Lent 4B. March 10, 2024. Faith Episcopal Church, Poulsbo, WA. Numbers 21:4-
9, Ephesians 2:1-10, John 3:14-21. “Snakes and Salvation”

Numbers 21 “From Mount Hor [the Israelites] set out by the way to the Red Sea, to
go around the land of Edom; but the people became impatient on the way. “The
people spoke against God and against Moses, “Why have you brought us up out of
Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we detest
this miserable food.” “Then the LORD sent poisonous serpents among the people,
and they bit the people, so that many Israelites died. "The people came to Moses
and said, “We have sinned by speaking against the LORD and against you; pray to
the LORD to take away the serpents from us.” So Moses prayed for the

people. *And the LORD said to Moses, “Make a poisonous serpent, and set it on a
pole; and everyone who is bitten shall look at it and live.” “So Moses made a
serpent of bronze, and put it upon a pole; and whenever a serpent bit somone, that
person would look at the serpent of bronze and live.

John 3[Jesus said:] "*“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.

1%“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.

7“Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in
order that the world might be saved through him. '*Those who believe in him are
not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because they
have not believed in the name of the only Son of God. '“And this is the judgment,
that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light
because their deeds were evil. *’For all who do evil hate the light and do not come
to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. *'But those who do what is true
come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in

God.”

The Sermon

Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord Jesus
Christ. Amen.

Old school preachers -- like me — often begin their sermons with these words,
sometimes every week. People hear them, say “Amen”. Grace, mercy and peace to



you. We hear the words, but do we believe them and live them? Grace. Mercy.
Peace.

Moses told the people of Israel, traveling through the desert that they had a
covenant with God, but did they believe it and live it?

In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus tells Nicodemus that God loves the world and
doesn’t condemn it, but does Nicodemus come to believe it and live it?

We’ve been offered God’s grace, mercy and peace — but just because we do or
don’t believe it or live it does not change it! God’s grace, mercy and peace are
indeed always there for us.

The people of Israel had some wonderful examples of God’s grace, mercy and
peace. They had been freed from slavery. They had found miraculous sources of
water in the desert and had received manna from heaven to eat each morning.
They had competent leaders. But during their travels through the desert to the
promised land, they saw settlements: places where people had homes and flocks
and roads and food. They remembered the watermelons and leeks and fresh
vegetables they had enjoyed in Egypt. They wanted things that they did not have.

Some Buddhists call envy a venomous serpent. Envy slithered among the people
of Israel. They were afraid, lonely, stressed, unhappy and rebellious. They had
left old homes and were upset that they hadn’t gotten to where they thought they
should be by now. They were like teenagers opening the fridge with ample food
put there by their parents and saying, “There’s no food and I hate this food.” The
wonder of manna was gone, and there was little confidence in God’s grace, mercy
and peace.

The slithering snakes of envy and impatience began to destroy the community
Moses hoped to build.

Our sense of community today is also threatened. People line up for and against
their political favorites. Very little real listening takes place. The slithering snakes
of false information, envy and impatience threaten the unity we need.

We can all think of times in our lives when we have forgotten the wonder of our
blessings. Our car is shabbier, our education less prestigious, our job less
lucrative, our travels less exotic than everyone else we know. Some have family



and grandchildren near-by and many who don’t wish they did. Envy can slither in
subtly and threaten both our desire for the common good and our personal peace.

In the story of Israel’s envy and impatience, illness and slithering serpents, God
gave Moses a remedy. God didn’t remove the snakes, but gave a more powerful
one. Look at the bronze serpent and live. Look away from yourselves long
enough to name the poison and to look at one another. Those who looked at the
bronze serpent were healed.

- + -
The highly respected religious leader Nicodemus came to Jesus by night for help
with questions that troubled him about Jesus’ teachings. Jesus talks to him about
truth: knowing that God loves the world, indeed the entire kosmos. Nicodemus
challenges Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom of God. So Jesus names the poison:
it’s when people don’t live in God’s love; it’s when people fall into evil rather than
living in grace, it’s when falsehood triumphs over truth.

The words of the Gospel bear repeating: [Jesus said:] *“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.

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.

7“Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in
order that the world might be saved through him.

So the question remains, do we believe it and live it! Believing it doesn’t make it
so. It IS so. But living it enriches your life.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu and the Dalai Lama once spent a week sharing their
combined wisdom. The Book of Joy is the outcome of that week. In that book, the
wise men list obstacles to joy: fear, stress, anxiety; frustration and anger; sadness
and grief; despair; loneliness; envy; suffering and adversity; illness and fear of
death. The archbishop and the Dalai Lama had experienced all of these. The people
of Israel knew them; Jesus and Nicodemus knew them; St. Paul knew them. You
and I know them. Naming them helps us confront them. Those two wise men
learned over years — day by day -- to work through the obstacles to achieve joy.

- + -
When Moses lifted up the serpent on the pole, people went back to their tents to
bring desperately ill loved ones to view it. A youth carried his mother. An old



woman brought her grandchildren. Name the sickness and be healed by
compassion one for another.

Some of Moses’ flock refused to look at the snake on the pole and died. It took
courage to look at that snake, to name the problem. It took courage to ask
someone to carry you to the center of the camp so you could name the fear, the
brokenness, the envy which would lead to death. It takes courage today to speak
and live the truth.

During Lent we are encouraged to honestly name our fears and brokenness; to do
an “about-face”; to look to God, the agent of healing outside ourselves; to live truth
and embrace life.

The Gospel writer John draws the parallels. Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in
the wilderness, so must Jesus be lifted up. “Lifted up” means crucified. Jesus
would become the one to whom the world would look for healing from
brokenness, for life beyond fear and envy and pain. The horror and pain of the
cross would translate into forgiveness and hope, into gratitude, compassion and
generosity. And we would begin to experience grace, mercy and peace as gifts — to
believe and to live.

Some won’t accept this. Perhaps it’s stubborn unwillingness to admit our need for
grace and forgiveness; perhaps its fear of rejection or fear of change. But I am
comforted by the Gospel-writer John’s words where Jesus says, “And I, when I am
lifted up from the earth [that is, when I’'m hanged on the cross], I will draw all
people to myself.” (John 12:32) Will draw the poison out of people.

When one of us says, “Ouch! I’ve been bitten,” or “I have really messed up this
time,” or “These are difficult times,” may we respond like the people in Moses’
camp who carried each other to gaze at the snake on the pole. May we help one
another to look at Jesus Christ, son of God, on the cross, and living today. May we
help one another to believe and to live.

Grace, mercy and peace ARE yours — believe it or not. Amen.



