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[bookmark: _Hlk163371587]#3 Obey the Lord when life is hard (Numbers 20)

Bible reading: Numbers 20:1-13

4 weeks: book of Numbers
· Numbers: story of Israelities in wilderness. From: saved at Red Sea –> Crossing into Promised land
· This time: set of warnings - as we live Xn life.
· 1: believing God’s promises makes us brave
· 2: everyone is under authority.
· 3: obeying the Lord when life is hard

Moses’ mind (v1-5)
· He’s grieving – why? 
· Nation led by 3 siblings[endnoteRef:1]: Moses, Aaron – lesser degree Miriam[endnoteRef:2]. [1:  Numbers 26:59]  [2:  Exodus 15:20-21 – this Jewish source attributes her the status of a leader of Israel: https://www.jewfaq.org/moses_aaron_and_miriam  Although also see Numbers 33:1.] 

· Remember: 13:2 God said the land of Canaan: giving to the Israelites. 
· Ppl /believe. God said: not one of them will ever see the land I promised on oath to their ancestors[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Numbers 14:23] 

· So: nation wandering - 40yrs – entire generation died out. Always qn: what about Moses, Aaron, Miriam? 
· This chapter: none of them will cross over into promised land. Miriam is 1st:  v1 Miriam died and was buried
· See end of ch: Aaron[endnoteRef:4]. [4:  Numbers 20:28] 

· So think abt Moses: some of you know what grief is like – drains all energy – they say part of you dies with your loved one. Certainly feels that way.
· M: realisation: the leaders /immune. 
· Just bear than in mind as we read the rest - /getting Moses in the best mental state. 
· He’s thirsty v2 Now there was no water for the community
· V real physical need. Hungry, thirsty, tired, ill – everything so much harder. 
· Temptation is stronger – anger flares up more quickly – patience runs out quicker. 
· We are body & spirit – closely linked. 
· When body is weak – spirit is weak. Ability to resist temptation: weaker. 
· For Moses: see – anger flares up – says things he shouldn’t.
· He’s unpopular v2b-5 the people gathered in opposition to Moses and Aaron. They quarrelled with Moses and said, ‘If only we had died when our brothers fell dead before the LORD! 
· Pretty bad: last time: thousands died when they opposed Moses – Aaron ran into middle of crowd – pray – made atonement for them – only then ppl stopped dying[endnoteRef:5]. [5:  Numbers 16:46-49] 

· Saying: wish Aaron hadn’t bothered. Better off dead than under your leadership.
· Sidebar: Israelites: these are the roots of our faith – these ppl – these stories. 
· Can you see: God did /choose them b/c they were wonderful faithful God-honouring ppl. Quite opposite: small, insignificant[endnoteRef:6], whingy, unfaithful, ungrateful, rebellious ppl – as we can see here!  [6:  Deuteronomy 7:7] 

· But this insignificant desert tribe are the ones that God chose out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people – his treasured possession[endnoteRef:7]. Through them, the Messiah Jesus has come to be saviour of the world.  [7:  Deuteronomy 7:6] 

· So: /think God chose me b/c I’m amazing. No: chose you coz you stink! Show his glory in you by making you into a wonderful person! God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong[endnoteRef:8]. [8:  1Corinthians 1:27] 

· Complaint continues: Why did you bring the LORD’s community into this wilderness, that we and our livestock should die here? Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to this terrible place? It has no corn or figs, grapevines or pomegranates. And there is no water to drink!’
· Think how that must have felt to Moses. Hard to be unpopular. Leaders want to be popular as much as anyone else.
· M: going thru hard time.

Moses’ message
· Take it to the LORD – so good! v6 Moses and Aaron went from the assembly to the entrance to the tent of meeting and fell face down, and the glory of the LORD appeared to them. 
· Great response to trouble. Pray. 
· v7 The LORD said to Moses, - 3 instructions:
· v8 ‘Take the staff represented God’s approval – presence – power[endnoteRef:9]. [9:  See Numbers 17:8 – the budding staff represents God’s approval of Aaron the Levite.] 

· and you and your brother Aaron gather the assembly together – everyone see this
· Speak to that rock before their eyes - /hidden away – public.
· Imagine: easier for M – water: come out.  If /happens - /embarrassing.
· No: public. Test of M faith.
· Promise: it will pour out its water. You will bring water out of the rock for the community so that they and their livestock can drink.’
· Bless the ppl – and show the Lord’s approval of Moses once more.

