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Route Sixty-Six 
Part Four 
Numbers 

(John 5:39; John 3:14, 15) 

You search the Scriptures, for in them you think you have eternal life; 
and these are they which testify of Me (John 5:39). 

And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the 
Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever believes in Him should not 
perish but have eternal life (John 3:14, 15). 

As I sat in the Marie Callender’s I could not help overhear the 
conversation in a nearby booth.  Two men were speaking about the 
conversion experience of the younger man.  It was uplifting to hear, for a 
while.  The dialogue then took a bizarre turn.  They both began to speak as 
if the young Christian would never sin again.  He somehow drew the 
conclusion that because Jesus had forgiven him of his sin (and in that 
respect removed his sins) that there would no longer be sin in his life at all. 

This is a fatal error of confusing justification with sanctification.  
When we are justified, God counts us as righteous.  When God sees us He 
does not see our sin (He remembers our sins no more-Hebrews 8:12; Isaiah 
43:25).  But in sanctification God remembers our sins quite clearly.  
Sanctification is the ongoing process of God, as it were, forming Christ in 
us (Galatians 4:19), or being conformed to the image of Christ (Romans 
8:29).  Good instructors are aware of the weaknesses and faults of their 
students. 

With a bit of trepidation I approached the table.  I didn’t want to 
sound negative.  The young man was excited at the prospect of never 
sinning again.  It felt odd, even a bit discouraging, to suggest that sinning 
was an inevitable part of his future. But I felt that if I didn’t at least make 
an effort at explaining this to him, he was in for a rude awakening when he 
discovered that his Christian faith was not what he thought it would be.  I 
think the Apostle John conveyed it well when he wrote: 
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My little children, I am writing these things to you so that 
you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate 
with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous (1 John 2:1).   

We should wage war against sin.  John Owen taught that we 
should… 

…be killing sin or it will be killing you.”  

At the same time, to approach the faith with the perfectionist attitude 
(that perfection can be achieved in this life or that you will never sin again) 
is a recipe for catastrophe.  The young man responded respectfully, but 
made it quite clear that he thought I was in error and that he would never 
sin again.  That was the last time I saw him. 

One thing we learn in Numbers is that even though the Israelites had 
been delivered from slavery and were a blessed and chosen people 
(Numbers 22:12), sin was a very active participant in their journey through 
the wilderness. 

The Battle 
  
In Genesis we saw the creation, fall and pronouncement of the 

Covenant of Grace-the Gospel.  We read of wonderful promises given 
directly after the fall then with Noah, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  Those 
promises all pointed to and would be fulfilled in Christ.  In Exodus we 
begin to see a great drama teaching us what that promise would look like.  
As Moses was a deliverer, so Christ would be the ultimate deliverer.  His 
blood would effectively be applied to the doorposts of our hearts by faith 
and death would pass over.  He would deliver us from sin and death.  
Christ is truly our Passover. 
 But deliverance from slavery had a purpose.  In Leviticus it is 
emphasized that the purpose of being delivered is that we might worship 
the true God and enjoy Him forever.  In Numbers, the focus turns to 
preparation for battle. 
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Numbers 

 I’ve entitled this series Route Sixty-Six since Jesus taught that the 
entirety of Scripture is about Him (all sixty-six books in the Bible).  This 
morning we ask, where do we see Jesus in Numbers?  But first a survey of 
the book.  The Hebrew name for Numbers is “in the desert”, which are 
words taken from the opening verses.  The Greek name is Numbers 
because the opening chapters begin with a census.  God calls Moses to 
number the troops for battle.  There are over 600,000 men twenty and older 
who are ready for battle. 
 One might ask, why battle?  Have they not already been delivered?  
They had.  But it is after our deliverance that the battle begins.  It is not a 
battle to be delivered, that has already happened.  The battle is against sin 
and darkness.  In one sense Israel is a macrocosm of how God works in the 
lives of individuals, delivering us from the slavery of sin and calling us to 
ever battle the remnants of it in our lives.  In another sense Israel is a 
microcosm of what God is doing throughout all the earth. 

