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“The Brazen Serpent” 

Part 1 

Numbers 21 

Introduction: Two weeks ago in our study of the life of Moses we were looking at Israel 

two years after they came out of Egypt. They had arrived at Kadesh Barnia and had sent 

spies into the land. The spies report discouraged the people and they refused to go into 

Canaan. They appointed another captain to replace Moses and they moved to stone Moses, 

Aaron, Joshua, and Caleb. It was then that God intervened and would have destroyed the 

entire nation had Moses not interceded on their behalf. God then pronounced a judgment 

upon Israel because of their unbelief, that would prove to be very costly.  

Numbers 14:29-33 

29 Your carcases shall fall in this wilderness; and all that were numbered of you, according 

to your whole number, from twenty years old and upward which have murmured against me. 

30 Doubtless ye shall not come into the land, concerning which I sware to make you dwell 

therein, save Caleb the son of Jephunneh, and Joshua the son of Nun. 

31 But your little ones, which ye said should be a prey, them will I bring in, and they shall 

know the land which ye have despised. 

32 But as for you, your carcases, they shall fall in this wilderness. 

33 And your children shall wander in the wilderness forty years, and bear your whoredoms, 

until your carcases be wasted in the wilderness. 

All their numbered men would die over the next thirty-eight years. That would be a total 

of 603,550 men. That would be 15,883 men per year, 1,323 men per month, 44 men per 

day, and almost 2 men per hour for the next 38 years.  

Tonight, as we come to Numbers 21 those years have passed and Israel is approaching 

Canaan again. 

Notice Numbers 20:23-29 

Here we see that Aaron has died and if we notice chapter 33, we get more information. 

Numbers 33:38-39 
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38 And Aaron the priest went up into mount Hor at the commandment of the LORD, and died 

there, in the fortieth year after the children of Israel were come out of the land of 

Egypt, in the first day of the fifth month. 

39 And Aaron was an hundred and twenty and three years old when he died in mount Hor. 

From this text we know that Israel is at the end of the wilderness years when Aaron died. 

With this information we will get to our text tonight.  

I. The Detour 

Notice Numbers 21:4 

They have departed from Mount Hor where Aaron died, and we see here that they are 

going around Edom. Let me show you why they had to go around. 

Numbers 20:14-21 

14 And Moses sent messengers from Kadesh unto the king of Edom, Thus saith thy brother 

Israel, Thou knowest all the travail that hath befallen us: 

15 How our fathers went down into Egypt, and we have dwelt in Egypt a long time; and the 

Egyptians vexed us, and our fathers: 

16 And when we cried unto the LORD, he heard our voice, and sent an angel, and hath 

brought us forth out of Egypt: and, behold, we are in Kadesh, a city in the uttermost of 

thy border: 

17 Let us pass, I pray thee, through thy country: we will not pass through the fields, or 

through the vineyards, neither will we drink of the water of the wells: we will go by the 

king's high way, we will not turn to the right hand nor to the left, until we have passed thy 

borders. 

18 And Edom said unto him, Thou shalt not pass by me, lest I come out against thee with 

the sword. 

19 And the children of Israel said unto him, We will go by the high way: and if I and my 

cattle drink of thy water, then I will pay for it: I will only, without doing anything else, go 

through on my feet. 

20 And he said, Thou shalt not go through. And Edom came out against him with much 

people, and with a strong hand. 
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21 Thus Edom refused to give Israel passage through his border: wherefore Israel turned 

away from him. 

Now, there is something in this that we must see because there is a lesson for us here. Let 

us start by asking, “Who is Edom and where did the Edomites come from?” 

Genesis 25:29-30 

29 And Jacob sod pottage: and Esau came from the field, and he was faint: 

30 And Esau said to Jacob, Feed me, I pray thee, with that same red pottage; for I am 

faint: therefore was his name called Edom. 

