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Pastor Shaun Arndt 

February 26, 2020 

Sermon Text – Numbers 21:4-9 

Ash Wednesday 

 

Look – and Live! 

 

Taste and See that the Lord is good.  Blessed are they who take refuge in Him.  Amen.           

 

Dear friends in Christ,  

 

Look before you leap.  Look carefully.  Look both ways before you cross the street.  We say things like 

these, because sometimes, looking can be the difference between life and death.  Our first lesson from Numbers 

shows us this is especially true on the spiritual level: Look and Live.   

 

Now the first thing we see is not pretty: the people became very impatient along the way.  The people 

spoke against God and against Moses, “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the 

wilderness? Look, there is no food! There is no water! And we are disgusted by this worthless food!” 

 

These people were the Israelites 1500 years before the birth of Christ.  Forty years earlier, God had 

rescued them from slavery and death in the land of Egypt.  As children, some of them had seen God rain 

miracles down from heaven.  Some of them had walked through the sea on dry land.  But now they were 

impatient because the Lord’s plans for them took them on an unexpected detour on the last leg of their journey 

to the promised land.        

 

Though they complained about not having food, they weren’t starving.  They just weren’t getting the 

steak and seafood they wanted.   

 

What they called this worthless food was an awesome miracle of God, the Manna, the bread from 

heaven the Lord had sent, meeting their needs every single day for forty years.  In love God had made a nation 

of 2 million flourish in the same deserts where others have perished.   

 

But a spiritual short sightedness and a sinful lack of contentment turned a blind eye to God’s goodness 

to them and filled their speech with grumbling and complaints.  What a horrible, shocking sin to accuse the 

Lord of wrong and call Manna, miracle bread from heaven disgusting and worthless!?    

 

Is it any wonder that The Lord sent venomous snakes among the people, and the snakes bit the 

people.  You see the shocking thing is not that God sent deadly snakes among these rebellious ingrates.  The 

shocking thing is He didn’t just sweep them all into hell right then and there.   

 

Instead, the Lord used this plague of snakes as a spiritual wake-up call so they would turn back to Him 

and rely on His mercy: The people…said, “We have sinned.   

 

On any day, on every day, but especially on Ash Wednesday, we have to say the same: We have 

sinned.   

 

It’s true we haven’t turned up our noses at Manna and complained about the bread from heaven God has 

sent us, but is it really all that different when we stand in a kitchen with food that would be the envy of many 

hungry people in the world and we say: There’s nothing to eat.  (Well, just nothing we want to eat).  Or when 



2 

 

we complain about what Mom puts on the table or about having leftovers again. Since the Israelites had no right 

to complain after eating Manna for every meal for 40 years, we most certainly do not!   

 

What’s even worse is that we can do something similar when it comes to what the Bible calls the True 

Bread from Heaven, our Lord Jesus who Himself comes to us in Bible, Baptism, and the Lord’s Supper, and yet 

we can so easily grow bored with this priceless food for our souls because “I already know it,” “I’ve already 

heard it.” 

 

The sinful nature within, means you and I can be just as blind to the Lord’s amazing care as the 

Israelites were, and just as quick to grow impatient and complain down in our hearts if the Lord in His perfect 

wisdom sends an unexpected detour into our plans.   

 

And so Israel found themselves surrounded by the poisonous wages of sin: death on all sides.  And we 

find the same around us.  Not venomous snakes, but eyes that do not see clearly without glasses, bodies that 

wear out, aches and pains, troubles and sorrows that tell us we are fallen people in a fallen world.   

 

Whether or not we choose receive ashes on our foreheads, these words are still true for each of us: 

Remember that dust you are, and to dust you shall return. And why is that?  The Word of God answers: The 

soul who sins is the one who will die (Ezekiel 18).  Sin—our sins of complaint, lack of contentment and 

ingratitude—our sin deserves death and eternal death.   

 

But look!  Just look at what the God of mercy and unfailing love did for undeserving Israel, so that we 

might also see what He has done for you and me!  

