we must be sure to remember that God is holy.  Though His blessings benefit 
us and His blessings make us feel confident about ourselves, ultimately, in His sovereign 
plan, it is all for His glory (Isaiah 48:9-11; Romans 8:28-29).  We must remain on our 
guard to keep from falling into the same pit that Moses fell into and avoid claiming credit 
and glory when the credit and glory belong only to God. 

 
5 Keil, C. F., & Delitzsch, F. (1996). Commentary on the Old Testament (Vol. 1, pp. 739–740). Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson. 
6 Wiersbe, W. W. (1993). Wiersbe’s Expository Outlines on the Old Testament (Nu 20:1–13). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books. 
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