
Concordia Theological Monthly Concordia Theological Monthly 

Volume 22 Article 10 

2-1-1951 

Homiletics: Sermon Study on Numbers 21:4-9 for Judica Homiletics: Sermon Study on Numbers 21:4-9 for Judica 

Walter O. Speckhard 
Concordia Seminary, St. Louis 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm 

 Part of the Biblical Studies Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Speckhard, Walter O. (1951) "Homiletics: Sermon Study on Numbers 21:4-9 for Judica," Concordia 
Theological Monthly: Vol. 22, Article 10. 
Available at: https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol22/iss1/10 

This Homiletical Help is brought to you for free and open access by the Print Publications at Scholarly Resources 
from Concordia Seminary. It has been accepted for inclusion in Concordia Theological Monthly by an authorized 
editor of Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary. For more information, please contact seitzw@csl.edu. 

https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm
https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol22
https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol22/iss1/10
https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm?utm_source=scholar.csl.edu%2Fctm%2Fvol22%2Fiss1%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/539?utm_source=scholar.csl.edu%2Fctm%2Fvol22%2Fiss1%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol22/iss1/10?utm_source=scholar.csl.edu%2Fctm%2Fvol22%2Fiss1%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:seitzw@csl.edu


HOMILETICS 

EISBNACH OLD TESTAMENT SELECTIONS 
MIida 4 l.aecare Is. 52:7-10 The Glad Supply of God's Grace 
MIida 11 Judb Nwn. 21 :4-9 Life Through Christ 
Mardi 18 Palm Sunday 7.ccb. 9:9-13 The Humble and Powerful Savior 
Mardi 22 Maundy Tb. Psalm 111 Forgiveness of Sins in Communion 
March 23 Good Priday Ps. 22:1-19 Christ Died for Us 
March 25 Easier Ps. 118:14-24 Our Resurrection in Christ's 

Sermon Study on Numbers 21.:4-9 
for Judica 

This passage takes us to the close of the wanderings of the Chil
dn:n of Israel from Egypt to the Promised Land. The Promised 
~ lay almost within sight. Only the narrow strip of country 
octupicd by the Edomites lay between them and the approach to 

the Jordan. The Edomitcs were a warlike people, and their moun
rainous country favored its defense. They were historically enemies 
of Israel, and now that Israel was at their borders, there was no 
inclination to let them through. Israel indeed promised: "We will 
not pass through the fields or d1rough thy 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." But the answer came back: "Thou shalt 
not pass by me lest I come out against thee with the sword." And 
t0 show that this was no empty threat the army of Edom was massed 
at the border and poised for battle. This was deeply discouraging to 
Israel, for it meant retracing their steps all the way to the head 
of the gulf of Akaba and then going cast into the desert to circle 
the land of Edom. And when, in their turning back to the south, 
Arad, the Canaanite, attacked them and took some of them pris
oners, then, though with the lord's help the Canaanites were com
pletely wiped out, the prospect of now setting forth to "compass 
the land of Edom," caused their discouragement to mount to re
bellion, and they aicd out against God and against Moses: "Where
fore have ye brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? 

119 
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1110 HOMILBTlG 

Por there is no bread. neither is there any water; and our soul 
loatheth this light bread." The pmisbment was immediate. God 

sent fiery 
serpents 

among tbe people. The little serpents wer:e per· 
haps the serpentlike lizards, that are still to be seen in that regioa, 
acconling to travelen. 1bey weic fiery, possibly because of their 
brilliant coloring, but more likely, because of the intense burning 
caused by the bite and the raging fever which resulted from it. 
Death followed in short order, and so on all sides the people were 
perishing in the agony of .conwlsions. The fearful sight brought 
the people to their senses and to a J:CCOgnition of the magnitude of 
their guilt. We say the magnitude of their guilt because for the first 
time it is distinctly said that the people murmured agai1u1 Gotl and 

against Moses. even as the contemptuous reference to the manna 
as "this light bread" was a direct slap at God, their Benefactor. The 
people begged Moses. as they had always done before, to be their 
incerccssor, and he did not fail them in spite of all their provocntion. 
Nor did the Lord fail them when He saw the sincerity of their 
repentance, but commanded Moses to make a fiery serpent of brass, 
an enlarged image of the little serpents that bit them, and promised: 
"It shall come to pass that everyone that is bitten, when he lookcth 
upon it, shall live." Moses did so and raised the serpent of brass 
on a high pole so that it could be seen in a ll areas of the C11Dp, 
"and it came to pass that if a serpent had bitten any man, when he 
beheld the serpent of brass, he lived." 

