
Numbers 17:1-13; 21:1-15; John 3:10-14 

Today’s story from the Book of Numbers is a strange and uncomfortable one. Bargaining 

with God, destruction of one’s enemies, punishment by God with biting serpents, finally 

healing with a bronze one. Even this strange story though can teach us a lot about our 

relationship with God when seen as a metaphor of it. 

We need to remember that in the wilderness Israel was in the process of being formed 

into a nation under God. In today’s passage they’re not very mature or experienced. The 

text expounds a theology of fear then – of the other and of God. The Israelites feel 

vulnerable and therefore they seek an endorsement for their attempt at subjugating 

another people. Will it make them feel powerful and secure? Will it give them 

confidence? If so, what will that confidence be built on? 

One can’t help but think of contemporary leaders who try to rule by inciting fear – of the 

immigrant, refugee, other religions, other customs, working closely with other countries, 

anything that’s not ‘us’ and ‘ours’. Such discourse robs us of our humanity though and 

deeply divides us one from another. Is this the confidence we seek? Confidence built on 

fear and hatred? 

In fact the passage disintegrates into yet another kind of childish behaviour: Israelites 

were hungry so God fed them. They were thirsty so he gave them water. Then they 

wanted a greater variety of food so he gave them quails. It’s still not enough – they 

complain: ‘Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? There is 

no bread! There is no water! And we detest this miserable food!’ Moan, moan, moan, 

complain, complain, complain.  

What’s more is that their memory seems to fail them. They pine for Egypt where they 

remember having had food and drink in abundance. In fact all they had is hard work and 

not much to put on the plate. We tend to glorify the good old days – be it in Egypt, in the 

Church of the past or in Britain before the European Union. Everything seems to be so 

shiny and wonderful, we forget how it really was. And if the Israelites are anything to go 

by, people have, do and will continue complaining regardless of what happens. We are 

inherently disgruntled with our lot – however blessed we actually are.  

And sometimes God has enough and, like in the story of today, tries to remind us of 

himself and his constant and faithful provision for us. First are the sticks one of which 

blossoms and produces almonds. God says: this will be a reminder to my people that I am 

a powerful God so they will stop complaining and live! As if! The very first thing people 

say is: ‘We shall die! We are lost, we are all lost! 
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Anyone who even comes near the 

tabernacle of the Lord will die. Are we all going to die?’ 

Fast forward a few chapters and we encounter the complaining folks again. They asked 

God to support them in their wars – he did. They wanted victory, they have victory. I 

leave aside the whole issue of God’s implied favouritism of one nation over another and 

the sense in which one is worth nothing while the other, even though certainly not 



perfect, is upheld. Can we ever make such judgments? Or do we make them following the 

events which had taken place and thus deduce somebody’s worth or lack thereof? Can we 

ever be right in making such judgments? Did God not create all of humanity in his 

image?  

In any case the people are complaining again even though they got what they wanted. 

God punishes them by sending venomous snakes. John Holbert in his ‘Of Snakes and 

Things: Lectionary Reflections on Numbers 21:4-9’ explains: ‘The translation "poisonous 

serpents" of the NRSV is an attempt to square the deadly bites of the story with the 

appearance of the seraphim snakes. In reality, the word "poisonous" usually refers to 

"fire." That would make the image something more like "fiery monster snakes," since 

seraphim, as usually portrayed in ancient texts both in and outside the Bible, are giant 

creatures with sharp teeth and claws, possessing bat-like wings. Reread Isaiah 6 with that 

picture in mind, and you will see that the servants of YHWH are hardly chubby-cheeked 

cherubs.’
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Seraphim means ‘the burning ones’. Isaiah describes them as angelic beings with six 

wings burning with passion for doing God’s work but all the other times they get 

mentioned in the Bible, they are deadly serpents. In any case, as the seraph in Isaiah 

purifies Isaiah by touching his lips with a burning coal, seraphim are sent to purify with 

their fire – be they angels or serpents. The plague of venomous snakes is an image of God 

trying to purify his people.  

He does it by ordering Moses to make a bronze snake – who looked at it, lived. Holbert 

again: ‘what may kill you can also give you life. In this case, it could well be that the 

ancients knew that the poison from a snake could kill, but an extract of that same poison 

can provide the antidote for the potentially deadly bite. It was hardly only we moderns 

who had learned to "milk" a rattlesnake in order to find the cure for its own bite. (…) 

What of the notion that we can live more fully if we face squarely those things that can 

kill us? Are there ways that that which can kill can also give life? Facing my own 

demons, whose desire is for my death, may offer to me a fuller and richer life.’
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Today is the last Sunday of the Christian year. Next Sunday we will begin the season of 

Advent with its fervent anticipation of the coming of Christ. This is maybe a good time 

then to have a proper look at ourselves and face up to what we see: be it fear, greed, 

selfishness. Which narrative do we use to explain the world? How does it influence how 

we act in it? What do we reflect? 

I’d like to finish with a poem by Cathy Galloway entitled ‘Doing Love’: 

There’s only what you do. 
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Everything else is inside your head. 

But what you do is an expression 

Of who you are 

And what you know. 

And what you do covers a multitude of sins. 

You do your tone of voice. 

You do the way you cross your legs. 

You do the spaces around you. 

You do the silences between your words 

as well as the words themselves. 

You do the songs you sing. 

You do the cup of tea you made your mum. 

You do the way you spend your money 

and the way you didn’t spend it. 

You do the love you make 

and all the love you didn’t make. 

You do the atmosphere you change in the room. 

You do the rocking of the baby in your arms. 

It’s what you do that carries me to you and you to me. 

But, as already noted, what you do is the expression 

of who you are 

and what you know. 

If who you are feels wrong, or not worth much, 



scrunched up in a miserable little ball, 

It goes without saying that what you do will mirror that. 

And what others receive 

will mirror that. 

And what others do you will receive much the same. 

And if you think that what you know is useless 

or not enough, or not important enough 

then what you do will either be under your capacity to do 

or will be done more to convince yourself that no one else 

has noticed what you don’t know. 

The thing is 

you’re all right. Like all the rest. 

You’ll do just fine. 

And what you know, till you know more, 

is quite enough 

to do love.’
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 Amen. . 

                                                 
3
 

http://www.pittstreetuniting.org/Witnesses/2018/181104_Cynthia_Liz_Robyn_Gillian_Pentecost_24B.pdf.  

http://www.pittstreetuniting.org/Witnesses/2018/181104_Cynthia_Liz_Robyn_Gillian_Pentecost_24B.pdf

