
�� ��Week 11, Fiery serpents

March 12 to 18

Discussion Questions
Old Testament

1. What was the offense committed by Moses which resulted in God banning him from leading his
people into the promised land? Why did God consider Moses’ actions so serious? Numbers
20:1-12.

2. In Numbers 21:6 the people again complained to Moses. Why did they keep complaining,
notwithstanding all Moses (and God) had done for them? Was Gods punishment (the poi-
sonous snakes) too harsh?

New Testament

1. Jesus tells his disciples what signs to expect. Are we to expect to see these same signs today?
Mark 16:14-18.

2. What do we know about John the Baptist? How was his message and ministry different than
that of Jesus? Read John 3:1-18

Notes and Commentary
Old Testament

What was the offense committed by Moses which resulted in God banning him from
leading his people into the promised land? Why did God consider Moses’ actions so
serious? Numbers 20:1-12.

Numbers 20:6-12(WEBME)

[6] Moses and Aaron went from the presence of the assembly to the door of the Tent of
Meeting, and fell on their faces. the LORD’s glory appeared to them. [7] The LORD
spoke to Moses, saying, [8] “Take the rod, and assemble the congregation,
you, and Aaron your brother, and speak to the rock before their eyes, that
it pour out its water. You shall bring water to them out of the rock; so you
shall give the congregation and their livestock drink.”

[9] Moses took the rod from before the LORD, as he commanded him. [10] Moses and
Aaron gathered the assembly together before the rock, and he said to them, “Hear
now, you rebels! Shall we bring water out of this rock for you?” [11] Moses
lifted up his hand, and struck the rock with his rod twice, and water came
out abundantly. The congregation and their livestock drank.
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[12] The LORD said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you didn’t believe in me, to sanctify
me in the eyes of the children of Israel, therefore you shall not bring this assembly into
the land which I have given them.”

Compare Gods instructions to what Moses did. Specifically, God told Moses to speak to the rock
and water would pour out. However, note the following about what Moses actually did:

1. Moses added to God’s clear instructions. God did not tell Moses to bang his stick on the rock.
We assume this was done for dramatic effect. Yet this additional theatrical interpretation
made a show of the event in a manner which would increase Moses’ reputation. Modern
Christians might take as a lesson from Moses’ experience that we ought not make a show of
“serving” God just to increase our own prestige.

2. Moses took credit for the miracle, specifically given by God. Moses said, “shall WE bring
water out of this rock for you?”

3. Moses’ action showed a lack of faith. He may have doubted that merely speaking to the
rock as instructed by God was sufficient. Instead he added the more dramatic striking of
the rock.

4. Moses’ transgression was all the more serious because of his leadership position. God expects
the people he puts in positions of authority to lead by example.1 Instead, Moses set a poor
example, by not following God’s instructions, and claiming credit for God’s miracle.

The exact reason for God’s reaction to Moses is open to some interpretation, as indicated in by
some of the commentators listed below.

[The New John Gill’s Exposition of the Entire Bible] That Moses and Aaron
committed an evil which was displeasing to the Lord is certain, but what that was
is variously represented. Some say their sin was, that the order was to speak to
the rock, whereas it was smitten, and not spoken to; but why then was Moses
bid to take the rod with him, if it was not to smite with it, as he had done before at
Horeb? and besides, this would only have been the sin of Moses, and not of Aaron;
others think, that what provoked the Lord was, that the Israelites were called
"rebels"; but this is a name the Lord himself gave them, Nu 17:10, and was what
they justly deserved; and what after this Moses says of them, which, had this been
the case, he would have been careful to have abstained from, De 9:24. Others are of
opinion, that what was displeasing to the Lord was, that the bringing the water
out of the rock was ascribed to themselves, and not to him; "must we fetch
you water", &c. Others suppose the sin was in smiting the rock twice, and in
anger; but this could only be the fault of Moses at most. Dr. Lightfoot (See his
Works, vol. 1. p. 36.Y) thinks the particular fault was this, that Moses expressed
his displeasure and resentment to the Israelites, that on their murmuring a
new rock was opening, which portended a new and long stay in the wilderness, as
the opening of the first rock at Horeb did when he and Aaron were in expectation
of being soon out of the wilderness, and now they feared they were beginning anew
their abode in it; but it is certain from the text that unbelief was their sin; they were