The scory follows the pattern with which we have become so 
familiar in the journey of Israel to the Promised I.nnd: rebellion

repentance and forgiveness. But this incident stands out as p:ir• 
ticularly instructive to us New Testament Christians, by the use 
which our Lord made of it when He took it ns a pattern for the 
effi.cncy of His Cross, saying in John 3:14-15: "And ns Moses lifml 
up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be 
lifted up, that whosoever belicveth in Him should not perish, but 
have eternal life." It is from this comparison that some very com• 
forcing truths emerge for us, the children of God under the DC\\ " 

covenant. 

Por one thing, when we consider that this serpent of brass was 
one of the last of a long series of deliverances, it is a type of the 
inexhaustible mercy of God, who never fails His people, no matttr 
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lllm.lna 121 

how a&m cbey iebel, if they return to Him in sincere repenama:; 
ewn u Maa maka this unfailing compassion of God the basis for 
all his imaceaoiy pleas: "Pardon, I besecc:h Thee, the iniquity of 
Ibis peopJe;according unto the greatness of Thy mercy and as Thou 
hadorgiven this people, from Egypt even until now" (ch.14:19). 
When we review the history of their rebellions, we arc overwhelmed 
with the boundless depth of God's forgiving love. Hardly has 
cased the tremendous exhibition of His power in the great plagues 
of Egypt when, standing at the shores of the Red Sea, the people 
are distouraged. Hardly has He shown the might of His arm in the 
parting of the waters of the Red Sea and the drowning of the armies 
oE Pharaoh when the people murmur at the bitter waters of Marah. 
Hardly has He sweetened the waters of Marah when the people cry 
for food. Hardly has He fed them with manna from heaven when 
the people are ready to make a golden calf and worship it as the 
God of Israel And so it goes. At Taberah, at Hazeroth, upon the 
mum of the spies, the people are bitter and complaining. What 
endless patience and long-suffering! Truly the Lord is right when He 
says: ''The Lord, the Lord God, merciful and gracious, long-suffering 
and abundant in goodness and truth." And now the serpent of brass, 
coming 

at 
the close of their long series of deliverances, can stand as 

a permanent symbol, graven in imperishable brass, of the unchang
ing mercy of God. 

And having this symbol, in the words of Jesus, as a type of His 
Cross. we can see in the Cross the same assurance of the inexhaust
ible nature of God's mercy, even as we have in rebellions of Israel 
a type of the rebellion of God's children in all times and climes. 
We have no reason either as a Church or as individual Ou-istians, 
either u a nation, or as individual citizens, to point with scorn to 

the incurable tendency of Israel to murmur and complain. Our 
history is full of it. All sin in its final analysis is rebellion against 
God, dissatisfaction with His government of the world and our in
dividual lives, disagreement with His definition of true happiness, 
disobedience to the heavenly vision. But, like the serpent, the Cross 
stands there as symbol of the inexhaustible mercy of God, which, 
whenever man returns, in sincere repentance, from his .first or his 
tenth rebellion, will bring him forgiveness and healing. 

