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Numbers 21:4-9
Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22
Ephesians 2:1-10
John 3:14-21

Lifted Up
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“Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of
Man be lifted up.”
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Jesus as a snake is a mental image that just doesn’t work for me. But that’s
OK. There are several things about these passages from Numbers and John
that don’t work for me – I’ll just add that to the list. What doesn’t work?
Well for starters, in Numbers, the people speak against God and against
Moses. So what does God do but send poisonous snakes to kill them!
Now, I get that God is fed up with them. But doesn’t this seem a bit
extreme? The people are complaining. Again. Like bored and crabby children
on a long car trip, they’ve complained just about the entire time since
they’ve left Egypt. Soon after being miraculously saved from the Egyptians,
by God of course – but they’ve long forgotten that – the people complain
that they don’t like the bitter water, so God shows Moses how to sweeten it.
They complain about the lack of food, so God sends manna. They complain
that they are thirsty so God commands Moses to strike a rock and water
gushes out of it. Then they complain that they are tired of manna and that
there is no meat to eat, so God sends quail. In this story, they complain that
they long for the good old days of being enslaved in Egypt where they at
least had decent food to eat and water to drink. They have now apparently
gone too far. They’ve worked God’s last nerve and the answer to this
complaint is poisonous snakes. Really, God? Poisonous snakes! Now I can
easily imagine that I may have wished something like that on them after
their incessant whining and lack of gratitude, but I expect better of God.
Don’t you? This just doesn’t jibe with the image I want to have of God. So I
guess I’ve got complaints of my own. Maybe I’d best watch my back . . . or
perhaps my feet.
God sort of smooths things over with the people when, after they complain
now (with good reason, in my opinion) about the poisonous snakes, God
tells Moses to create a bronze image of a snake to put on a pole so that the
people, once bitten, can gaze at the snake on a stick and be healed. But I
find this problematic as well. I mean, now God is asking Moses to make a
graven image? I thought that was a definite no-no in the divine rule book!
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And does God not know about the connection between snakes and the
fertility gods of the ancient people of the region, or about the snake on
Pharoah’s crown representing the goddess Wadjet, the daughter of the sun
god, Re? All in all, this just seems like a very, very strange story.
Of course, it is a story Jesus knows though, and he brings it up in his latenight conversation with Nicodemus – also a somewhat strange story – this
one about how to gain access to the “kingdom of God.” Jesus suggests that
one simply needs to be “born from above.” But Jesus loses Nicodemus
entirely when he mentions birth, because Nicodemus follows that line of
thinking down a rabbit hole of literal interpretation. So Jesus tries another
angle saying, “Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must
the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal
life.” Back to Jesus as a snake.

Jesus reinforces his point with what is probably the best known verse in all
of Christian scripture – the one that you can see in football stadium
endzones, at political rallies, on t-shirts, baseball caps, and billboards on the
interstate – John 3:16. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only
Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have
eternal life.”
In its context in John, it is meant to provide Nicodemus with a broader
world-view than the narrow one with which he has operated up to this point.
Jesus is trying to tell Nicodemus that the kingdom of God is not limited just
to the Jewish people with whom God has made a covenant, but that it is
open to everyone who believes. Jesus goes on to say, “God did not send the
Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might
be saved through him.” Beautiful words for a beautiful idea. Until Jesus
continues and takes it one step further, “Those who believe in him are not
condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because
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they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God.”
To me, the irony of this passage, and especially of its best-known and bestloved verse, is that its original intention was to say that God’s love shouldn’t
be seen as a proprietary claim – as a gift only for the chosen nation of Israel
– but as a gift that is offered to all people. And yet, this same verse has
been used by Christians to narrow the definition of who God loves to just
those of us who believe that Jesus is God’s son and our savior. Interpreted
this way, it doesn’t even include the Jewish people! Following this logic, the
Jewish people, the People of the Covenant, not only don’t have a proprietary
claim on salvation, they don’t have any claim at all! The people who were a
“given” for Jesus and for Nicodemus – the starting point from which one
could extend the concept of God’s love and acceptance are left in the
proverbial dust. This leads me to another of my challenges with our
scriptures for today.
At the risk of spouting heresy, I have a problem with the “so that” part of
John 3:16. “So that those who believe in him . . .” Does that mean only
those who believe in him? It certainly sounds that way. “Those who do not
believe in him are condemned already” gives me serious pause and reminds
me, in uncomfortable ways, of my Presbyterian predestinarian past. For
while it is through Jesus that I am personally able to believe in God and to
experience God’s love, I’m not willing to say that Christianity is the only way
to approach God. I think God has bigger things in mind than just appealing
to those of us who call ourselves Christians. To me, the most important part
of the passage is “For God so loved the world that God gave.”
In his book Love is the Way, which a number of us are reading during Lent,
Presiding Bishop Michael Curry points out, the Greek word that we translate
“world” is actually “cosmos” which means everything! God’s love is
expansive and inclusive. It seeks the best for everyone and for everything.
And God shows God’s love by giving – by longing for and seeking the best
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for all of creation. The Greek word that we translate as “love” is agape,
which Curry defines as “love for the other – sacrificial love that seeks the
good and well-being of others, of society, of the world.” Then he uses this
lovely little description of someone practicing agape love when “they want
life’s sweetness to open wide to you.” Life’s sweetness. Now we are talking!
This is the kind of God I can embrace – the God who wants to open life’s
sweetness to us, but not only for us! To us and to everyone else and to all of
creation! Human beings being what we are, not everyone will accept God’s
generous gift. But the gift is there for those with hearts open and receptive
to God.
One of my favorite bumper sticker sayings is, “God is too big to fit into one
religion.” Heresy or no, I believe that bumper sticker theology. Don’t all
religions seek God? We may have different names for God – Yahweh, Allah,
Great Spirit, Akal Murat, Shiva, Higher Power, just to name a few, but can’t
the same God answer to any or all of those names? In an interview some
years ago, then Presiding Bishop Katherine Jefferts-Schori said, “If we insist
we know the one way to God, we’ve put God in an very small box.” I don’t
know about you but I don’t want to put God in any size box! To do so would
seem quite presumptuous, I think!
Getting back to the snake – Jesus is, of course, referring to his coming
crucifixion, when he will be “lifted up on a pole” so to speak. Not a snake,
but God’s Son, love incarnate, who lived among us for 33 short years, and
whose life and ministry during that short time changed the course of human
history. Just as God made the image of fear and death into an icon of life in
the story in Numbers, God made the cross into a sign of life and salvation.
In John the Greek word translated “to lift up” is hypsoo which also means “to
praise.” John wants us to understand that the horror of Jesus’ death by
crucifixion is at the same time his glorification. Fear becomes hope. Despair
becomes joy. Death becomes life. Humiliation becomes glorification.
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Now, when Christians gaze upon the crucified Christ, we see love, we see
possibility, we see light and life, we see acceptance, we see salvation, we
see God. My prayer is that we may also see God in everyone else and in all
of creation. Amen.
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Sculpture: The Bronze Serpent, by Giovanni Fantoni, on Mt. Nebo, in Jordan.
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Painting: Christ of St. John of the Cross, by Salvador Dali.
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