…but truly, as I live, all the earth shall be filled with the 
glory of the Lord (Numbers 14:21). 

 There is a temptation to read this call of God to take the land of the 
surrounding nations as if the surrounding nations are peace-loving people 
who are kind, gentle and would be just fine if left to their own lives.  But 
these surrounding nations were evil almost beyond our imagination.  
Think of the most evil people your mind can conjure up, Nazis, terrorists, 
serial killers.  They are not as evil as these surrounding nations.  When 
Abraham is informed by God of the slavery his descendants would endure 
in Egypt and their subsequent deliverance, one reason it would take so 
long was because “the iniquity (sin) of the Amorites is not yet complete 
(full)” (Genesis 15:16). 
 This is not boiler-plate depravity or sin in the general, universal 
sense.  One does not need to wait or reach sinfulness in a general sense.  
What we are talking about here is full surrender to, and embracing of, the 
world, the flesh and the devil.  The behavior this conviction, or lack thereof, 
produces reached nightmarish levels.  We’re not talking about loving 
families, walking their dogs and community barbecues.  They were 
barbecuing each other, their own children (Leviticus 18:21).  We are 
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speaking of those under the full “sway of the wicked one” (1 John 5:19).  
Calvin said of this Genesis verse: 

And this passage is remarkable, as showing, that the abodes 
of men are so distributed in the world, that the Lord will 
preserve quiet people, each in their several stations, till they 
cast themselves out by their own wickedness.  1

 We read in Numbers the structuring of the tribes and where they 
were to camp in relation to the tabernacle.  In the preparation for battle we 
do not see neglect when it comes to the worship and obedience within the 
covenant people.  As the church seeks to move forward, it can never 
abandon the heart of its own message and purity.  There is still priestly 
instruction, a reiteration of what is clean and unclean, a focus on 
appropriate vows, instruction on sexual morality, offerings. God would 
lead them through a cloud by day and fire by night.   
 Yet the recurring theme of complaining would never end.  Moses 
would have to intercede in prayer due to their rebellion.  Their irreverence 
was astonishing, referring to the manna as “worthless food” (numbers 
21:5).  At one point, when they cried out for meat, God gave them more 
quails than they could handle, which became a plague to the people who 
were yielding to their cravings (Numbers 11:34).  A disposition against 
which we are must continually war.  A cravings is a powerful thing. 
 There was continual haggling about whether Moses was a suitable 
leader.  It is reminiscent of churches that question the suitability of the 
Scriptures as a sufficient guide.  At one point Moses became so frustrated 
that he disobeyed God’s instruction to speak to the rock to provide water 
and he struck the rock instead.  An infraction which kept Moses from the 
Promised Land.  God is particular when it comes to presenting Him as He 
determines to be presented. 
 They send spies to view Canaan in preparation of taking the land.  
Ten of the twelve come back advising the Israelites not to obey God in 
taking the land because of the imposing size of the inhabitants.  Only 
Joshua and Caleb encourage them to enter, for which the congregation 
wanted to stone them.  Their lack of willingness to trust that God was 
capable of granting them the victory consigns them to forty years in the 

 Calvin, J. (1998). Genesis (electronic ed., Ge 15:16).1

!  5

https://ref.ly/logosres/as-cagen?ref=Bible.Ge15.16&off=883&ctx=to+new+inhabitants.+~And+this+passage+is+


wilderness.  An eleven day journey ends up taking forty years. When God 
says go, even against our own fleshly calculations, we are to go.  Rebellions 
in the camp would become intense at times.  Korah and his followers end 
up being swallowed into the earth. 
 Yet in all of this, God is with Israel.  This is perhaps never more 
clearly seen than with Balak, the king of Moab and his efforts to get Balaam 
to curse Israel (it is here we read of the episode with Balaam’s talking 
donkey).  The promise made to Abraham is still with Israel, even in their 
rebellion, “Blessed is he who blesses you, and cursed is he who curses 
you” (Numbers 24:7).  It is truly the grace of God and not the excellence of 
men that ensures the perseverance of our deliverance.  Balaam can only 
bless Israel (though he offers pretty damning counsel when it came to 
tempting the Israelites to fall into sin). 
 Toward the end of Numbers we begin to read of early victories of the 
Israelites over the Midianites. We also see the appointed boundaries of 
Canaan and the division of the land for the tribes.  We read of God 
appointing “cities of refuge” for those who unintentionally commit certain 
crimes to protect them from vigilante justice.   