Esau was known as Edom and the Edomites are the descendants of Esau. Now, let us also 

keep in mind that Esau is a picture of the sin nature and so the Edomites would also 

represent the sin nature. So, here in Numbers 20 when Edom refuses to allow Israel to 

pass through to get to Canaan this is a picture of the sin nature opposing the believer.  

God desired for Israel to get to Canaan and enjoy the blessings which He would give to 

them. In the same way God desires for each of us to enjoy the spiritual blessings which He 

has for us in Christ. We enjoy these as we walk by faith in the path which God leads us. 

But we still have a sin nature, and we can expect that our sin nature, just like Edom, is 

going to fight against us enjoying the spiritual blessings of God. The sin nature despises 

anything that has to do with God and His spiritual blessings. Let me show you another 

picture of this opposition. 

Esther 3:1-5 

After these things did king Ahasuerus promote Haman the son of Hammedatha the 

Agagite, and advanced him, and set his seat above all the princes that were with him. 

2 And all the king's servants, that were in the king's gate, bowed, and reverenced Haman: 

for the king had so commanded concerning him. But Mordecai bowed not, nor did him 

reverence. 

3 Then the king's servants, which were in the king's gate, said unto Mordecai, Why 

transgressest thou the king's commandment? 

4 Now it came to pass, when they spake daily unto him, and he hearkened not unto them, 

that they told Haman, to see whether Mordecai's matters would stand: for he had told 

them that he was a Jew. 
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5 And when Haman saw that Mordecai bowed not, nor did him reverence, then was Haman 

full of wrath. 

Haman the Agagite represents the sin nature. The Agagites were also descendants of 

Esau. Mordecai represents the Divine nature in the believer. The Divine nature will never 

bow to the sin nature. Just as Haman was full of wrath because Mordecai would not bow so 

our sin nature despises our Divine nature because he stands in the way of the sin nature 

living for his own lusts and desires. Therefore, there is a conflict within the believer. 

Now, let me get you back to Israel and the picture for us. We can expect that our sin 

nature will oppose anything spiritual in our lives. Therefore, we must keep in mind that he 

has been defeated by the cross and it is our Divine nature that shall lead us to God’s 

spiritual blessings. 

II. The Discouragement 

Notice Numbers 21:4 again. 

The word “discouraged” here means they were “impatient”. The idea is they were basically 

throwing a temper tantrum because of the path which they were given to walk. These 

people were short tempered because of this path which they were forced to take around 

Edom. 

Let me just say that this is what happens when we allow the flesh to control our lives. It 

leads us down a path of discouragement and sorrow. We must stand against the desires of 

the flesh and remind him the cross has stripped his power. 

Now, let us consider a few other things that contributed to their discouragement. 

➢ Directions and Difficulties 

Let me show you when they traveled. 

Numbers 33:38-39 

38 And Aaron the priest went up into mount Hor at the commandment of the LORD, and died 

there, in the fortieth year after the children of Israel were come out of the land of 

Egypt, in the first day of the fifth month. 

Numbers 20:29 

29 And when all the congregation saw that Aaron was dead, they mourned for Aaron 

thirty days, even all the house of Israel.  
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Aaron died in the fifth month and then Israel mourned thirty days. This means they were 

traveling in the sixth or seventh month which were two of the hottest months of the year. 

They would be equal to our July and August. So, Israel is dealing with excessive heat as 

they travel. 

The area they were traveling through was stony and barren. There were sheer mountains 

on both sides, and it was an area known for sandstorms. Then on top of this the way was 

longer due to the detour around Edom.  

Application: 

It was all of this combined that brought Israel to discouragement. They were living with 

short fuses. There would have been much arguing and complaining among the people 

because they did not like the path they were given. 

We have considered this many times before, but it is good to be reminded; Sometimes God 

leads His children down paths of ease. Sometimes it is a path of sunshine and flowers. But 

there are other times when the path is very rough and trying. The hymn “God Leads us 

Along” captures it very well: 

In shady, green pastures, so rich and so sweet, 

God leads His dear children along; 

Where the water’s cool flow bathes the weary one’s feet, 

God leads His dear children along. 

