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Why Christmas? Part #3 - “The Serpent in the Desert” 
Numbers 21:4-9; John 3:14-16 

~ Delivered at Central Baptist Church on December 11, 2016 by Pastor Barton Priebe 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 (SHOW SLIDE 1) Please open your Bibles to Numbers 21. 

 There is something seriously wrong with me.  I mean wrong at the very core of who I am.   

o My wife knows it.  We have a tremendous marriage and yet I can go from professing my love for 

her to being self-centred and irritable.  

o My kids know it.  I love my kids.  We have a lot of fun wrestling, tickling, and laughing but I can 

also be impatient, overbearing, and too demanding.  

o Other drivers know it.  Someone once told me that you could tell the true character of a person 

by how they act behind the wheel.  Let’s just say that at times my character could use some 

work. 

 There is something seriously wrong with me.  And I assume with you also.  This is why I am so thankful 

for the message of Christmas.  You see the message of Christmas is not a nice, but irrelevant, story of a 

baby being born.  The message of Christmas is meant to bring healing to your life – your marriage, your 

self-centredness, your relationships, your anger, your impatience, and the way you deal with your kids.     

o In John 3:14-16 Jesus connects his coming into the world to this Old Testament story of the 

Israelites being bitten by poisonous snakes and God providing a healing antidote.  We see 

Christmas in John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one only Son.”  Then in 

3:14 Jesus says, “just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of man (the Son 

whom God gave) must be lifted up.”  Rightly understood then, this strange passage in Numbers 

21 is a Christmas text. 

 So if, like me, you need healing in the deepest parts of who you are then join me as we 

develop this passage in three parts.  Part 1: the poison.  Part 2: the antidote.  Part 3: the 

prescription. 

 

THE POISON 
 So let’s begin with (SHOW SLIDE 2) part 1: the poison. 

o We read in verse 6 that “Then the LORD sent fiery serpents among the people, and they bit the 

people, so that many people of Israel died.”   “Fiery serpents” refers to poisonous serpents.  

Isn’t sending poisonous snakes a little harsh?  The punishment doesn’t even seem to fit the 

crime.  If they are guilty of complaining about food why not just cut off their food for a week or 

so?   

 What we will see in this first point is that the poison of the snakebites is extremely fitting 

because it points to a deadlier poison that was killing their souls (and is killing our souls).  

To save his people, God had to take drastic action and we will see that God does the same 

with us. 

 Notice that this whole incident begins with a troubling change of circumstances.  READ 4a – “From 

Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the land of Edom.”   These 

geographic details are important to the story.  You remember that God had freed Israel from brutal 

slavery in Egypt. At this point they are travelling north toward the land God had promised them.   But 

standing in their way is the kingdom of Edom.  In Numbers 20 Israel asks permission to pass through 

Edom but the Edomites basically say, “If you try to cross our land we’ll kill you.”   

o So Israel is forced go around Edom but this means travelling south.  This means backtracking 

and going the complete opposite direction of the Promised Land.  

 We have a phrase for this in English.  When something goes wrong we say it is going 

south. 
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 We read that it was when everything literally went south that they grew impatient and angry.  You can 

just imagine the people’s conversations: “Why would God lead us this way?  This doesn’t make sense.  

If God loves us why bring us more hardship?” Look at verse 4.   

o READ 4b-5 – “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.” 
 Now we see the clear sign that something is wrong with these people.  The symptoms are flaring up 

everywhere.  They are impatient.  There is relational breakdown as they blame Moses.  Their view of 

reality is distorted - they talk about dying in desert as if Egypt was a spa that Moses forced them to 

leave.   

o But these are all just symptoms of a deeper sickness.  When you have a headache it may be that 

you just did not sleep very well but on the other hand it may be a sign that you have a brain 

tumor.   

 The impatience, relational problems, distorted view of reality, and complaining are 

merely symptoms of a poison that is coursing through their veins.  

 The poison is sin.  Sin turns away from God.  The real poison is that they don’t really trust God.  They 

don’t really believe that God is good.  Notice in verse 4 that “the people spoke against God.”  More 

specifically they complain about the food God gives.  You remember that every morning they woke to 

find a bread-like substance on the ground.  But unlike their fathers and mothers who had complained 

about the monotony of eating the same thing every day they pour scorn on God and his gracious gift of 

food calling it “worthless food.” 

o When life goes south they’re true hearts are revealed.  Their complaining, impatience, blaming, 

and anger are symptoms of a poison that infects their souls; a poison that does not trust God’s 

leadership, guidance, plan for their lives, or his provision. 