Though Numbers very much addresses Israel going forth in battle, it 
also contains God’s counsel for how His people should conduct their lives 
in order for there to be peace, harmony and justice in the covenant 
community.  Churches or nations (for Israel was both) will never 
powerfully advance if it has feet of clay.  If we are not loving each other, if 
we are not faithful to God by being faithful to each other, if we are not 
honest in our economics and business, we will be powerless to advance 
and bring glory to God on the earth.   

If we have only an outward focus, we are forgetting Leviticus and the 
primary call of our deliverance, which is to worship God.  If we have only 
inward focus, we are forgetting Numbers and God’s call for us to do battle 
and advance His kingdom.  Both are necessary. 

Where do we see Christ in Numbers?  There are too many places for 
even a brief summary.  He is the water for life and the rock for safety.  He is 
the red heifer for sacrifice and He is the bread for sustenance and so much 
more.  But Jesus Himself references an event found in Numbers that 
ultimately points to Him, “the serpent in the wilderness” (John 3:14).  We 
will finish with a look at this. 

!  6



The Son of Man Lifted Up 

 Just prior to the most popular verse in all of Scripture (John 3:16) we 
read of Jesus saying that He must be lifted up the same way serpent was 
lifted up in the wilderness.  These words are followed with the reason He 
was be lifted up, “that whoever believes in Him should not perish but 
have eternal life” (John 3:14, 15).  What is the event to which Jesus refers? 
 In the 21st chapter of Numbers the Israelites were growing impatient 
in the battle (even though God had just given them a great victory).  Once 
again we see the grumbling.  “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt 
to die in the wilderness?”  They didn’t care that their descendants would 
benefit from their struggles.  They wanted their best life now.  Here is one 
of the places where their irreverence spikes.  They refer to the manna as 
“worthless food” which their “loathed” (ballehem-to be disgusted by).  One 
cannot help think of the church of Corinth and their thoughtless 
participation in the Lord’s Supper with its ensuing, similar afflictions (1 
Corinthians 11:30).   
 God responds to the Israelites grumbling by “sending fiery serpents 
among the people, and they bit the people, so that many of the people of 
Israel died” (Numbers 21:6). Again, very similar to the afflictions of those 
at the church of Corinth who ate and drank in an unworthy and 
thoughtless manner.  The consequence being the sickness and death of 
some.  This affliction of the fiery serpents had the desired impact of 
revealing to the Israelites the egregious nature of their offense and they 
acknowledged their sin against God and Moses (an offense against God’s 
word {Moses} is an offense against God) and they plead with Moses to 
intercede on their behalf.  Once again we see Moses as a type of Christ, 
interceding for His people. 
 God provides a very interesting remedy for this plague that had 
entered the camp.  The people wanted Moses to pray that God would 
remove the serpents (which He eventually, no doubt did).  But God did not 
answer the prayer in the manner that it was brought to Him.  He didn’t 
remove the serpents (at least there is not a record of that being His 
response), instead… 

And the LORD said to Moses, “Make a fiery serpent and set it 
on a pole, and everyone who is bitten, when he sees it, shall 
live (Numbers 21:8).  
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God had Moses make a bronze serpent and set it on a pole and when 
someone saw it, they lived.  Why is this a superior answer?  And how is 
Christ seen in this Old Testament account?  