The bite of the fiery serpents with its inevitably fatal effect, so 
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122 HOMILBTICS 

sudden and 10 sure, that the victim, U 100D U be WU biaeo, ]mew 

that be wu doomed, .is a perfect symbol of the fatal clwacter of sin. 
Unfortunately, sin works much more insidiously, and its poison is 
~ch that im 

ultimate death-producing. cbaractcr 
is not so quickly 

felt and discemed. But the end .is just u .inevitable. and. even mDK 

fatal, for the comequences are not limited to time, but extend m 
eternity. If men could see the fatal end of sin as clearly as they 
can see the fatal end of c:ancer or of heart disease, or as the Israelite 
realized the fatal end of the serpent's bite, perhaps the rctuhl lO 

repenbUlce woulcl come more quickly and more sincerely. But what
ever the faral character of sin and its awful doom, the Cross muds 

tbete, like the serpent of brass, the sure promise of perfect bealiog. 
In the serpent's bite and the serpent of brass, in sin and the Coss, 
we have a beautiful piaure of the Apostle's word: "Where sin 
abounded, grace did much more abound." Let the child of God 
write this deeply upon his soul, to remember it in every situation and 
period of life, in youth and in age: "Thou art never beyond hope." 
Sin is terrible and, unchecked, inevitably fatal, but the Cross is its 
unfailing and omnipotent master. 

2. We speak much of the salvation of the Cross being by grace 
through faith. What we mean is that the salvation is entirely God's 
work and in no way prepared for or merited by man. AU that man 
can do is to accept what Gcxl gives. "By grace nrc ye saved through 
faith, and that not of yourselves, it is a gift of God, not of works, 
lest any man should boast." How clearly this faa is apparent as v.-e 
look at the serpent of brass, a type of the Cross. What could the 
Israelite do to merit the healing? His contribution in the whole 
transaaion was only this, that by his rebellion he brought about bis 
punishment, the poison of death in his veins. He stood powerless 
in the face of the disease. He could do nothing to heal ir. The 
healing was entirely apart from him and came through the serpent 
of brass. In other words, it was entirely prepared by God, placed 
in the serpent by His power and promise. And that which God 
gave, and was in no way prepared or merited by the Israelite, v.'35 
taken by the Israelite simply by looking. How foolish to think, as 
some Israelite may have felt, that from a serpent of brass, which be 
could not even touch, healing could come for a deadly poison, but 
so it was. It was the cure, simply because God said that it would be 
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HOIGUITICS 123 

ad became He was faithful to His promise. Can anything more 
strikingly illustrate the o.11-sufiiciency of grace and the all-sufficiency 
of faith? In compar.ing the Cross to the serpent of brass, Jesus is 
aying m the world, .in the words of Isaiah ( 45 :22): "look unto 
.Me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth." 

3. And the comparison with the serpent of brass further em
phasizes the mystery of the Cross. And though the mystery of the 
Cross is dwelt on by the Apostles, especially the Apostles Paul and 
John, .in a way that could and should afford opportunity for the 
intcmest study tO the end of time, the efficacy of the Cross docs not 
depend upon the measure of that study or the degree of progress 
in it, but remains complete and perfect, though only little progress 
bas been made .in its understanding, as in children. There it is, the 
Cross, the Savior uplifted like the serpent of brass, that whosoever 
believctb .in Him should not perish, but have everlast.ing life. "The 
Jews require a sign, and the Greeks seek after wisdom, but we 
preach Christ Crucified ... the power of God and the wisdom of 
God." The Israelite was not saved by understanding how the 
Serpent of brass could heal him, but by believing that it could 
heal him. 

4. And we have here a fine setting forth of objective and sub
jective justification. The serpent of brass hanging there was the 
proclamation of God to all Israel that their sin was forgiven. Any
one, which means e11cr1ont1, who looked at it was healed. It was 
God's objective declaration that the sin of His people was forgiven. 
But the heal.ing was received only by him who believed and looked. 
He that did not believe and look died of the poison of the fiery 
serpent. Not that there was not power in the serpent of brass to 

heal him, but he did not believe and look. 