 

 The Lord said to Moses, “Make a venomous snake and put it on a pole. If anyone who is bitten 

looks at it, he will live.” That God would send venomous snakes against Israel is not surprising, but that He 

would rescue them from the punishment they deserved and give them life instead, that’s amazing!       

 

Moses made a bronze snake and put it on the pole. If a snake had bitten anyone, if that person 

looked at the bronze snake, he lived.  How were they saved?  By anything they did?  By making up for their 

bad with some good?  By going 10 days without complaining?  No!    

 

No.  They did nothing to earn this gift of healing.  Nor was it the metal snake itself that saved them from 

death.  What saved them was God’s promise and faith that believed it.  The Lord said look at this snake on a 

pole, at this symbol of death, and you will live.  And whoever took Him at His Word lived!    

 

Such faith, the Bible teaches is always a gift from God as well.  It has to be!  For human reason says 

there’s no way that just looking at a metal snake could save you!   But faith created by God the Holy Spirit 

looks to God’s promise and lives.   

 

God’s answer to Israel’s desperate cry for rescue was Look and Live.  And this is still God’s rescue for 

us today from the sin and death that surrounds us: Look and Live.   

 

Not look to a bronze snake put on a pole.  But look to Jesus, the Son of God who came to this world to 

rescue us.  Look to Christ who was put up on the pole of the cross to suffer and die in our place.   

 

 For after all, it doesn’t take much imagination for us to see how God used the bronze snake as a 

preview and picture of Jesus’ saving work does it?  God directed the Israelites to look to one lifted up on a pole, 

trusting His promise and they would not die as their sins deserve, but live.  In faith, look to this image of death 

and you will live.   
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 But God didn’t just leave it to our imagination to see a picture of Jesus’ saving work in the bronze 

snake.  In John chapter 3, Jesus himself says this:  

 

“Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, so that 

everyone who believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.  For God so loved the world that he 

gave his only-begotten Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish, but have eternal life” (John 

3:14-16). 

 

Just as Moses lifted up the snake…so the Son of Man… The bronze snake was the likeness of a snake 

but had no poison.  The book of Romans tells us God sent His own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a 

sin offering (Romans 8:3).  The Son of God took on our likeness, He became truly human to take the place of 

sinful human beings, but because He had no sin, He could make the sacrifice that takes our sin away.     

 

Jesus never complained, even when he had no food for forty days in the wilderness.  He did grumble or 

grouse even when He was unjustly arrested, beaten and condemned.  He did not open His mouth in complaint, 

but chose to suffer it all patiently to rescue us by his holy life and innocent death.    

 

Just as Moses lifted up the snake… so Jesus was lifted up on the pole of the cross, where He willingly 

traded places with us to take the punishment for all our complaints, all our impatience, all our sin, even of our 

wretched guilt for having been bored by His holy Word!   

 

Those who trusted God’s promise and looked in faith to the bronze serpent did not die from snake 

bites, but lived.  All who with Spirit-worked faith look to Jesus shall not perish but have eternal life.   

 

Through Jesus, our crucified and risen Savior, we will live not just for 70, 80 or 90 years in this 

imperfect world, but for time without end in the undying joys of the everlasting promised land.  Christ will even 

raise up from death our bodies that wear out and decay to dust and give us unending health and glory, just as He 

has risen from death and lives and rules eternally.     

 

Even if you don’t choose to receive ashes on this Ash Wednesday, know this: the ashes are made in the 

sign of the cross… pointing to Jesus, the only one who didn’t deserve to die, and yet gave himself to death so 

that we will live.  Look to Jesus.  By His death, we live forever!  

 

Don’t look anywhere else.  Don’t look to the world’s temptations to cover up your sins or ignore them or 

to live in them.  And don’t look to yourself, to your feelings or to your own works to try to get rid of your guilt; 

that will never work.  

 

 Look to Jesus.  Look to God’s promise that all who trust in the Savior lifted up on the cross have eternal 

life.  Look only and always to Jesus!  Look and Live.  Amen.    

 

Look!  The Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.  Amen.     

 

 