First, the afflictions in our lives are numerous and inevitable.  Though 
we should seek to avoid them as much as possible, the greater wisdom lies 
in looking to the One who overcomes them all.  God did not want the 
Israelites to look at barren sand and breathe a sigh of momentary relief, but 
to look to Him for eternal peace.  We are continually seeking to traverse a 
sin-plagued world with our own sing-plagued hearts.  Our peace is 
intermittent.  It is only when we fix our eyes upon Christ that we can enjoy 
a full and eternal hope that our enemies, including death itself, cannot be 
victorious over us.  

Second, the ease at which the healing comes to those afflicted.  
Though we are to work out our salvation (Philippians 2:12), we are not to 
work for our salvation.  The healing did not come by their helping build 
the serpent, or lift up the serpent, or crawl toward the serpent or touch the 
serpent or even have certain thoughts about the serpent.  They were to 
merely look.   One can hardly come up with a less participatory action than 2

looking.  We in similar fashion are to looking unto Jesus (Hebrews 12:2).  Is 
this a recipe for easy-believe-ism?  As if a person must merely look a 
certain direction and mouth a certain prayer or standing under a sufficient 
amount of baptismal water?  May it never be!   

The call is in truth quite impossible for any person (Matthew 19:26).  
It is quite impossible to look unto Jesus unless one is given sight to see and 
ears to hear (as Jesus so often taught and demonstrated).  The better 
question might be, how do you know if this has happened to you?  For the 
Israelite is was quite easy…they were alive.  But how do we know if we’re 
alive?  The evidence that you have truly looked to Jesus is the lifelong walk 
of faithfulness.  We ever trust Him as our Savior and ever follow Him as 
our Master.     

Third, the answer is superior to the prayer and Christ is seen in the 
very irony of the method of healing.  This bronze serpent on a pole (which 
is almost undoubtedly the source of the today’s medical symbol of the 
same), at first blush seems like the most inappropriate remedy for the 

 The word order is slightly different in Hebrew: “and it shall be anyone who is bitten when he looks at it he shall 
live.”2
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affliction.  It is the serpent that killed me, how can it be appropriate that the 
serpent will also heal me?  It is difficult to say that the original Israelites 
thought?  They eventually started worshiping the thing (2 Kings 18:4).  
Clearly, many of them saw the serpent and were healed.  But what comes 
into focus with Christ is how one death is an affliction (a consequence of 
sin and rebellion) and the other death delivers from affliction.  Why would 
I look at something that caused such a curse?  Because I am to look to 
Christ “in the likeness of sinful flesh” (Romans 8:3) who became “a 
curse” for me (Galatians 3;13).  We find salvation from the curse, but 
looking to Christ who became a curse. 

It is for this reason that Christ must be ever lifted up.  Some think by 
saying the He must be “lifted up” He speaks of the cross.  And where that 
does paint a somewhat apt picture, it certainly is not the job of the church 
to re-crucify Christ.  The word “lifted up” (one word in the Greek-
hypsothenai) also means to exalt (see Acts 2:33).  And that is the job of the 
church and of every Christian who has by looked by Christ by faith, that 
we might not leave our neighbors in their spiritual affliction, and may ever 
praise Him for the gift of life given to us at such a cost. 
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Questions for Study 

1. Why is it dangerous to think that as a Christian you will never sin 
again?  What is the confusion that leads to this type of thinking 
(pages 2, 3)? 

2. Review the themes of Genesis, Exodus and Leviticus. How is the 
emphasis in Numbers a bit different (page, 3)? 

3. How is Israel a macrocosm?  How is it a microcosm (page 4)? 

4. What error is commonly made when one considers the nations 
surrounding Israel (pages 4, 5)? 

5. What must the church never abandon as it seeks to move forward? 
Why was Moses disallowed entrance into the Promised Land?  
Explain (page 5). 

6. How is God’s answer to the bitten Israelites superior to their prayer?  
In what respects is the account of the fiery serpents similar to Christ 
(pages 7, 8)? 

7. What does it mean that Christ must be lifted up (page 9)? 
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