1Matthew Henry’s Commentary notes: “God not only takes notice of, and is displeased with, the sins of his
people, but that the nearer any are to him the more offensive are their sins, Amos 3: 2.”
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diffident about the will of God to bring water out of the rock for such a rebellious
people, and they did not put them in mind of the miracles God had wrought in
former time, to encourage their faith; and so the Lord was not sanctified by them
before the people, as he ought to have been:

[Jamieson Fausset Brown Bible Commentary] The act of Moses in smiting twice
betrayed a doubt, not of the power, but of the will of God to gratify such
a rebellious people, and his exclamation seems to have emanated from a spirit of
incredulity akin to Sarai’s (Ge 18:13). These circumstances indicate the influence
of unbelief, and there might have been others unrecorded which led to so severe a
chastisement.

[Adam Clarke’s 1810/1825 commentary and critical notes on the Bible] [Verse
12. Because ye believed me not] What was the offence for which Moses was excluded
from the promised land? It appears to have consisted in some or all of the following
particulars: (1) God had commanded him (Nu 20:8) to take the rod in his hand, and
go and SPEAK TO THE ROCK, and it should give forth water. It seems Moses
did not think speaking would be sufficient, therefore he smote the rock without
any command so to do. (2) He did this twice, which certainly in this case indicated a
great perturbation of spirit, and want of attention to the presence of God. (3)
He permitted his spirit to be carried away by a sense of the people’s disobedience,
and thus, being provoked, he was led to speak unadvisedly with his lips: Hear
now, ye REBELS, Nu 20:10. (4) He did not acknowledge GOD in the miracle
which was about to be wrought, but took the honour to himself and Aaron: "Must
WE fetch you water out of this rock?" Thus it plainly appears that they did not
properly believe in God, and did not honour him in the sight of the people; for in
their presence they seem to express a doubt whether the thing could be possibly
done. As Aaron appears to have been consenting in the above particulars,
therefore he is also excluded from the promised land.

[Keil and Delitzsch Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament] The want
of belief or firm confidence in the Lord, through which both of them had
sinned, was not actual unbelief or distrust in the omnipotence and grace of God,
as if God could not relieve the want of water or extend His help to the murmuring
people; for the Lord had promised His help to Moses, and Moses did what the Lord
had commanded him. It was simply the want of full believing confidence, a
momentary wavering of that immovable assurance, which the two heads of
the nation ought to have shown to the congregation, but did not show. Moses did
even more than God had commanded him. Instead of speaking to the rock with the
rod of God in his hand, as God directed him, he spoke to the congregation, and in
these inconsiderate words, "Shall we fetch you water out of the rock?" words which,
if they did not express any doubt in the help of the Lord, were certainly fitted to
strengthen the people in their unbelief, and are therefore described in Psa 106:33
as prating (speaking unadvisedly) with the lips (cf. Lev 5:4). He then struck the
rock twice with the rod, "as if it depended upon human exertion, and not
upon the power of God alone," or as if the promise of God "would not have
been fulfilled without all the smiting on his part" (Knobel). In the ill-will expressed
in these words the weakness of faith was manifested, by which the faithful servant
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of God, worn out with the numerous temptations, allowed himself to be overcome, so
that he stumbled, and did not sanctify the Lord before the eyes of the people, as he
ought to have done. Aaron also wavered along with Moses, inasmuch as he
did nothing to prevent Moses’ fall. But their sin became a grievous one, from
the fact that they acted unworthily of their office. God punished them, therefore,
by withdrawing their office from them before they had finished the work entrusted
to them. They were not to conduct the congregation into the promised land, and
therefore were not to enter in themselves.

In Numbers 21:6 the people again complained to Moses. Why did they keep complaining,
notwithstanding all Moses (and God) had done for them? Was Gods punishment (the
poisonous snakes) too harsh?

