
Numbers 21: 4-9 The Bronze Serpent  

  (4) From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, 

to go around the land of Edom. And the people became 

impatient on the way.   (5) And the people spoke against God 

and against Moses, “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt 

to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and 

we loathe this worthless food.”   (6) Then the LORD sent fiery 

serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that 

many people of Israel died.   (7) And the people came to Moses 

and said, “We have sinned, for we have spoken against the 

LORD and against you. Pray to the LORD, that he take away 

the serpents from us.” So Moses prayed for the people.   (8) 

And the LORD said to Moses, “Make a fiery serpent and set it 

on a pole, and everyone who is bitten, when he sees it, shall 

live.”   (9) So Moses made a bronze serpent and set it on a 

pole. And if a serpent bit anyone, he would look at the bronze 

serpent and live.  

 

Do you know what it's like when you're about to achieve 

something and then things go wrong and you have to start 

over? If it's a vital job that you've been working on for years, 

and everything goes wrong, you might despair. It may be that 

the difficulties that lie before you seem to get bigger and bigger. 

The mountain that is there becomes higher and steeper - and 

the power sinks into your shoes, your knees become soft, and 

your courage vanishes. 

 

This is how the Israelites feel in the sermon text: For almost 

forty years, they have been wandering back and forth across the 

desert. They are close to the Promised Land. They have already 

won a conflict with the King of South Canaan thanks to the 

help of God. 

 

But the Edomites do not want to let them through to move in 

from Canaan south. God does not want them to go to war with 

the Edomites. Now they are to retreat back to the desert, when 

they had already seen the fertile land in front of them. How 

desolate, how lifeless, how truly God-forsaken, the desert 

appears now where they had seen the fertile land. Again into 

the desert, again going through difficulties, again completely 

dependent on the manna of God, on the guidance of God to 

sources of water. To be completely reliant - and have nothing - 



and wander - who knows how long. 

 

We cannot. We don’t have the power. This is what the Israelites 

murmur. Desert again - no, no, no! The privations, the dangers 

grew over their heads. It seemed to them that the return to the 

desert was a sure death. 

 

In doing so, they completely lost the memory of the years of 

God's guidance. God's faithfulness, his help, his wonderful care 

and provision are forgotten. It faded before her eyes, became 

unimportant, small. That's why they call manna this lean, thin, 

miserable food. They forget that God gave them everything 

they needed - for forty years. Food and water, manna and 

quail, preservation and escort, protection from snakes and 

spirits - God gave them all they needed. As God’s protection 

became small  - So the desert grew to even greater threat. They 

talked against God. They attributed the worst motives to God 

and Moses: He who has protected them for so long is to them 

the one who desires their death. 

 

And so they feel what they feared. In their fear they lost faith in 

God, they distrusted God in the worst possible way. God 

became the one they distrusted. Luther says: Like faith, so is 

God. The desert of which they were scared to death became 

their death. The god, whom they accused of seeking their 

death, sent them the death they feared. 

Fiery Serpents - these are personifications of evil desert spirits. 

Against these snakes people are powerless to protect 

themselves. Where the people withdraw their trust from God, 

God withdraws his protection, and what they feared occurs - 

the desert becomes their death.  

 

And we? Have we learned to trust God so that we boldly dare 

to go the hard way, trusting in Him? Or do we, like the people, 

prefer to look to what is denied us, and to give up our trust?  

___________ 

God would not be God if he did not know that we humans need signs 

to help us build our trust. Today's Sunday puts us in the eye of the 

serpent erected on the staff as a sign of healing. And even if Judaism 

and Greek mythology have nothing to do with each other: Is it not 

strange that the snake staff or the Aesculapian staff are here and there 

signs of the recovery of body and soul –of healing? In Christianity, 

the serpent raised on the staff is reminiscent of the cross. The Gospel 



of John in the third chapter, the verses 14 and 15 read as follows: ust 

as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of Man 

must be lifted up, that everyone who believes may have eternal life in 

him.’ 

 

So there is a deep religious connection between the serpent and the 

Christ. The seduction of the serpent led man to think that he or she 

could be godlike. This is sin. The serpent raised on the staff of Moses 

expresses the split between God and man. Christ, however, annuls all 

sin. He frees us humans from the aspiration to become something we 

cannot be. It is him, Christ, who absolves our fears. His message is: 

Not that we become like God, is our salvation, but that God becomes 

as human as we are! 

 

Just as in Old Testament history the risen serpent heals, the Christ 

raised on the cross also makes us "healthy." He heals our souls. He 

frees us from the need to remain self-centred. That's what Martin 

Luther calls sin: self-contraction or egotism. In the end this means 

that we humans no longer have to fear death because Jesus 

overcomes the sin which kills us.  

 

The illness of sin would otherwise be as deadly as the snake's bite. 

This is how our Christian religion describes it. The sign of the cross 

as a place humiliation and cruel death is therefore at the same time 

the sign of divine exaltation and salutary life. 

 

The story of the Old Testament, and certainly the story of Jesus 

Christ, gives us courage to not only bear our own passion story, our 

personal experience of suffering, pain, disappointment and fear, but 

to interpret it also as a personal suffering and salvation story. As 

saved from sin, all our very personal life stories are suspended in the 

story of the passion and redemption of Jesus Christ. 

 

As a result, our personal life-story of suffering can become bearable, 

acceptable and liveable. For as long as we live, we experience the 

inconsistency of life, the seemingly contradiction of God, the 

inconsistency in ourselves. 

 

In the end, everything will be saved in a great time of salvation, in 

God's good and healing hands. This is the prospect of the Sunday 

Judica: to look with raised heads towards Good Friday and Easter and 

not look back to where the desert is.  

 

Afrikaanse Zusammenfassung 



Die Israeliete was op moedverloor se vlakte toe hulle moes 

omdraai – hulle het van God se bewaring oor veertig jaar 

heeltemal vergeet.  God se geduld het ook opgeraak – hy het sy 

beskerming onttrek, en die gevaarlike brandslange van die 

woestyn het die Israeliete aangeval.  Maar- God het nie van 

hulle vergeet nie.  As hulle na die beeld van die slang gekyk het, 

het hulle gesond geword.  Die slangbeeld aan die paal is vir ons 

'n beeld van Christus: Waar ons na hom, beeld van sonde, 

lyding en dood in geloof kyk, daar word ons van sonde verlos, 

in lyding gedra, en mag ons die dood oorkom.  

 

Deutsche Zusammenfassung 

Scheinbar kommt auch der ‘liebe Gott’ einmal mit seiner Geduld an 

seine Grenzen. Und doch: Auch in das Elend, dass Menschen sich 

selbst zuzuschreiben haben, schickt er sein heilendes Handeln hinein. 

Das, was den Israeliten der Blick auf die eherne Schlange an Moses 

Stab war, ist uns Christen der Blick auf das Kreuz: Die Gewissheit, 

dass allem Leiden das versprochene Gottes-Heil folgt.  

 

 


