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Victory of the Lamb // May 15, 2022 // Pastor Ben Sadler 
Series: Emotions // Sermon: God and Anger // Scripture: Numbers 20:1-13 

 

20 In the first month the whole Israelite community arrived at the Desert of 
Zin, and they stayed at Kadesh. There Miriam died and was buried. 2 Now there 
was no water for the community, and the people gathered in opposition to 
Moses and Aaron. 3 They quarreled with Moses and said, “If only we had died 
when our brothers fell dead before the Lord! 4 Why did you bring the Lord’s 
community into this wilderness, that we and our livestock should die 
here? 5 Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to this terrible place? It has no 
grain or figs, grapevines or pomegranates. And there is no water to drink!” 
6 Moses and Aaron went from the assembly to the entrance to the tent of 
meeting and fell facedown, and the glory of the Lord appeared to 
them. 7 The Lord said to Moses, 8 “Take the staff, and you and your brother 
Aaron gather the assembly together. Speak to that rock before their eyes and it 
will pour out its water. You will bring water out of the rock for the community 
so they and their livestock can drink.” 9 So Moses took the staff from the Lord’s 
presence, just as he commanded him. 10 He and Aaron gathered the assembly 
together in front of the rock and Moses said to them, “Listen, you rebels, must 
we bring you water out of this rock?” 11 Then Moses raised his arm and struck 
the rock twice with his staff. Water gushed out, and the community and their 
livestock drank. 12 But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not 
trust in me enough to honor me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not 
bring this community into the land I give them.” 13 These were the waters of 
Meribah, where the Israelites quarreled with the Lord and where he was proved 
holy among them. (Numbers 20:1-13) 

Have you seen the movie Inside Out? It is probably one of my favorite Disney 
movies. The movie tells the story of a young girl, named Riley, and her family who 
are moving from Minnesota to California and all the emotions she experiences 
with this really hard transition. What makes the movie unique is that the story is 
told from the perspective of her emotions in her brain. And her emotions are 
personified with five different characters.  
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There is Fear and he is dressed in a bowtie and sweater. He comes across as a 
statistician, who always on the lookout for potential problems. Then there is 
Disgust. She is green and well dressed. She keeps Riley from lowering her 
standards. Then there is Sadness. Sadness is blue and slow and mopey. She helps 
Riley process her tough emotions. Then there is Joy. Joy is always happy and helps 
Riley enjoy and delight in everyday experiences.  

Finally, there is Anger. And Anger is red and looks almost like a demon. He is the 
most volatile of all the characters. And he seems to always be on the verge of 
blowing his top and lighting everything on fire.  

One of the main messages of the movie Inside Out is that all our emotions have a 
purpose. And that’s true with anger. Anger helps us identify if something is wrong 
or there has been some kind of injustice. Even Jesus got angry at the money 
changers in Temple. And our Lord got angry when Israel worshiped a golden calf.  

But there is a reason that the movie Inside Out as a red character with fire coming 
out of his head. Anger can be a dangerous emotion. I’ve felt that even this last 
week. Pastor Bill and I have joked with each other that during this sermon series 
on emotions, we each have been challenged on the emotion that we have been 
preaching on. And the same was true for me this week. There was something that 
happened that I thought was wrong and I took personal, and I could feel the 
burning sensation of anger inside of me. I was trying to schedule a retreat for our 
men’s mentoring program, and the person on the line was not being helpful. And I 
could feel anger burning inside of me.  

I had this thought: Wow, this emotion is scary. This emotion can be dangerous. 
This emotion could be destructive. In many ways this emotion is like fire. Just like 
fire, when it is kept in its designated place like the fireplace can serve a purpose, 
and yet if a fire is stoked and fed it can burn your house down.  

I imagine you can relate. Out of all the emotions you feel, anger can be the most 
painful and powerful and the most dangerous. If you have lost a job or have a 
strained or even fractured relationship, you could probably trace your problems 
back to your anger.  

Today we are continuing our sermon series Emotions: Dealing with Feelings. And 
the question I want to answer today is Why might anger be so dangerous? 
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To answer that question, let’s go back to our reading from Numbers 20 and 
Moses losing his temper. Before we dive into our reading, let’s lay out the context 
of this situation. How much do you know about Moses? Well you can break down 
Moses’ life in three segments. The first 40 years he spent growing up in Egypt, 
where he lived in Pharaoh’s household. But then he murdered an Egyptian out a 
sense of justice for his fellow Jews, so he had to flee into the wilderness, where 
he spent the next 40 years as a shepherd. Then God called him to rescue, his own 
people from Egyptian slavery and lead them out of Egypt. But because of their 
unbelief and wickedness, those Israelites had to spend the next 40 years leading 
the Israelites as the wandered in the desert.  

