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Numbers 21:4-9 

FAITH IN CHRIST IS THE ONLY ANTIDOTE 

 

INI  

 We live in a horrible world filled with sin.  There are people who live their lives listening to Satan and carrying 

out acts of evil.  We see people who will go into a school and shoot children.  We see people who will blow up a busload 

of innocent people.  We see people wanting to join groups like ISIS so that they can kill as many people as possible.  

People want to steal your credit card numbers so that they can charge all kinds of things to your account.  People want 

to crash your computer so that you lose all your data.  Some people even work on biological warfare, trying to find a 

venom or toxin that will make you violently sick or kill you. 

 

 There are scientists whose only work is developing antidotes to such toxins.  Antidote is a Greek word that 

means “a substance that can counteract or neutralize a form of poisoning.”  When it comes to finding an antidote to 

something like a snakebite, the scientist will inject toxin into an animal in small doses and then extract the antibodies 

from the host animal’s blood.  The antidote can be developed from the venom itself.  This morning we will see a horrible 

plague that came from a horrible condition known as sin.  There was nothing that the people could do to save 

themselves.  They needed an antidote.  FAITH IN CHRIST IS THE ONLY ANTIDOTE. 

 

 The Israelites were fed up.  They were not going to take it any longer.  They were fed up because they weren’t 

fed properly or so they thought.  They had been wandering in the wilderness for forty years.  Their parents had rebelled 

against God time and time again on that journey.  They did not trust God.  They did not believe Joshua and Caleb who 

returned with a report that even though the Canaanites were fierce, they had nothing to fear because the LORD was on 

their side and had given them the land promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  Therefore, they would wander in the 

wilderness until that original generation of Israelites had died out.  One could only imagine how many Israelites were 

buried daily if two million of them set out on the original journey. 

 

 God tested the Israelites in the wilderness.  This is a consistent theme for the Lenten season.  We started with 

our Lord Jesus in the wilderness being tempted by Satan.   Could he really trust his heavenly Father to provide for him 

even though it looked totally desolate?   Would God the Father come through or would Jesus have to take matters into 

his own hands?  We know what our Lord Jesus did. 

 

 The nation of Israel had every reason to trust God.  He destroyed Pharaoh and his army at the Red Sea.  God 

showed his power and his love so many times.  He fed them every day even though there was no food readily available.  

He fed them with manna, a bread from haven, and with quail.  He brought forth water from a rock.  He gave them his 

physical presence, leading them as a cloud by day and as a pillar of fire by night.  He gave them his holy Law on Mt. Sinai 

and he gave them good and capable leaders in Moses, Aaron, Joshua, and others.  He swore on oath by his own saving 

name that he would give them the land of Canaan.  It was God who made a great nation out of a hundred-year-old 

childless man by the name of Abraham.  He was the one who had created the universe out of nothing.  Why would they 

believe that God would not take care of them? 

 

 They got to the border of Edom.  Edom was that nation descended from Esau, the twin brother of Jacob.  

Relations between the two brothers had been strained and the descendants of Esau weren’t too friendly with the 



descendants of Jacob.  The Edomites told them that they could not pass through their land even though they promised 

that they would simply walk down the main roads and not eat any of the Edomites’ food or drink any of their water.  

They would have to simply go around Edom. 

 

 That was the final straw.  They were fed up with God and they were fed up with Moses.  “Why have you brought 

us up out of Egypt to die in the desert?  There is no bread!  There is no water! And we detest this miserable food!” As 

bad as this sounds in English, it sounds even worse in Hebrew.  They absolutely loathe this food.  The food was an 

abomination, something that made them sick to their stomachs.  They didn’t want any of God’s so-called blessings.  They 

didn’t want Moses as their leader and they didn’t want the LORD as their God.  They could do just fine without them, 

thank you! 

 

 This wasn’t mere complaining.  This was outright rebellion and that rebellion would continue to grow unless God 

did something about it.  They were really saying to God, “Don’t treat us with mercy!  Treat us with justice!  Treat us the 

way we deserve to be treated!” That really was a scary thought.  They thought that they were dealing with God from a 

position of strength.  They could make demands of God and God had better listen to them and do something! 

 

 Well, God did something.  He did treat them as their sins deserved.  He sent a judgment of poisonous snakes 

that bit the people and many Israelites died.  That would hopefully wake them up to repentance. 

 

 And they did repent!  They went to Moses and said, “We sinned when we spoke against the LORD and against 

you.  Pray that the LORD will take the snakes away from us.”  There was nothing else that they could do.  They did not 

have the antidote to the poisonous snakebites.  They were dying.  The only thing that they could do was to ask God not 

to give them what they deserved, but rather the very opposite of what they deserved.  Forgive their sin of rebellion and 

give them the healing that they needed for both body and soul. 

