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Numbers 21:4-9   God’s Learning Curve

Think back over your Christian walk.  What times have you been most receptive to the guidance and direction of God?  For me, those times have often been when I’ve been really struggling with something.  

I can think of any number of examples!  In my teens, tension in my home over my new found faith had me praying passionately for my family, looking to God for ways to share my new faith to them. Some years later, a broken heart sent me to my knees in search of God’s will. A struggling business had us seeking fervently for God’s guidance in our lives. A fractured friendship had me crying out to God, as I grieved the lack of reconciliation in that relationship.

C.S. Lewis once said that pain is God’s megaphone.  By that, he meant that pain has the capacity to enable us to hear God’s voice much more clearly than we might otherwise.  I suspect though, that it’s not so much because God is speaking more loudly; rather it’s that we’re listening more intently!
During the Second World War, the historians tell us that churches in Britain were full to overflowing.  Pain certainly is God’s megaphone!

In the reading today from Numbers, I see something I’ve called God’s Learning Curve!  It’s a learning curve that the Israelites experienced again and again.  It’s also one that often mirrors our own experience of God.
As we look at it, I hope we can take something away with us this morning that will help us when we find ourselves in the bottom of the curve.

The Israelite’s learning curve looked something like this:   
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v3 says  The LORD listened to Israel's plea and gave the Canaanites over to them. The Israelites were being hassled – again – by the surrounding tribes.  They cried out to God, and God heard them.  He gave them victory over the Canaanites.  They would have been on a real high.  
That would have put them at the top here, on the learning curve.  
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But then listen to the next two verses:  “They travelled from Mount Hor along the route to the Red Sea, to go around Edom. But the people grew impatient on the way; they spoke against God and against Moses, and said, "Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the desert? There is no bread! There is no water! And we detest this miserable food!" 

Oh dear.  The Israelites seem to be slipping somewhat.  They’ve taken their eyes off God, as they’ve allowed their circumstances to feed their discontent. They’re starting to whinge.  
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As they keep it up, they slip even further down the curve.  God sends venomous snakes to bite them.  As the people get sick and die, they’re brought to their senses.  Now, in the thick of calamity and grief, they are at the bottom of the curve!  
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Let me pause here for a moment with a word of caution.  It’s a mistake I think, whenever we find disaster or trouble befalling us, to turn around and blame God – to say, “God has sent this upon me” or “God is punishing me.”  Yes, it can happen that way – God may at times, discipline a child he loves; but more often than not, the trials and tribulations that beset us are a result of our own poor choices, the poor choices of others, or are simply a result of us living in a fallen world. We’re told that it rains on the just and the unjust!
As so often happens when we come to the end of our rope, we find ourselves turning back to God.  The Israelites did too.  We read, “The people came to Moses and said, "We sinned when we spoke against the LORD and against you."  Repentance.  If we have sinned, repentance is always the beginning of the road back.  
Not all troubles are a result of our sin, of course.  Those retirees who lost tens of thousands of dollars in equity in the Global Financial Crisis were not necessarily guilty of sin. Neither were those who lost family and livelihoods in the Canberra fires or the Christchurch earthquake. However we need to be careful that we don’t allow difficult circumstances to lead us into sin…..

Sometimes, it’s not so much sinful practices we need to repent of as sinful attitudes.  It doesn’t take much for us, like the Israelites, to focus on our troubles rather than on God, and begin to worry - or worse, blame God for our troubles.  

At times, the simple act of turning back to God, confessing our lack of trust in him, will turn a situation around. If the situation doesn’t change, our attitude towards it certainly will, enabling us to better navigate our troubled waters. 
Choosing to renew our trust in God begins to move us back up the other side of the curve.  
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As we begin to progress back up the curve, our hearts focussed on God, we will often hear from him more clearly.  This was so for the Israelites. We read:  “So Moses prayed for the people. The Lord said to Moses, "Make a snake and put it up on a pole; anyone who is bitten can look at it and live." 

Now at this point, both for the Israelites and for us, there is a choice.  We can listen to what God is communicating to us, respond in faith and obedience, and so continue to progress up the curve, or we can choose not to – in which case we will begin to slide back again.

I’ve heard people say from time to time, “God doesn’t speak to me any more.”  If that’s our experience, it may help to sit and reflect on what the last thing was that we believe God wanted us to do – and whether or not we have done it.  In my experience, we can gradually become deaf to the whisper of the Spirit in our hearts, unless we are willing to respond in obedience and faith to what he is telling us.
In this story, Moses was told to make a bronze snake, fix it to a pole, and command the Israelites to go out and look at it.  If they responded in faith to God’s command – even though it may have seemed a little weird – they were healed. Note that they had a choice.  They could have chosen to dismiss the command as completely ridiculous – but then they would have borne the consequences.  Incidentally, this is where the medical profession gets its symbol of the snakes wound round a pole.  Snakes as a symbol of healing seem rather disconcerting, unless we’re familiar with this story! 
We read, “So Moses made a bronze snake and put it up on a pole. Then when anyone was bitten by a snake and looked at the bronze snake, he lived.”

The Israelites were miraculously delivered from their calamity as they acted in faith and obeyed God’s command.  They are now at the top of the curve once again.  
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Another word of caution:  the Israelites experienced a miraculous physical deliverance.  God can and will work similar deliverances in our own lives.  However, we must be wary of trying to tie God to a formula.

This learning curve is a very common one, but the way God speaks to us, and the deliverances he offers may not always be what we expect.  He won’t always physically deliver us from troubles, nor will he always bring physical solutions to our problems.  However, he will always respond to our cry, and he will always speak to us if we are prepared to listen for his voice.  Even if the deliverance is not what we expect, as we turn back to God in our time of trouble, we will know more fully his presence and his guidance.  At times, those things become deliverance in themselves.
Another thing that struck me in this story, as I plotted God’s learning curve, was that it took place in the context of the People of God.  It was the Israelites as a people that sought God’s help.  As Moses interceded for his people, God’s solution was given to the people.

We have a strong tendency these days to individualise our faith.  We see our walk with God very much as a personal thing. We are not so good at coming to God as a Christian community with our troubles.

And we do have troubles as a community.  In this area we, like so many other regional parishes, struggle financially at times.  From the perspective of mission, we struggle to present our faith to the community around us in a way that they can relate and respond to. So our church is dwindling rather than growing.  
Are we coming before God as a community with these problems?  Are we crying out to him, repenting of the things he lays on our hearts? I suspect that if we did – if we sought God’s will together, that we may just hear his voice as the Israelites did, and find exciting ways forward.  Food for thought.

I pray that as we continue to work and worship together as a Christian community that we will be alert to God’s learning curve, both in our personal lives, and in the life our church.  I pray that we will be moved to turn to God, to listen to his voice, and to respond in obedience and faith.  And I pray that we will see the power of God in our midst as he delivers us!  
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Let’s pray.
