
3rd in Lent, B, John 3 and Numbers 21, serpents and cross, March, 2018 

 Not too long ago, there was a post on Forbes online entitled: How Millennials 

Will Save The World, .   One quote from the article is:  “Millennials have the right 

values, motivation, and ideas. When we are in charge, we will save the world."  

Millennials are roughly those born between 1982-2004, which presently makes them in 

their late teens up to mid-thirties.  This is an idealistic generation, sociologists tell us, and 

they want to save the world.  I am all for that, and I sincerely hope they succeed!  But, 

my fear would be that like every preceding generation, they will discover its much harder 

than it sounds. Probably because at the very root of all that’s wrong with the world is all 

that’s wrong with people; theologians refer to it as original sin.  And this is not easily 

conquered by even the most well meaning and industrious generation, as countless 

generations of humanity have already proven. Saving the world is a truly Herculean task, 

and in fact, is beyond human capacity. This doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try, of course, or 

that we don’t make a difference; we must and we do.  But, it does point us to the reason 

for faith in our Lord who also seeks to save the world, and actually has the ability to do 

so.   In two very different Scripture lessons this morning, we see God going about that 

very thing.  

What do our Old Testament and Gospel lesson have in common this morning?  

It’s easier to see how they’re different, so let’s first look at their differences.  The Old 

Testament lesson, from the book of Numbers, is set in a desert among a large group of 

people, none other than the Hebrew people on their way out from Egyptian slavery via 

the Exodus to a new life as free people in a promised land.  The Gospel lesson from John, 

in contrast, takes place inside a home, at night, in a private conversation between two 
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people.  Nicodemus, a well known respected religious leader has come by night to where 

Jesus was staying in order to talk with him, unobserved.  So, the settings of the two 

lessons are quite different. 

 The problems presented in the two lessons are also different.  The Hebrew people 

are disgruntled.  They are camping their way across the desert, and they quite literally are 

not happy campers.  Although God had dramatically rescued them from slavery in Egypt 

and provided manna for their food along the journey to the Promised Land, they were 

finding that things were not quite as they wished they were.  The journey was taking a lot 

longer than they had hoped, the accommodations were poor, and they were tired of eating 

manna every day.  As they put it so eloquently to Moses in our lesson today, “We detest 

this miserable food.”   

 It seems God was not pleased with how short their memories were when it came 

to gratitude and how readily they complained and whined and rebelled.   Poisonous 

snakes infiltrated their camp, and now they had real troubles about which they could 

complain.  Here’s a fascinating way of understanding the appearance of these snakes, an 

act attributed to God.  The people themselves had created a toxic atmosphere with their 

ingratitude and belligerence; most of us know what it means to live in a toxic 

environment, whether at work or at home or, God forbid, at a church or some other 

organization.   Humans have the capacity to poison the air around them by being hateful 

and mean spirited.  God simply literally creates what the people have already 

metaphorically created.  They created a venomous environment; now there are actual 

venomous snakes amongst them.  Their own toxicity suddenly has a physical 

manifestation.  This changes things!  People were dying from snake bite poison, which 



put their earlier troubles into a different perspective.  The people recognize their sin and 

ask Moses to pray to God to take the serpents away.  That’s the dilemma they face in our 

Old Testament lesson. 

 The Gospel lesson presents a far different dilemma. Nicodemus is not in danger of 

death by poison, although he is risking his reputation by sneaking off to see Jesus.  But, 

the dilemma which Nicodemus faces is more one of understanding.  He comes to speak to 

Jesus about faith and life issues, and the two of them have a rather cryptic conversation.  

Prior to our verses today, Jesus has told Nicodemus that he must be born anew, by water 

and Spirit, to have real life in God, and Nicodemus just doesn’t get it.  His view is that 

birth is a one-time matter, and having been born once, he was done being born.  Jesus 

responds by telling him that the Spirit of God is free, like wind, and it blows where God 

wills it to blow, and that having re-birth in God is, likewise, a free and mysterious matter.  

Then Jesus launches into the verses we see today.  This chapter ends without any written 

response on the part of the Nicodemus, but I suspect he left Jesus with his head 

throbbing, and still confused.  I’m not sure he could see what Jesus was getting at. That 

was his dilemma. 

 So, these lessons may seem quite different, but we are about to discover their 

commonality.   Let’s go back to where we left those Hebrew people, desperately hoping 

God would free them of the poisonous serpents.  No such luck.  God does not take the 

danger away.  But God does intend to save them, because that’s what God does. The 

threat of poison remains, but God rather provides an antidote to the poison, and it’s a very 

strange, but familiar antidote.  It’s strange, because God instructs Moses to place a bronze 

image of one of the poisonous serpents on a pole and set the pole up so that people can 



see it.  Those who are bitten may look upon the bronze serpent on the pole and they 

would be healed of the poison; they would live.  That’s very strange.    Why should 

looking at an image of the source of the poison free a person from the toxicity of the 

poison?  But, it’s also a familiar image, because the serpent on the pole is none other than 

the emblem of the American Medical Association.  This story, along with other stories 

from Greek history, lies behind that emblem.  I’m sure most of us just take it for granted 

and never give it a second look or a second thought.  But, it comes in part  from this 

ancient story about God providing a means of healing, an antidote for poison, through the 

power of the symbol. Somehow, the symbol of death becomes the symbol of healing.  

Because God can do that.   

