
198 Pricks to our eyes, thorns in our sides 

 

We read in Chapter 33 of the Book of Numbers of the detailed travels of the 

children of Israel, from the time of their God-wrought exodus from Egypt to their 

arrival over forty years later in the "plains of Moab" east of the Jordan. (In 

passing we note that here is another example, among the many, of the 

meticulous records kept by the people of Israel, be it over their "generations" or 

as in this case, over their long sojourn in the wilderness. Such long lists as these 

are further testimony to the historicity of these events, emphasising that the Bible, 

and the Good News it contains, is solidly based on true historical events). 

 

By now the people were conscious that their years of wilderness wanderings 

were nearly over. As they looked west across the Dead Sea they could see the 

land of Canaan, the "land flowing with milk and honey" (Exodus 3.8, 17 / 13.5), 

the land which, five hundred years before, God had promised to Abram and his 

seed (Genesis 13.15-17). Soon they would be there. 

 

Moses knew that he himself was not to enter the land; (although this was a 

punishment from the Lord for Moses' hot temper at Meribah (Numbers 20.7-13), 

it was also perhaps quite a relief for him - Moses had fought the good fight and 

had nearly finished his course (as with Paul later on, in II Timothy 4.7); soon he 

could hand on the responsibility to a younger man. So in Chapter 33 the Lord's 

words to Moses, for Moses to speak to the people, were particularly poignant, 

and necessary. 

 

Time after time over the years the Lord had stressed that as His chosen people, 

the children of Israel were different, and were to be different. When they entered 

the promised land they were to retain their differences from the many idolatrous 

peoples around them. In so doing they would be kept on God's true paths, with 

His blessings flowing as a consequence, and they would keep in remembrance 

that they were indeed God's chosen and covenant people. Retaining their 

differences involved driving out the sinful inhabitants of the land, to reduce the 

possibility of falling in with their sinful ways. 

 

And so we come to verse 55 of Chapter 33: "But if ye will not drive out the 

inhabitants of the land from before you; then it shall come to pass, that those 

which ye let remain of them shall be pricks to your eyes, and thorns in your sides, 

and shall vex you in the land wherein ye dwell" (Numbers 33.55, AV).  

 

Now today we as Christian people enjoy that same status as did our forebears, 

the children of Israel. For we too are a chosen and covenant people, but under 

the covenant now of grace rather than of law. We have been drawn into this New 

Covenant by simple faith in Jesus Christ as Lord - our acceptance in our own 



lives that Jesus really is who He says He is, with all that that involves as to how 

we are to live. We too have a "promised land", which we can see spiritually "up 

there" - for heaven is where we already belong, where our true home already 

exists (eg Philippians 3.20 / Hebrews 13.14 / etc).  

 

So the principle spoken by the Lord through Moses on the plains of Moab still 

applies to us in our own context today. Of course we are not in the business of 

having physically to "drive out" anyone these days, but we are to "drive out" the 

many sinful beliefs and lifestyles so prevalent in the lives of those around us. This 

"driving-out" has nothing to do with any holy-Joe, just-look-at-us arrogance on 

our part. It has everything to do with covenantal obedience to the living God, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  

 

In practice this involves our keeping watch over how we spend our time and 

money; the company we keep; the relationships we have; our speech and 

language; our pastimes, with special regard these days to television, social 

media, the internet, films, theatre and music. 

 

As we seek to be faithful in these practical ways, so by the goodness of the Lord 

we shall be spared from that "pricking of the eyes", those "thorns in our sides", 

and that "vexing in the land wherein we dwell". What is more - God will be 

honoured and His name will be glorified, and that is good enough for us! 
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