So no when we reach our text in Numbers 20, Moses is 120 years old. And the 
first generation that came out of Egypt has all died. And the second generation 
that was raised in the wilderness is getting ready to embark on their journey to 
the Promised Land of Canaan.  And this is what we read: 

20 In the first month the whole Israelite community arrived at the Desert of 
Zin, and they stayed at Kadesh. There Miriam died and was buried. (This first 
month is the first month of the fortieth year in the wilderness. And Miriam, 
Moses’ older sister is one of those people from that first generation that would 
die in the wilderness.) 
2 Now there was no water for the community, and the people gathered in 
opposition to Moses and Aaron. 3 They quarreled with Moses and said, “If only 
we had died when our brothers fell dead before the Lord! 4 Why did you bring 
the Lord’s community into this wilderness, that we and our livestock should die 
here? 5 Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to this terrible place? It has no 
grain or figs, grapevines or pomegranates. And there is no water to drink!” 

Now if you have read the book of Exodus, this would sound very familiar. You see, 
in Exodus 17, the first generation that came out of Egypt said basically the same 
thing. The parents of this generation, when they came out of Egypt and entered 
into the wilderness, also lacked water. And they also quarreled with Moses. And 
they also blamed him for the bad situation they were in. They also wished they 
had died with their ancestors before they got to this situation.  

In other words, the children are repeating the sinful attitudes of their parents. 
They don’t trust God. They put all the blame on Moses, although it was their fault 
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that they were in this situation. And it was this very act of unbelief that had kept 
their parents from entering the Promised Land and now they are doing the same 
thing.  

I want you to try to put yourself in Moses’ sandals. He is 120 years old. He has 
been leading about million people through the wilderness. The first generation 
died in the wilderness because of their unbelief and now the 2nd generation is 
showing the same unbelief. They seem to always be complaining to Moses and 
blame him for all their problems.  And all along God has faithfully blessed them 
and taken care of them.  

So how are you feeling? Angry. That’s right. Moses and Aaron are angry. And we 
know that because what happens later on in this story. But in this moment, 
Moses does the right thing. When the Israelites complain against Moses and 
blame him, Moses turns to the Lord of wisdom and direction.  

We read: 6 Moses and Aaron went from the assembly to the entrance to the tent 
of meeting and fell facedown, and the glory of the Lord appeared to them.  

This is the best thing they could have done. And when they were in the holy 
presence of God, God gave them instruction on what he wanted them to do.  
7 The Lord said to Moses, 8 “Take the staff, and you and your brother Aaron 
gather the assembly together. Speak to that rock before their eyes and it will 
pour out its water. You will bring water out of the rock for the community so 
they and their livestock can drink.” 

This is very similar to the instructions that the Lord gave Moses back 40 years 
earlier in Exodus 17. Just like last time, Moses was to take his staff. The same staff 
he used to turn the Nile River into blood. Then he was to assemble the people 
before the rock. Now back in Exodus 17 the Lord told Moses to strike the rock. 
But now in Numbers 20 the Lord told Moses to “speak to the rock”. And then he 
promised that water would flow from the rock.   

Then we read: 9 So Moses took the staff from the Lord’s presence, just as he 
commanded him.  So far so good. Moses listens to what the Lord told him to do. 
He takes his staff. 
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 Then we read:  10 He and Aaron gathered the assembly together in front of the 
rock…Again so far so good. Moses and Aaron assemble the people before the 
rock just like the Lord told them to do.  

But then we read …and Moses said to them, “Listen, you rebels… uh-oh. Moses is 
mad. And he is letting his anger motivate his actions. Anger might be able to help 
you identify some injustice. But don’t let anger motivate you. That’s when it gets 
dangerous.  

Then he says… must WE bring you water out of this rock?”  Wait a second. Who 
is going to bring water out of a rock? Moses is now saying that he is the one going 
to do the work.  
11 Then Moses raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff. 
Water gushed out, and the community and their livestock drank. Remember, 
God specifically told him to speak to the rock. Not only did he not speak to the 
rock, but his anger led him to strike the rock two times.  

Moses was filled with burning anger. And the pain was so strong and so deep that 
he poured it out on the people. He called them names and took it personally. And 
he personally wanted let the Israelites have it.  

But why was he so angry? What was at the heart of his anger? Was it a sense of 
injustice? Was it because he felt hurt? Why did Moses lose his temper?  