Moses’ mistake (v9-13)
· v9 So Moses took the staff from the LORD’s presence, just as he commanded him. He and Aaron gathered the assembly together in front of the rock 
· Moses said to them, ‘Listen, you rebels, must we bring you water out of this rock?’ 
· /Part of instructions. God /say: lecture them
· Ps 106:33 Rash words came from Moses’ lips. Angry. Frustrated. Lashes out.
· v11 Then Moses raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff. 
· /Part of instructions either.
· In his weakness, /loses it.
· Says things he had /right to say.
· Did things he had /right to do.
· But: Water gushed out, and the community and their livestock drank.
· I guess M thought: everything OK: M /humiliated - ppl got their water.
· But it’s much more serious than that. v12 the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, ‘Because you did not trust in me enough to honour me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring this community into the land I give them.’
· In fact Moses: /enter promised land – saw it[endnoteRef:10]. Only Joshua & Caleb[endnoteRef:11] enter it. [10:  Numbers 27:13; Deuteronomy 32:52]  [11:  Numbers 14:30] 

Learn?

Pray before complaining
· M was really good at this! 
· Always praying! Every time Moses prayed, the Lord provided.
· Bread was a miracle. Quail: miracle. Fire: miracle. Ground opening up all around them. Miracles surrounded them. 
· Water was always available. /Special abt that rock. Miracle. 
· But even then, with all that evidence of God’s provision – presence – still they complained – grumbled - rather than prayed. 
· Quickly forgot. So do we! 
· Help EO: need EO: remind us. Been here before – Lord helped you before. 
· What’s our first instinct when trouble comes? 
· Complain? To friends – spouses – form groups to complain. OR pray?
· The water was there all the time – just Lord was waiting until M prayed.
· But we find complaining so much easier than praying don’t we!
· /Trust in him enough. We have to fix it.
· No, pray first!

Be careful to fully obey
· God told him to speak. v24 both of you rebelled against my command
· Deut 32:51 both of you broke faith with me … because you did not uphold my holiness among the Israelites.
· Really serious. Feels out of proportion: see why later.
· Listen carefully to what M says – when he /said anything: Must we bring you water out of this rock?
· Who is we? 2 possibilities:
· M & Aaron: look we’re your leaders – how dare you rebel against us – see how powerful we are.
· M & God: look, the LORD and I – partners in this – how dare you rebel against us – see how powerful we are.
· Either way: M taking rather too much credit. All he’s done is hit a rock with a stick! 
· See: M: angry – frustrated – scared abt challenge? – prob grieving –> lashed out.
· That’s what we do. 
· Tired – stressed – angry – pressure: temptation to sin ^^^
· Vulnerable today? Pr: God help me /lash out.
· You know who looks bad when Xn ppl do bad things? 
· God looks bad. 
· When the ppl saw M: red-faced – angry – out of control -> saw God in that way too. Image of God distorted.
· We represent him. NT: Christ’s ambassadors[endnoteRef:12]. God makes his appeal to ppl through us.  [12:  2Corinthians 5:20] 

· When we lash out in anger – frustration – before a watching world: makes him look bad. 
· Esp bad: M /ordinary believer: Ruler of nation. Prophet. 
· Luke 12:48 from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked.
· James 3:1 those who teach will be judged more strictly
· /Mock God – entirely fair – kind, loving. 
· But also God: holy, righteous, just. 
· /Ignore what he says and expect his blessing.

God uses imperfect people
· Maybe thinking: all a bit hopeless. 
· Constantly making a mess of this: do lose temper – do say rash things. Am I a complete write-off then?
· Look: even though M made a right mess of this – God still used him to bring huge blessing to the community & save lives! v11 Water gushed out, and the community and their livestock drank.
· Isn’t the Lord gracious?
· All on a journey – all work-in-progress. Far from perfect. 
· Grace & forgiveness & kindness between us – knowing we’re all in same boat. 
· /Perfect to be useful. 
· /Perfect to be absolutely critically important!

Jesus is that rock
· Whaatt? But this is the detail that makes sense of the whole story. 
· NT: 1Corinthians 10:4 they all … drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ. In context, clearly referring to this story.
· So how was that rock a picture of Jesus Christ?
· 2 stories abt Moses getting water out of a rock? 
· Other one: Ex 17 – soon after - Red Sea - escape from Egypt.
· Again, grumbling /water. 
· Moses told: take staff – hit rock with it. 
· He did – water flowed out.
· Second time: Numbers 20 – 40yrs later: speak to rock. 
· Instead he strikes it again – twice. Really severe telling off – feels out of all proportion. Reason?
· God had a reason for telling him to speak to the rock. It was meant to be a picture of J. 
· Jesus had lots of enemies. Plenty of ppl wanted him dead. 
· Many times they tried to kill him[endnoteRef:13].  [13:  Eg: Luke 4:30; John 8:59; John 10:39] 

· But only struck[endnoteRef:14] once: arrested, tortured, crucified – killed. [14:  It’s tempting to link this to Genesis 3 “you shall strike his heel” – but it’s a different word in the Hebrew.] 