Matthew Henry: Their unbelief and murmuring upon this occasion, Though they
had just now obtained a glorious victory over the Canaanites, and were going on con-
quering and to conquer, yet they speak very discontentedly of what God had done for
them and distrustfully of what he would do, vexed that they were brought out of Egypt,
that they had not bread and water as other people had by their own care and industry,
but by miracle, they knew not how. They have bread enough and to spare; and yet they
complain there is no bread, because, though they eat angels’ food, yet they are weary
of it; manna itself is loathed, and called light bread, fit for children, not for men and
soldiers. What will those be pleased with whom manna will not please? Those that are
disposed to quarrel will find fault where there is no fault to be found. Thus those who
have long enjoyed the means of grace are apt to surfeit even on the heavenly manna,
and to call it light bread. But let not the contempt which some cast upon the word
of God cause us to value it the less: it is the bread of life, substantial bread, and will
nourish those who by faith feed upon it to eternal life, whoever calls it light bread.
* * *
The righteous judgment which God brought upon them for their murmuring. He sent
fiery serpents among them, which bit or stung many of them to death. The wilderness
through which they had passed was all along infested with those fiery serpents, as
appears, Deut. viii. 15. But hitherto God had wonderfully preserved his people from
receiving hurt by them, till now that they murmured, to chastise them for which these
animals, which hitherto had shunned their camp, now invade it. Justly are those made
to feel God’s judgments that are not thankful for his mercies.2

Numbers 21:6-9 (WEBME). [6] The LORD sent fiery serpents among the people,
and they bit the people. Many people of Israel died. [7] The people came to Moses, and
said, “We have sinned, because we have spoken against the LORD, and against you. Pray
to the LORD, that he take away the serpents from us.” Moses prayed for the people.
[8] The LORD said to Moses, “Make a fiery serpent,3 and set it on a pole. It shall
happen, that everyone who is bitten, when he sees it, shall live.” [9] Moses made a

2Matthew Henry’s Complete Commentary on the Whole Bible
3Although we tend to think of “serpents” as being snakes; the creatures here may have been much worse perhaps

winged beings with a terible sting. Darby suggests: “a serpent that lives in marshy places, the bite of which produces
the most terrible inflammations, burning heat, fetid vomitings, and a putrid solution of the whole body.” (Notes to
J.N. Darby’s Translation of the Bible)
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serpent of brass, and set it on the pole. If a serpent had bitten any man, when he looked
at the serpent of brass, he lived.

New Testament

Jesus tells his disciples what signs to expect. Are we to expect to see these same signs
today? Mark 16:14-18.

[14] Afterward he was revealed to the eleven themselves as they sat at the table, and
he rebuked them for their unbelief and hardness of heart, because they didn’t believe
those who had seen him after he had risen. [15] He said to them, “Go into all the
world, and preach the Good News to the whole creation. [16] He who believes and is
baptized will be saved; but he who disbelieves will be condemned. [17] These signs will
accompany those who believe: in my name they will cast out demons; they will speak with
new languages; [18] they will take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing, it
will in no way hurt them; they will lay hands on the sick, and they will recover.” Mark
16:14-18 (WEB).

These signs were not confined to only the people to whom Jesus spoke directly on this occasion.
For example, in James 5:13-16 (WEB), “[13] Is any among you suffering? Let him pray. Is any
cheerful? Let him sing praises. [14] Is any among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the
assembly, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord, [15] and
the prayer of faith will heal him who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. If he has
committed sins, he will be forgiven. [16] Confess your offenses to one another, and pray for one
another, that you may be healed. The insistent prayer of a righteous person is powerfully effective.”

Indeed, Jesus promised that we could expect to do even greater thing than He did:

John 14:12-14 (NIV). [11] Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and the
Father is in me; or at least believe on the evidence of the works themselves. [12] Very
truly I tell you, whoever believes in me will do the works I have been doing,
and they will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father.
[13] And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in
the Son. [14] You may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it.

Alternatively, as rendered in THE MESSAGE translation: [11-14] “Believe me: I
am in my Father and my Father is in me. If you can’t believe that, believe what you
see—these works. The person who trusts me will not only do what I’m doing
but even greater things, because I, on my way to the Father, am giving you the same
work to do that I’ve been doing. You can count on it. From now on, whatever you
request along the lines of who I am and what I am doing, I’ll do it. That’s how the
Father will be seen for who he is in the Son. I mean it. Whatever you request in this
way, I’ll do.