 Is it not the same for us?  (SHOW SLIDE 3) A troubling change in circumstances causes the symptoms 

of our poisonous infection to flare up. When circumstances in our lives change for the worse we find out 

what is really in our hearts and it isn’t pretty.  I have a cup of water in my hand, which I will call my 

heart.  When life is going well the water is calm.  When little bumps come I can keep it under control. 

o When something happens in life that knocks me off balance, my heart overflows.  Unfortunately 

it then spills out on other people.  It can spill out impatience or anger or unkind words.  My wife, 

my kids, my colleagues, and my family get hurt. 

 When life goes south I find out what is really in my heart.  Despite being surrounded by God’s blessings 

one little troubling change to my circumstances reveals what is really in my heart.   

o When the finances are going well it is easy to trust God but when they go south we suddenly say, 

“God does not care.”  All of life may be going well and then your boyfriend breaks up with you 

and suddenly you are saying, “God, where are you?  Don’t you care?”   

 The very first sin should teach us this.  Adam and Eve lived in paradise.  But they, like the people of 

Israel, and like us, turned away from God.  How could they ever do this when they were surrounded by 

blessings?  The serpent got them to question the character of God.  By drawing their attention to the one 

tree they were not allowed to eat from he suggested that God was withholding good from them, that they 

needed to take control of their lives and decide their own destiny.  It was nothing less than character 

assassination. 

o And once they were bit by the serpent’s lie the poison went straight to their souls.  The whole 

human race from Adam and Eve, to Israel in the desert, to us today are infected with a poison – a 

poison that does not believe God has our best interests in mind.  We can see this poison at work 

when we burn with anger, impatience, and complaining.  When life goes south the symptoms 

flare up and we finally see that we have a problem. 

 We are so self-justifying that God has to take drastic action.  So he let’s our lives go 

south in little ways and big ways that we might pay attention to the poison that is killing 

us and ask if there is any way to be healed. 
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THE ANTIDOTE 
 That brings us to the second point.  Now that we have seen the poison, let’s come to talk about (SHOW 

SLIDE 4) the antidote. 

o Clearly God’s radical actions worked.  Notice the true signs of repentance.  READ 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. 

 This is true repentance for they stop blame shifting.  They stop accusing God.  They don’t say, “That’s 

unfair.”  They admit that their problems were self-inflicted and that they have sinned.   

o This is how we know we are truly repenting when we say, “I can’t excuse my anger just 

because I am tired.  God, this moment shows that I need healing from the poison my sin.” 

 Healing begins when we humble ourselves before God. 

 God then provides a very strange antidote.  Look at verse 8.  READ 8-9 – 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. 
o This is strange from an emotional standpoint.  Why make a representation of the very thing that 

is killing you and look at it?  This is like saying to a cancer patient to make a big tumor and then 

look at it.  And yet paradoxically, the very thing that brought death is the thing that brings life. 

o This is also strange from a theological standpoint.  The serpent is the symbol of evil.  In Genesis 

3 Satan himself comes in the form of a serpent.  In Lev 11:41-42 snakes are unclean animals.  

Israel is not allowed to eat them because they represent sin and evil.  And yet paradoxically, the 

very thing that represents sin and evil brings healing. 

o Further, this is strange from a justice standpoint.  The snakes were God’s punishment for sin and 

yet paradoxically, the very thing that was punishment is used to take their sin away. 

 How do we make sense of this?  Answer: by understanding Christmas. 

 Centuries later Jesus is having a discussion with a religious leader named Nicodemus about why he has 

come into the world.  In that famous verse John 3:16 Jesus says it was out of love that God gave his one 

and only Son to the world.  But why did God become a man?  What is the message of Christmas? 

o The answer is in John 3:14-15.  READ 14-15 –  And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the 

wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever believes in him may have 

eternal life. 
 So Jesus clearly states that he has come into the world so that, like the snake in the desert, 

he might be lifted up on a pole that whoever looks to him might find life.  To be lifted up 

means he will die. OK, but why in the world would Jesus, the holy Son of God, equate 

himself to a snake, to evil, to sin, to punishment? 