Some through the waters, some through the flood, 

Some through the fire, but all through the blood; 

Some through great sorrow, but God gives a song, 

In the night season and all the day long. 

Sometimes on the mount where the sun shines so bright, 

God leads His dear children along; 

Sometimes in the valley, in darkest of night, 

God leads His dear children along. 

I can think of many who were given paths of great testing. Joseph, David, Daniel, Paul, 

John, and Jesus.  

Now let us notice what their attitude brought about. 

Notice Numbers 21:5 

After forty years they had not learned anything. They are repeating what their fathers 

did when the journey started. They spoke against Moses and they spoke against God. I 
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want you to notice how they spoke against the manna which God had graciously given to 

them. They called it “LIGHT” bread. They are literally saying that the manna was not 

sufficient to sustain them. They longed for another source of food. 

Application: 

The manna here is a type of the Word of God. Their complaining is heard in many people 

today. People get in a church and they are not satisfied with a steady diet of God’s Word 

and they begin to complain and declare something else. They basically want something that 

will satisfy the flesh such as entertainment and programs.  

Let us notice the words of Spurgeon on this thought: 

“This is another of man’s follies; his heart refused to feed upon God’s Word or believe 

God’s Truth. He craves for the flesh-meat of carnal reason, the leeks and garlic of 

superstitious tradition, and the cucumbers of speculation; he cannot bring his mind down to 

believe the Word of God, or to accept Truth so simple, so fitted to the capacity of a child. 

Many demand something deeper than the Divine, more profound than the infinite, more 

liberal than free grace.” 

You see, many do not believe the Bible is capable of meeting our needs. They think we need 

something else at church. Many see a ministry given completely to teaching and preaching 

the Bible as being very boring. Therefore, they “loath” the Word of God instead of loving 

it. There are many people who are active in churches today, but they have little affection 

for God’s Word. Israel was given “angel’s food” and they complained that it was not enough. 

Notice Numbers 21:5 again. 

These people made the same mistakes that we often make, and I want to point out a major 

mistake so that we can be aware of what it does. They had so much to be thankful for. 

They had forty years of seeing the hand of God in providing for them. 

Deuteronomy 29:1-5 

These are the words of the covenant, which the LORD commanded Moses to make with the 

children of Israel in the land of Moab, beside the covenant which he made with them in 

Horeb. 

2 And Moses called unto all Israel, and said unto them, Ye have seen all that the LORD did 

before your eyes in the land of Egypt unto Pharaoh, and unto all his servants, and unto all 

his land; 

3 The great temptations which thine eyes have seen, the signs, and those great miracles: 
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4 Yet the LORD hath not given you an heart to perceive, and eyes to see, and ears to hear, 

unto this day. 

5 And I have led you forty years in the wilderness: your clothes are not waxen old 

upon you, and thy shoe is not waxen old upon thy foot. 

They were so blessed. 

Conclusion/Application: 

We too are so blessed by our God but when the trials come, we often do what Israel did 

and that is we focus only upon the bad parts. In closing let us notice the words of Butler 

on this thought. 

“Israel is doing what a lot of people do in times of trial – they only focused upon the bad 

part of the situation and not on any good. They only looked on the dark side of things, not 

on the bright side. If we only look on the dark side, the difficulties, the problems, and the 

clouds in life, we will be miserable all the time; for we are never totally free of negatives 

in this life. But, if we want to be something other than a sour, critical, and negative person, 

we will need to focus upon the blessings we do have instead. Israel was supplied with 

water, manna, and the difficult path was not going to last forever. Therefore, they needed 

to cheer up.” 

If you tend to look at only the negative, then you need to readjust your focus. Many stay 

focused on the negatives and then they exaggerate them, and they end up complaining and 

criticizing all the time. 

Let us learn to stop and count our blessings! 