[Matthew Henry’s Concise Commentary on the Whole Bible] Doubtless this is
a solemn declaration of that true faith which receives Christ in all his characters and
offices, and for all the purposes of salvation, and which produces its right effect on
the heart and life; not a mere assent, which is a dead faith, and cannot profit. The
commission of Christ’s ministers extends to every creature throughout the world,
and the declarations of the gospel contain not only truths, encouragements, and
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precepts, but also most awful warnings. Observe what power the apostles should be
endued with, for confirming the doctrine they were to preach. These were miracles
to confirm the truth of the gospel, and means of spreading the gospel among nations
that had not heard it.

[Matthew Henry’s Complete Commentary on the Whole Bible] Not that all
who believe, shall be able to produce these signs, but some, even as many as were
employed in propagating the faith, and bringing others to it; for signs are intended
for them that believe not; see 1 Cor. xiv. 22. It added much to the glory and
evidence of the gospel, that the preachers not only wrought miracles themselves,
but conferred upon others a power to work miracles, which power followed some of
them that believed, wherever they went to preach. They shall do wonders in Christ’s
name, the same name into which they were baptized, in the virtue of power derived
from him, and fetched in by prayer. Some particular signs are mentioned

[Calvin’s Collected Commentaries] As the Lord, while he still lived with men in the
world, had ratified the faith of his gospel by miracles, so now he extends the same
power to the future, lest the disciples should imagine that it could not be separated
from his bodily presence. For it was of very great importance that this divine power
of Christ should continue to be exerted amongst believers, that it might be certainly
known that he was risen from, the dead, and that thus his doctrine might remain
unimpaired, and that his name might be immortal. When he says that believers will
receive this gift, we must not understand this as applying to every one of them; for
we know that gifts were distributed variously, so that the power of working miracles
was possessed by only a few persons. But as that which was bestowed on a few
was common to the whole Church, and as the miracles performed by one individual
served for the confirmation of all, Christ properly uses the word believers in an
indefinite sense. The meaning, therefore, is, that believers will be ministers of the
same power which had formerly excited admiration in Christ, that during his absence
the sealing of the gospel may be more fully ascertained, as he promises... Though
Christ does not expressly state whether he intends this gift to be temporary, or to
remain perpetually in his Church, yet it is more probable that miracles were
promised only for a time, in order to give luster to the gospel, while it was new
and in a state of obscurity. It is possible, no doubt, that the world may have been
deprived of this honor through the guilt of its own ingratitude; but I think that the
true design for which miracles were appointed was, that nothing which was necessary
for proving the doctrine of the gospel should be wanting at its commencement. And
certainly we see that the use of them ceased not long afterwards, or, at least, that
instances of them were so rare as to entitle us to conclude that they would not be
equally common in all ages.

[The New John Gill’s Exposition of the Entire Bible] Not all of them, but some;
and not always, only for a time; and which were necessary for the confirmation of the
Gospel, and the establishment of Christianity in the world; and not only believing
hearers, but believing ministers of the word, are chiefly designed; and this is said,
for the encouragement both of those that preach the Gospel, and of them that hear,
believe and obey.

[The People’s New Testament] It is generally held that this is a promise limited to

6



the apostolic age and to a few of the disciples of that age.4

[Pastor Ray Stedman5] Now just because salvation reduces man to having nothing
to offer God, we struggle with it. We do not like that. Therefore it is frequently
resisted and attacked and ridiculed. This will be especially true of the resurrection of
Jesus, upon which our faith rests. No part of Christianity ever has been subjected to
more severe ridicule, more clever attack, than the resurrection. In every generation
it is under attack because, as Paul put it, "If Jesus Christ be not risen from the
dead, then our faith is in vain," 1 Corinthians 15:7). And so, as the keystone of
Christianity, the resurrection is under severe attack. In every generation attempts
are made to try and explain it in natural terms.