 The answer is in 2 Corinthians 5:21: (SHOW SLIDE 5) “God made him who had no sin be sin for us, 

so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”   

o On the cross, God made Jesus to be sin for us.  This does not mean he became an actual sinner so 

that he became angry, impatient, lustful, or blasphemous.  Jesus was not on the cross cursing 

God and everyone who put him there.  That God made Jesus to be sin means that he treated him 

as if he were evil and as if he were sin.   

 He got what we deserve.  He got the poison and faced the death that comes from sin.  He 

took our punishment.  He experienced all of this so “by his wounds we are healed.”  

Jesus is the answer to the paradox.  We look to his dead body on the pole to be saved 

from death.  We look to the Jesus who became sin to be saved from sin.  We look to his 

punishment that we might not be punished. 

 And so Jesus is saying, “Like the snake in the desert I am God’s provision to heal you.  I have the 

power to heal you life.” 
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THE PRESCRIPTION 
 So far then Jesus, the Physician of our souls, has diagnosed what is wrong with us and has told us that 

there is an antidote that can heal us from the poison within.   

o But it does not do any good to know there is an antidote unless you know how to take it.  So now 

that we have looked at the poison and the antidote, we come finally to (SHOW SLIDE 6) the 

prescription.   

 Like a doctor tells you to take a certain pill three times a day to be healed, Jesus 

prescribes what we must do to be healed.   

 What did the Israelites have to do receive healing?  It was simple: (SHOW SLIDE 7) look and live.  I 

point you again to verses 8-9 where two times it is said that those who look will live.  READ 8-9 - 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. 
o This is not magic as if some power passed from the snake.  To look at the snake just shows that 

you trust what God has said.  To refuse to look is to say, “I don’t believe God’s antidote can 

heal me.”  
 This prescription is so gracious of God for it means healing is available to all.   

o If God had said you must climb the pole and touch the snake then only the young and athletic 

could have done it and the elderly or infirmed would have died.   

o If God had said you must place 20lbs of gold in front of the snake then only the rich could have 

been healed.   

o If God had said you must recite all of the laws in Leviticus then only the priests or those old 

enough to have learned it could do so.  

 This is not about doing.  This is about looking.  To look means to look with belief that 

God’s provision can heal. 

 Jesus says this is how we are healed from our sin.  He says he will be lifted up   “that whoever believes 

in him may have eternal life.”  Again, it is not about doing.  It is about looking to Jesus, God’s 

provision for healing, and trusting that he can bring life to the death we are experiencing. 

o Just as those Israelites who look at the lifted-up snake were immediately healed so those who 

look to Jesus are immediately give life.  They will never die the eternal death.  

 Again this is Christmas for John 3:16 is simply a reiteration and slight development on 

3:14-15.  We could read it like this: “For God so love the world that gave his one and 

only son, that just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the desert so the Son of man will be 

lifted up, that whoever believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.” 

 

APPLICATION TO NON-CHRISTIAN 
 Once again we see here what makes Christianity so unique.  You see every other teaching in the world 

emphasizes what you must do.  We have entire sections in our book stores called “the self help section.”  

Every other religion or spiritual path says what you must do to encounter God, to get into paradise, or 

attain nirvana.  Every other path says, “Do and live.” 

o The message of Christianity is that you cannot heal yourself.  But God in his grace has provided 

an antidote.  The message of Christianity is not “Do and live.”  It is “look and live.”   

 There is a famous preacher named Charles Spurgeon.  His conversion story is helpful.  In his 

autobiography he writes, 

o I sometimes think I might have been in darkness and despair until now, had it not been for the 

goodness of God in sending a snowstorm one Sunday morning, while I was going to a certain 

place of worship. I turned down a side street, and came to a little Primitive Methodist Church. 