5. And is it not likewise, as another emphasis of the comparison, 
a symbol which shouts to the world: "Neither is there salvation .in 
any other, for there is none other name under heaven given among 
men whereby we must be saved"? Was there any healing for the 
Israelite outside the serpent of brass? Would any Israelite come to 

Moses, saying he had been bitten and he was dying but could not 
s..-c how the serpent of brass could heal him and that there must be 
another way? No Israelite could have done that, for he would have 
been dead by the time he got to Moses. The notion was too foolish 
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12, HOMILE1'ICS 

to entenaia. Unfonwwely, 1he poison of sin worb much mcxe 
slowly, and mm do tbiak mae is another way to heaven besida die 
Cross, but in reality me tboaght is just u absurd and foolish mt 
facal u it would have been in the case of a stricken Imellie. 
"I am the Way, tbe Truth, and the Life; no man cometh unm die 
Pamer but by Me." 

6. And fiaally the comparison of the Cross with CQe serpent of 
brass makes clear the relation between justl6cation and sanctifica
tion. The Istaelice could not fail m see whence his health had come, 
his capacity to live and walk once more. It had come from the 
serpent. N0t could he fail to see what the healing was which the 
serpent of brass gave him. It was just this capacity to live and walk 
once more. That living body with all of ics capacities was the gift 
of the serpent. He could by no possible stretch of imagination have 
said: The 

fever 
is still there, my muscles are paralyzed, I am 

burning up, but I have looked to the serpent of br.w, and I have 
been healed. 

And so it is with the healing of the Cross. The child of God 
who has been healed by looking upon the Cross knows what that 
healing involves. The poison of sin had affected his will, so that it 
was turned against God. It had vitiated his attitude so that where 
there should have been reverence and love, there was fear and bate, 
both toward God and toward men; it darkened his understanding 
so that he knew not God in His holiness and love nor undemood 
his proper relation to his fellow men. The healing of the Cross has 
changed all this if it was a healing at all. It set the will in the 
direction of God's commandments; it set his heart to love of God 
and man; it enlightened the mind to the knowledge of the living 
God and the beauty of holiness. How, then, can anyone say he 
is healed if the evidences of the healing are not apparent in his life? 
We arc saved by grace, to be sure, entirely by grace, but that salva
tion is a living and a vital thing. It is the healing of the living 
soul, and a living soul that is healed must live a healthy life. The 
man whose understanding is still altogether darkened, whose heart 
is still completely dominated by fear and hatred of God, or indif
ference to Him, whose will still tends toward evil unchecked, aies 
in 

vain 
that he has looked to the Cross, in other words, that he is 

a Christian. He bas not looked to the Cross, for if He had, healing 
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waald bne come, aad it would have mdenced iaelf in a changed 
life. Julri&aricm and sanctific:atioo. stand in u close a relation as 
me mlity of the ienewed body of the hraelite stood to the look 
of faith oa cbe serpent of brass, which brought that vitality. 

• Almighty and most merciful God, who hast given Thy Son to 
die for our aim and to obtain forgiveness and redemption for us 
through His own blood, let the merit of this spotless sacrifice, we 
beseech 111ee, purge 0111' consciences from dead works, that we may 
serve Thee, the living God, and receive the promise of eternal 
.inheritance in Christ Jesus, our lord, to whom, with Thee and the 
Holy Ghost, be honor and glory, world without end. .Amen." 

SUGGBSTED 0UTLINB 

l•lrod11,1io11: Since Jesus selects the serpent of brass as a type of 
the Cross in a statement (John 3:14-15) which makes the 
Cross the way of life, the details of the story of the serpent of 
brass will furnish instruaive and comforting truths on the 
theme "life Through Christ." 

Them,: IJfe Through Christ 

1. Through Him by grace 

As the serpent of brass was God's work and only His. 

2. Through Him by faith 

As the Israelite was healed by looking tO the serpent and 
only by looking. · 

3. Through Him alone 

There was no recourse for the Israelite but the serpent of 
brass. 

4. Through Him always 

The serpent, as the Cross, represents the inexhaustible mercy 
of God, always available. 

5. But Lif, through Him 

As the healing of the Israelite meant a living, aaive body, 
so the healing of the Cross means a living and aaive soul. 

WAL TD 0. 5PECltHA1lD 
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