Knowing the pressure that would be brought against these apostles to get them
to deny this supernatural event, our Lord now goes on to give them certain signs
which will accompany and encourage them in preaching the gospel. This climate of
unbelief is the setting in which Jesus promises these signs in Verse 17,

"And these signs will accompany those who believe: in my name they
will cast out demons; they will speak in new tongues; If they pick up ser-
pents, and if they drink any deadly thing, it will not hurt them; they will
lay their hands on the sick, and they will recover." (Mark 16:17-18 RSV)

It is easy to read this as though Jesus means these signs will accompany
everyone who believes and preaches the gospel. Unfortunately, the text makes it
appear this way, and this is how this passage has been understood by many. As you
go about preaching the gospel, these signs will immediately confirm that the faith
of those who believe is genuine. But the amazing fact is that for twenty centuries
millions of people have been converted and have believed the gospel, and none of
these signs have appeared.

There have been claims that these signs have been manifested in certain in-
stances, but if this is what these words meant, then these signs would be everywhere.
Every time a person became a Christian, some of these signs would be manifested.
Therefore, they ought to be the most frequent occurrence in all Christendom. But
the truth is, they are very rarely, if ever, seen.

Now what does this mean? Well, it means, of course, that we have misunder-
stood this passage if we read it that way. It does not square with what God actually
does.

I think there is a rather simple solution to the problem. If we put the passage
back in its context, in terms of the climate of unbelief which prevailed among these
disciples as the word about the resurrection was brought to them, then we see that
Jesus is addressing these words not to those who believe the gospel, but
to these disciples who believed or disbelieved in his resurrection. When he
says to them, "These signs will accompany those who believe," he is speaking about
the disciples. I think we can even insert these words, "those among you who believe,"

4This is another point of view, though perhaps not “generally held,” as stated.
5Raymond Charles Stedman (1917-1992) was an evangelical Christian pastor, and author. He was a long-time

pastor of Peninsula Bible Church in Palo Alto, California, and author of several books. See "Those Signs Follow-
ing," an article at RayStedman.org, http://www.raystedman.org/new-testament/mark/those-signs-following, viewed
March 13, 2014.
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without doing violence to the text. Jesus is saying to these disciples, "Now go and
preach in all creation. And to encourage you, in the face of the hostility you will
encounter, certain signs that only God could do will accompany you." They would
be given power to deliver from demons, power to set free from demonic influence.
They would be given power to praise God in a new language.

What do we know about John the Baptist? How was his message and ministry different
than that of Jesus? Read John 3:1-18

Matthew Henry: The origin of [John’s Baptism] was from heaven: The word of
God came unto John, v. 2. He received full commission and full instructions from God
to do what he did. It is the same expression that is used concerning the Old-Testament
prophets (Jer. i. 2); for John was a prophet, yea, more than a prophet, and in him
prophecy revived, which had been long suspended. We are not told how the word of
the Lord came to John, whether by an angel, as to his father, or by dream, or vision,
or voice, but it was to his satisfaction, and ought to be to ours. John is here called the
son of Zacharias, to refer us to what the angel said to his father, when he assured him
that he should have this son. The word of the Lord came to him in the wilderness; for
those whom God fits he will find out, wherever they are.

* * *

They are thereby obliged to repent of their sins, to be sorry for what they had done
amiss, and to do so no more. The former they professed, and were concerned to be
sincere in their professions; the latter they promised, and were concerned to make good
what they promised. He bound them, not to such ceremonious observances as were
imposed by the tradition of the elders, but to change their mind, and change their way,
to cast away from them all their transgressions, and to make them new hearts and to
live new lives. The design of the gospel, which now began, was to make men devout
and pious, holy and heavenly, humble and meek, sober and chaste, just and honest,
charitable and kind, and good in every relation, who had been much otherwise; and this
is to repent.
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Random Quotes

"Half our life is spent trying to find something to do with the time we have rushed through life trying
to save."

— Will Rogers (1879-1935), New York Times, Apr. 29, 1930

"Half the people you know are below average."

— unknown "

His ignorance is encyclopedic"

6Matthew Henry’s Complete Commentary on the Whole Bible
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— Abba Eban (1915-2002)

"Home computers are being called upon to perform many new functions, including the consump-
tion of homework formerly eaten by the dog."

— Doug Larson

Notes:
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