In that chapel there may have been a dozen or fifteen people...The minister did not come that 

morning; he was snowed up, I suppose. At last a very thin-looking man, a shoemaker, or 

tailor, or something of that sort, went up into the pulpit to preach. Now it is well that preachers 
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be instructed, but this man was really stupid. He was obliged to stick to his text, for the simple 

reason that he had little else to say. The text was—“Look unto me, and be ye saved, all the 

ends of the earth” (Is 45:22). He did not even pronounce the words rightly, but that did not 

matter. There was, I thought, a glimmer of hope for me in that text. 

o The preacher began thus: ‘This is a very simple text indeed. It says ‘Look.’ Now lookin’ don’t 

take a deal of pain. It aint liftin’ your foot or your finger; it is just ‘Look.’ Well, a man needn’t 

go to College to learn to look. You may be the biggest fool, and yet you can look. A man 

needn’t be worth a thousand a year to look. Anyone can look; even a child can look.  ‘But 

then the text says, ‘Look unto Me.’ Ay!’ he said in broad Essex, ‘many of ye are lookin’ to 

yourselves, but it’s no use lookin’ there. You’ll never find any comfort in yourselves…Then 

the good man followed up his text in this way: ‘Look unto Me; I am sweatin’ great drops of 

blood. Look unto Me; I am hangin’ on the cross. Look unto Me, I am dead and buried. Look 

unto Me; I rise again. Look unto Me; I ascend to Heaven. Look unto Me; I am sitting at the 

Father’s right hand. O poor sinner, look unto Me! look unto Me! 

o When he had…managed to spin out about ten minutes or so, he was at the end of his tether. 

Then he looked at me under the gallery, and I daresay with so few present, he knew me to be a 

stranger.  Just fixing his eyes on me, as if he knew all my heart, he said, ‘Young man, you 

look very miserable.’ Well, I did, but I had not been accustomed to have remarks made from 

the pulpit on my personal appearance before. However, it was a good blow, and struck right 

home. He continued, ‘And you will always be miserable—miserable in life and miserable in 

death—if you don’t obey my text; but if you obey now, this moment, you will be saved.’ Then 

lifting up his hands, he shouted, as only a Primitive Methodist could do, ‘Young man, look to 

Jesus Christ. Look! Look! Look! You have nothing to do but look and live!’ 

o I saw at once the way of salvation. I know not what else he said—I did not take much notice of 

it—I was so possessed with that one thought…I had been waiting to do fifty things, but when I 

heard that word, "Look!" what a charming word it seemed to me. Oh! I looked until I could 

almost have looked my eyes away. There and then the cloud was gone, the darkness had rolled 

away, and that moment I saw the sun; and I could have risen that instant, and sung with the 

most enthusiastic of them, of the precious blood of Christ, and the simple faith which looks 

alone to Him. Oh, that somebody had told me this before, ‘Trust Christ, and you shall be 

saved.’… Between half-past ten o’clock, when I entered that chapel, and half-past twelve 

o’clock, when I was back again at home, what a change had taken place in me! Simply by 

looking to Jesus I had been delivered from despair, and I was brought into such a joyous state 

of mind that, when they saw me at home, they said to me, ‘Something wonderful has happened 

to you,’ and I was eager to tell them all about it.”1 

 Do you want God?  Then look and live.  Look to Jesus. 

 

APPLICATION TO CHRISTIANS 
 The same thing applies to the Christian.  The Christian life is one of continually looking to Jesus.  

Although we are immediately healed of the poison that leads to eternal death the poison still infects us.  

The symptoms are all there: we are still impatient, angry, blame-shifters, and complainers.  The poison 

of that ancient lie still infects us and we need Jesus to draw the poison from us. 

o When life goes south looking to Jesus is what keeps us from losing hope for he guarantees that 

he is indeed leading us to the Promised Land. 

o When life goes south and we have a hard time believing God has our best interest in mind we 

look to Jesus.  For Jesus proves God’s love for us.  Christmas proves God’s love for us.  Why 

else would he send his Son to be die for us? 

                                                 
1 Iain Murray, ed., Spurgeon: The Early Years (London: Banner of Truth, 1962), 87-90. 
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o When we are angry we look to Jesus to be healed for our anger against our spouses and children, 

colleagues and friends.  When we see Jesus lifted up for us and bringing us to the Promised Land 

it melts our anger and empowers us to apologize and seek reconciliation. 

 This is why Hebrews 12 calls us to fix our eyes on Jesus for he is the one who will perfect our faith.   

o Look and live.   

 

 


