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Snake On a Stick 

Numbers 21:4-9 

 
 Decisions, decisions, decisions, life is filled with them. Do I visit the donut shop 

or the gym? Do I take I-5 or the back roads? Will it be fast food or a restaurant? The 

majority of life’s choices do not demand of us much thought. Even our major 

decisions, where are we to live? Will we rent or buy? What church will I attend? These 

choices somehow don’t appear to be long lasting. If we don’t like our location we can 

always move. In this process we often overlook the fact that our decisions have 

consequences. 

 It seems as if choice is an integral part of our existence. It is not possible for 

humanity to either experience or own it all. Each time we choose one way we miss 

many others. In a way, each decision is a death to alternatives. There is so much power 

in this process that we sometimes deny it, by thinking our choices are not THAT 

powerful. 

 We forget that some decisions ARE irreversible. It takes courage to both believe 

and live “This one thing I do.” We stand at a crossroad and try to go in both directions. 

It is often difficult to make the choice when to choose ‘this’ means you cannot choose 

‘that.’ 

 It is easier to persuade ourselves that all roads end up at the same destination, 

that whatever decision we make the outcome will be the same. But that has not been 

our experience. Many choices erect unending boundaries. 

 When people discuss eternity some are uncomfortable with the concept that 

our choices have everlasting worth. This is why many are attracted to predestination, 

the idea that our destiny is not up to us but is in God’s hands. God makes all of the big 

decisions because they should not be left to human hands. 

 This scary, striking, strange, and slightly slimy story in out text, is concerned 

with choices and their consequences. Moses is receiving nothing but gruff from God’s 

people. They have the nerve to criticize their freedom from slavery. As if being a slave 

in captivity is the same as living in Camelot. 

 Their annoyance becomes disrespect as they moan about not having enough 

food and water. ‘Manna’ was not particularly tasty, something along the line of a 

‘Velveeta’ cheese and white bread sandwich. After a long time going hungry it might 

just be appealing.  



 

 More often than not, Moses would negotiate with God, who would kindly give 

what the people needed. On this occasion their complaints about the menu brought 

poisonous snakes. This punishment seems way out of proportion for the crime. All 

the people were doing was asking for more variety. 

 God’s people yell for help. They repent. They confess and beg Moses to ask God 

to eradicate the snakes. God hears and answers their prayer but not exactly as they 

had hoped. The consequences of their actions did not disappear. The perils are still 

present and the people’s suffering continues. 

 The plague remains but God commands the prophet to create a copper snake. 

Moses believes this is a bizarre idea, but when you can’t see the ground because of 

snakes, you don’t debate. God’s promise: If you look at the snake you will live. The 

snake on a stick, lifted up, produces healing. 

 Jewish historians tend to ignore this story. Those who have to discuss it make 

it a point to say that the author of the Book of Numbers is not saying that the snakes 

brought the healing. They claim that it is in the people’s act of looking that heals. The 

point is: When people look to God they are healed. 

 If you dismiss all of the strange stuff, the manna, the poisonous snakes, the 

snake on a stick, this story still sounds strange to us, because the difference between 

life and death is one decision. God indeed comes to us in our death bound 

circumstances, but we have to make up our minds and choose the life God offers. As 

you read the Holy Scriptures you come upon this same outline of the snake story: sin, 

penalty, repentance, and grace.  

 It is true that we make our own path, choose, experience the consequences, 

confess our sin, and find our way to God’s love. This is the template of the Christ lived 

life. God has graced us with the wonderful, if sometimes frustrating and painful, gift 

of choice. When we lack courage to choose the road less traveled, or act like choice 

does not matter, we make no progress. But if we choose bravely, we go forward even 

on the toughest road. 

 Almost every moment of every day was are making choices that form our lives. 

We choose what we say or not to say. We choose what thoughts to dwell on, what 

ideas we believe in, what actions we will take, or not. We choose to love or ignore, 

bless or curse, heal or hurt. We choose life or death. Alleluia. Amen. 