 

 Moses would intercede for the people.  As God’s servant, he did that many times.  These were people who 

didn’t deserve Moses’ prayers.  Many of them wanted to kill him.  It wasn’t merely that they didn’t like him or his 

leadership.  They wanted him dead.  One could only imagine how frustrated Moses would get with such a people.  In 

fact, they would cost Moses his own entrance into the Promised Land of Canaan.  If we read the previous chapter of 

Numbers, we see another rebellion against God and Moses.  Moses and Aaron sinned against God in their frustration.  

Aaron died at Mount Hor and Moses would see the Promised Land from afar but would not enter it himself.  Why should 

he pray for such people?  He would pray for them because he was God’s Prophet and Mediator and that is what a 

prophet and mediator is supposed to do. 

 

 So often we simply look at the healing for the body, but God is going to provide healing for their souls as well.  

That was their real problem, wasn’t it, a lack of trust in God to provide for them?  God certainly could have healed them 

instantaneously.  He could have spoken the word and they would have been completely healed from the snakebites and 

all side effects immediately.  But God was going to do something different to show them that they had to live their lives 

in faith and trust. 

 

 God di going to ask them to do something that sounds so ludicrous, so silly, so absolutely insane.  He tells Moses 

to make a snake out of bronze and put it up on a pole.  Anyone who looked up to that pole in faith would be cured.  He 

would have the antidote needed for the poison that had entered his body.  One can imagine the faces of people as 

Moses told the people, “I am going to make a snake out of bronze, put it up on a pole, and you are to look at it.  Those of 

you who look at it will be saved.”  Some people must have laughed.  A snake on a pole?  That’s the craziest thing I’ve 



ever heard.  And you can bet that there were some who refused to look up at that snake.  They may have been very 

close to it in proximity, but they refused to look up and they died in unbelief. 

 

 This isn’t merely a story that happened 3500 years ago.  It is  relevant for us today.  We are the people in the 

wilderness.  Do you find yourself complaining against God?  Do you feel that he hasn’t fed and clothed you properly?  Do 

you feel that you can do much better without him?  Do you feel that it’s about time that he treats you the way that you 

deserve to be treated?  If you say that such thoughts have never crossed your mind, then you are lying.  Satan plants 

thoughts like that in our heads all the time.  Unlike our Lord Jesus, we fall prey to lust and greed and envy and 

discontent and selfishness every day. 

 

 We must repent.  We must confess our sins.  We too must say to God, “We sinned when we spoke against you.”  

We must realize that God does not owe us anything.  We do not want God to deal with us in his justice.  Rather we ask 

that God would deal with us in his grace and mercy, not treating us as our sins deserve. 

 

 “For God so loved the world that he gave his only-begotten Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish, 

but have eternal life.”  That is the good news!  That is the Gospel!  Jesus came to do what we could not do.  When Jesus 

was in the wilderness he represented the people of Israel.  He was the nation of Israel boiled down to a single person.  

Where they grumbled and complained that God could not and would not meet their needs, Jesus put his full trust in his 

heavenly Father.  Man does not live by bread alone, but rather by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.  

Where Israel failed God’s test in every way, Jesus fulfilled it in every way.  He was true man, not only that he had a 

human body and soul, but also that he was man as God created him, fully trusting and loving his Creator. 

 

 Jesus came to undo what our sins had done.  He took the venom of our sin into his own body.  He would suffer 

and die for us.  The antidote for our sin would be found in the holy, precious blood of Christ.  The blood of Christ 

cleanses us from all unrighteousness.  “In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins.”  Since his 

blood was pure and holy and was the very blood of God, it would provide the antidote we needed. 

 

 Like Moses he would pray for a wicked and undeserving people.  Like Moses he would do it because he was 

God’s Prophet and Mediator.  Like Moses he showed a love for people who wanted him dead.  Yet he was a prophet 

greater than Moses.  He would not get frustrated and lose his place in the Promised Land.  He would defeat death and 

bring us to the Promised Land of heaven.  He would not only pray for our forgiveness; he would pay for our forgiveness. 

 

 Have you ever seen the symbol for paramedics?  You will see a snake wrapped around a pole.  It is the symbol of 

healing.  People are not quite sure where that symbol comes from.  Some look to Greek mythology.  I like a different 

explanation.  We look to the cross for the antidote.  “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man 

must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.”  Look up!  Look up and live!  AMEN. 

   