We read: 12 But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not trust in 
me enough to honor me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring 
this community into the land I give them.” 

Moses was filled with anger and his anger kept him from trusting in the holiness 
of God. He took Israel’s sin personally and so he didn’t show the people the 
holiness work of God. Instead struck the rock in anger giving the impression that 
he had the power to work this miracle.  

And because he was blinded by anger and didn’t trust in the holiness of God, 
Moses would not enter the Promised Land. He would die in the wilderness with 
the previous generation that didn’t trust God as holy.  

This helps us answer our opening question: Why might anger be so dangerous? 
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Anger blinds us from the holiness of God.  

When we are angry, we don’t see God’s holiness. That means his goodness. We 
can’t see all the good things that God is doing. When we are angry, we don’t see 
God’s holiness, meaning his righteousness, and we are ok with sinning or hurting 
other people.  

And this is serious. Because of Moses’ anger he didn’t trust God enough to honor 
God as good and holy in front of the Israelites. And that unbelief kept Moses from 
entering the Promised Land. Our anger could do the same. If we continue to be 
filled with anger, that can destroy our faith. We no longer see God as good and 
holy and in control and slowly our faith gets eroded. And if we keep letting anger 
motivate our actions, there might be no faith at all. It is our anger that could keep 
us from entering the Promised Land of God’s presence.  

But there is hope at the end of our reading. This story ends with these words: 
13 These were the waters of Meribah, where the Israelites quarreled with 
the Lord and where he was proved holy among them.  

The people were not really quarreling against Moses. Ultimately, they were 
quarreling against God. They were sinning and complaining against God. But God 
proved himself holy, meaning he proved himself good. Yes, he did give 
consequences to Moses. That was a good thing to do. But ultimately, he was 
gracious. He poured out abundant water for this rebellious people and graciously 
met their needs in the desert.  

In Jesus Christ, God is proved holy and good among us. He doesn’t give us what 
we deserve. We think of all the ways that our burning anger has caused problems 
in our lives. All the times our anger has hurt others and blinded us from seeing the 
holiness of God. But God puts out the fire of our anger with his word of grace. As 
we sin, our sins they are many, his mercy is more.  

You see, God has righteous anger. That means that he is angry about the right 
things. He has justifiable anger towards our sin. But instead of pouring out his 
righteous anger on us. He poured it out on his Son, Jesus Christ. And now instead 
of pouring out anger on us. He pours out his love and holiness.  

Anger is going to happen. It is one of our emotions. But how can we extinguish 
the fire of our anger? 
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Extinguish your anger in the holiness of God. 

The best thing Moses did in our reading is that after the Israelites complained 
against him, he went into the presence of God. As long as he was in the holy 
presence of God, he could receive the truth that God is good and that God was 
going to do what was right for all the people.  

And that’s what you can do. You can continually go into the holy presence of God 
as you daily read Scripture, pray, and assemble with God’s people here at church 
and through the sacrament.  

Paul talks about what life looks like when we continually return to the holy 
presence of God  
17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of 
everyone. 18 If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with 
everyone. 19 Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s 
wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 On 
the contrary: 

“If your enemy is hungry, feed him; 
    if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 
In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 
21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

Don’t repay your coworker with evil. Maybe you want to address the situation. 
But don’t try and get revenge. Trust that God is good and holy and he will uphold 
justice.  

When your spouse or friend does something that angers you, don’t get revenge. 
You might address the situation. If they are unwilling to repent, leave room for 
God’s wrath.  

When your child does something wrong. Don’t take it personally. You might need 
to give them a consequence. But don’t be motivated by anger or revenge or you 
will not be disciplining your children, you will find yourself hurting them, even 
abusing them physically or emotionally by yelling or screaming or even hitting.  
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Stay in the presence of God through Scripture, prayer, and regular gathering with 
God’s people. And if you find yourself continually being filled with anger, you 
have forgotten the holiness of God. You have forgotten that God is in control, that 
he is good.  

Out of all the emotions that we have talked about in this series, anger is the most 
dangerous. Anger is like fire. It can burn your house down. Anger can ruin our 
lives. Anger can destroy our relationships. But anger can do much more. Anger 
can change our eternal destiny. Anger kept Moses out of the Promised Land. And 
our ongoing anger can keep us from our eternal Promised Land as well. Let’s leave 
those people and situations that are filling us with anger and go into the holy 
presence of God. When we are in his presence, we remember that he is good. 
And he will do what is right. Let’s not be overcome by anger. But let’s overcome 
our anger with good.  Amen.  

 