· And we know: death was /in vain! Him being stuck – meant eternal life for us! 
· Just as M striking the rock first time – life for those thirsty ppl. So J being struck: spiritual life for us.
· 40yrs later – why does G tell M to speak to the rock? And why is God so angry when M strikes it?
· B/c ruined the picture! 
· J /struck a 2nd time. He suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God[endnoteRef:15].  [15:  1Peter 3:18] 

· Now he’s the glorified King of Kings.
· You see what M did? Want water of life? Strike Jesus all over again??? 
· How do you deal w your sin? 
· Come & speak to Jesus.
· All you need to do: speak to him. 
· It’s a great picture of what it means to come to X.
· Instinct: surely: if I want to be Xn - need to do more than that – receive life? 
· Surely: requires a sacrifice – ceremony – ritual!
· No: it’s all done. Just speak to him. 
· Say: pretty implausible – to be forgiven – accepted & loved by God – all I have to do is come and speak to him?
· About as implausible as getting water out of a rock by speaking to it!
· Faith. Do as God commands. 
· Want life? Come to X – speak to him. Tell him abt your pain – frustration – failure. Tell him abt your sin – past – the things you bitterly regret – your darkest fears. 
· /Therapy. Faith. 
· Faith in the risen – living SoG – who was struck for you – who died taking the sin of other ppl on his shoulders. 
· Who offers to bear responsibility for your every sin & failure.
· Speak to him: I want you to be Lord. My Lord. Over my life – over me. Submit to your Lordship over me. I will do what you say[endnoteRef:16]. [16:  Romans 10:9 if you declare with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved] 

· Just like w Moses: water – cleansing – healing – abundant water – is there for you.

Quiet

Prayer
· Lord: thx: come so freely – speak so openly.
· Conscious how easily we can abandon our principes when tired – stressed – ill. 
· If even Moses – who you spoke with face-to-face – mighty man of prayer – could mess this up – we certainly can. Confess human weakness – frailty – how easily we turn from you and your ways.
· We bring the hard things in our lives to you now. Pray you would keep us faithful to you – even in the midst of them.
· Forgive us – restore us – fill us w Sp – help us.
· We come to you now. I come.
· Let us receive the abundant, refreshing, life-giving water you offer.
· Amen

Sing: You Died In My Place (Wholly Yours)

Benediction 
· And so we go from here, knowing we’re chosen, accepted, loved and forgiven – in Jesus. 
· May we go from here trusting the promise you’ll never let go. 
· And whatever we face this week, may we be determined to obey, even when life is hard.

Community-group discussion questions

1. Paint a picture of Moses' state of mind in v1-5. 
a. Grieving (v1); Physically in-need (v2); People opposing him - AGAIN! (v2b-5); probably finding his task of leadership very demanding; maybe frustrated with the LORD that they hadn't made it to the promised land yet?
2. Why do you think the LORD asked Moses to gather the community together?
a. This was to be a public miracle, to honour Moses as their leader once more, and to show them that the LORD had not forgotten them.
b. It was also a test of Moses' faith. How much easier to go and "speak to the rock" in a quiet moment at midnight!
3. What did Moses do that was so wrong?
a. He lectured the people about their failure - instead of the LORD's intention to bless them.
b. And Moses made himself the provider ("we" - v10) - instead of the LORD.
c. Struck the rock instead of speaking to it. We’ll come back to that in Q6.
4. In your experience, how much do you think Moses' state of mind contributed to his failure to do as God commanded? 
a. When we're weak, tired, stressed, angry or bored, temptation to sin is much greater. We are complex beings of body & soul.
b. What effective strategies have the group found to combat sin while in those situations?
5. In what sense is it true that "that rock was Christ" (1Corinthians 10:4)
a. (If you have time for a short detour, you could look at Deuteronomy 32, which is a song meditating on the idea of God being the rock of Israel. See how many rocky references you can find! It's probably this that Paul has in mind alongside Numbers 20.)
b. God provided abundant, life-giving water, just as Christ does for us.
6. What was the punishment for Moses, and why was it so severe?
a. He could not enter the promised land.
b. It was severe because he was leader and therefore more harshly judged than others (Luke 12:48; James 3:1)
c. It was severe because he broke the picture the Lord was setting up. Christ was only struck once (Exodus 17, 1Peter 3:18). To obtain life, no further ritual or sacrifice is required. We come to him by speaking to him.
7. Spend some time together, responding in prayer.
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Discussion questions for parents

1. What was the first thing Moses did when the people complained about him? 
a. Follow-up: What kind of things can we pray for when people get cross with us?
2. Moses got angry and lashed out because he was sad and thirsty and fed up. What makes it harder for you to obey God at home? 
a. Follow-up: How could we help each other to follow God’s commands?
3. How is Jesus better than Moses?




