
The Brass Serpent 
(LESSON TWO)  

 
 The children of Israel were on the move again.  Not earlier than the sixth month of the 
40th. year of wilderness wanderings was the whole congregation moving again toward the 
promised land.  From the third year of fleeing Egyptian bondage to the time in the near future 
when the people would cross the brook, Zered, the people had been at Kadesh Barnea, or at least 
wandering in that area for 38 of the 40 years (cf. Deut. 2:14, Numbers 33:38, 20:22, 29).  Now, 
they departed Kadesh, came to Mt. Hor, and were departing again.  This new movement may 
have appeared as a threat to the Canaanite King in Arad who attacked the Israelites, and later felt 
the vengeance of God when Israel utterly destroyed his cities (Numbers 21:1-3).   

 But something else took place at this time which leads us to the brass serpent.  Israel 
moving from Mt. Hor wanted to pass through the country of Edom.  Edom refused, and Israel 
had to travel south and east to go around Edom (Judges 11:16-18).    This was the opposite 
direction from the promised land!  After their punishment of 40 years of wandering, they were 
now moving again towards their promised land, and what happens?  They cannot go the way 
they want, and must go away from their targeted land.  Some no doubt were discouraged.   

 Circumstances surrounding the Israelites’ journey were apparently somewhat harsh 
leading to their discouragement as well.  “And the soul of the people was much discouraged 
because of the way” (Numbers 21:4).  They murmured over not having bread and water and 
spoke against God and Moses for bringing them out of Egypt to die (Numbers 21:5).  No water?  
When needed, God had provided water for all of them from the rock (Numbers 20:1-13).  No 
bread? God had provided manna from heaven for their sustenance, and apparently was still doing 
so as He had promised (Num. 11:19, Exodus 16:31-36). But now, the people after these many 
years, looked upon it as “light” or “vile” bread.   Discouragement can lead us to speak against 
God charging him falsely, and blind us from seeing the blessings He does give.  Being down due 
to circumstances can cause us to not appreciate God’s blessings as we should.  When the way 
gets tough and we are discouraged we need to take another look at God and the provisions he has 
blessed us with along with His promises (I Peter. 1:3-5, Matthew 6:30-33) before our murmuring 
leads to destruction as it did to the Israelites on this occasion.   

 Jehovah punished His people for murmuring against Him. “Jehovah sent fiery serpents 
among the people, and they bit the people; and much people of Israel died” (Numbers 21:6).   

Some have said that the “fiery” description of the snakes is characterizing their 
venomous and enflaming bite.  Probably it has reference to their appearance as 
being a reddish brown, or metallic looking color. God probably sent an 
abundance of the biting snakes for many people were bitten, and many died.  

God was manifesting his displeasure with His people murmuring about him and his chosen 
leader, Moses.  Look to where discouragement had led the people: discouragement – murmuring 



– destruction.  Murmuring can cause us today to be harmful among God’s people today 
(Proverbs 19:3, Philippians 4:14-15).   

 Painful reality set in due to suffering the consequences of their sin, and the people 
confessed their sin before Jehovah.  They asked Moses to pray to Jehovah on their behalf and 
have the snakes taken from them.  Moses, though spoken against earlier, complied with their 
request and prayed to God for them.  Here is a great example of “intercessory prayer” (I Timothy 
2:1). And what meekness and humility Moses possessed.  Here is a great example of Moses 
being a strong leader, but meek (Numbers 12:3).  As Moses had stood between God and their 
fearful fathers when the law was given at Mt. Sinai (Exodus 20:18-20), he now stood between 
them and God through prayer.   

 God heard Moses’ prayer and commanded him the remedy for the deadly snake bites.  
“And Jehovah said unto Moses, ‘Make thee a fiery serpent, and set it upon a standard: and it 
shall come to pass, that every one that is bitten, when he seeth it, shall live’” (Numbers 21:8). 
God’s grace and obedient faith come together to secure life among the bitten people.  It is God’s 
grace because he provided the remedy, and the remedy is totally manifesting God’s wisdom and 
power.  A fiery serpent on a pole is not what man would seriously offer for the remedy of a 
snake bite, just like marching around a city wall seven times would  a man say would bring city 

walls down (cf. Joshua 6).  The remedy was God’s gift motivated by 
His grace.  But those bitten were to “look upon” the fiery serpent.  
This manifests man’s part in the remedy.  When “he seeth it” then he 
“shall live.” 

 Moses obeyed the commandment of God and provided for the 
people a “fiery serpent.”  A “brass serpent” was provided looking like 

the metallic or copper looking serpents that had bitten them.  He placed it on a standard, no doubt 
tall enough to be seen among all the people (Numbers 21:9).  When the bitten people looked 
upon the serpent they “lived”.  While discouragement and murmuring led to destruction, God’s 
grace led to their salvation when they trusted God enough to obey the conditions provided for 
their salvation.   

 Over 1,500 years later, Jesus would point to this event in Israel’s history as a likeness to 
what would happen to Him.  “And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must 

the Son of man be lifted up: that whosoever believeth may in him have 
eternal life” (John 3:14-15).  Jesus would be lifted up on the cross in 
death in order that all of mankind could be alive spiritually and live 
forever (John 12:32-33).  God would give his Son to die so man could 
live. But man, in order to live, must believe on the lifted up Son in order 
to live, just like the people of Israel had to look upon the bronze serpent in 

order to live in the wilderness (cf. John 3:16).    Again, God’s grace and man’s obedient faith 
work together in salvation from sin as the principle seen in the remedy for the snake bites. As the 



people in the wilderness had to “look upon” and not just “believe” that a brass serpent would 
heal their bites, so we today must manifest an obedient faith, submitting to God’s conditions for 
people to be saved from sin: repent, confess, and be baptized (Acts 2:38, Rom. 10:9-10, Mark 
16:15-16).  

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:  

1. What were some reasons for the Israelites being discouraged?  

 

2. In what ways can the Christian be discouraged “in the way” today?  

 

3.  What is lacking in people who murmur?  

 

4. How did God manifest his displeasure with his people murmuring against Him and His 
appointed leader, Moses?  

 

5. Why did Moses provide a “brass” serpent?  

 

6. If one was to live from the deadly snake bites: 

 (a).  he or she must ask Moses to pray for them.  

 (b). he or she must melt copper and zinc and form a serpent.  

 (c). he or she must look upon the fiery serpent Moses has provided.   

(d). he or she need only believe the fiery serpent by God’s grace would heal. 

 

7. How would the brass serpent in the wilderness relate to Jesus in the first century?  

 

 

8. How do the details of the brass serpent remedy in the wilderness help us understand    
John 3:16? 