 This is the connection point to our Gospel lesson, since Jesus in the first verse we 

read today refers back to this serpent on a pole.  He tells the puzzled Nicodemus, “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.”  We’re only in the 3rd chapter of John 

here, Jesus’ ministry is just beginning, but already he is making a prediction about his 

death.  He points to his future death on the cross as being like the lifting up of the serpent 

on the pole.  Except this time, it will be Christ who is lifted up on the pole to provide the 

means of healing, the antidote for the poison.  And, like the story of the serpent on the 

pole, this is both strange and familiar.  It’s strange, because how does Jesus dying on the 

cross provide a means of healing?  How can a symbol of death, which the cross surely 

was, become a symbol of life and healing, which it now surely is?  Our lesson from John 

goes on to give us that most famous of verses, 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.”  The next verse elaborates, “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.”  

Here, many have said, is the Gospel in a nutshell, as well as God’s declared intention:  to 

save the world.  And to do so out of love. We learn here that God will save the world 

through Christ being lifted up on the cross.  But how?  It’s a strange notion, surely as 

strange as the serpent on the pole.  But, it’s also very familiar, because the symbol of the 

cross is everywhere, as we discovered in the youth talk.  But like the serpent on the pole, 

we may see the symbol of the cross without giving it any thought.   

 Theologically, the cross is prominent during the season of Lent, as Jesus takes us 

along with him as he relentlessly heads towards his death.  It’s also visually prominent 

for us, as we see if placed here in the chancel area and all the other crosses we counted 

earlier.  I love all of these crosses, but the cross that’s formed by the windows in the  

narthex area is particularly a source of wonder to me.  Our view out into the world 

outside our church is shaped by that cross, and the way architecture and theology come 

together there is marvelous.  We see that same amazing intertwining of design and 

theology in our paschal candle stand, created so skillfully and lovingly by Marv Holt.  

Three crosses, like the crosses on Golgotha on Good Friday.  The paschal candle, also 

called the Candle of Resurrection, is lit at baptisms, funerals and throughout the Easter 

season.  This candle is symbolic of the new life that comes through death—Christ’s death 

on the cross, our symbolic death by drowning in the waters of baptism, and our actual 

deaths as our lives here end.  How absolutely appropriate that the stand holding the 

candle is formed by three crosses, the cross being also the primary symbol of life coming 

from death. 



 So, crosses are all around us, and not just in church.  We may wear them around 

our necks or see them in religious art in our homes or encounter them in any number of 

places.  It’s a given that we will see the symbol of the cross.  What is not a given is how 

we will see it.  I think we could see it at least three ways. 

 The first way we might see the cross is with eyes of indifference.  This is likely 

the most common way the cross is viewed.  Like the American Medical Association 

emblem, we see it without really seeing it.  It becomes decorative, but unimportant.  It 

has no great significance beyond its familiarity and vague associations with church.  

Christians claim that history was turned on its head at the crucifixion and that God made 

the ultimate sacrifice of love at that time. Given that, this way of seeing the cross is 

shallow and inadequate. 

 A second way we might see the cross is with eyes of repulsion, but this would 

require some thought on our part.  If we recognized that the cross was, in fact, a means of 

execution, we could easily be repulsed by its presence all around us.  Would we place 

pictures of electric chairs on the front of our hymnals?  Would we wear little golden 

guillotines on chains around our necks?  Would we put a hangman’s noose on top of our 

altar painting?  The cross is equally shocking, but we have lost our sensitivity to this facet 

of the symbol.  Perhaps we might regain our sense of its harsh nature, if we compare it to 

the symbols of other major world religions.  Judaism is symbolized most frequently by 

the star of David.  Islam is symbolized frequently with a crescent moon.  Hinduism’s 

primary symbol is the lotus.  These are symbols of beauty, of nature, of life.  Only 

Christianity among the world’s major religions has a symbol of death by execution as its 

trademark.  Seeing the cross through those eyes, we might well be repulsed.  We might 



find the whole notion of God saving anyone through this kind of violence and death to be 

crazy, foolish, and barbaric. That is very much how people of Jesus’ time perceived the 

faith of the early Christians.  Paul writes how the message of the cross is foolishness to 

Gentiles and a stumbling block to Jews, but that he foolishness of God is wiser than the 

wisdom of humanity.  We could see the cross through eyes of repulsion. 

 Or we could see the cross through eyes of faith.  This is not necessarily an easy 

thing to do.  Anselm, an early church leader and theologian, once made this profound and 

irrational comment.  He said, “I don’t believe because of what I see; I see because of 

what I believe.”  In other words, seeing the cross may not create faith and belief in us.  

We may instead need to look at the cross with eyes of faith to see there what God has 

done for us.  The faith precedes the seeing, rather than the seeing somehow proving the 

faith.  That’s the irrational, mysterious nature of faith to which Jesus refers in his chat 

with Nicodemus. If we look at the cross through eyes of faith, we see how God saves the 

world.  

So, let’s look at the cross through eyes of faith, and through the eyes of our 

Gospel lesson from John.  Jesus, by referring back to the ancient story of the poisonous 

serpent on the pole, reveals much about how he understood the world and the need for the 

cross.  The world is poisoned; toxic; filled with venom.  Not everywhere and all the time, 

but certainly plenty often and in plenty of places, including within and around us.  The 

world God created good has fallen and is poisoned.  But God wants to save the world, out 

of love, and so acts to provide the antidote to the poison, the cure for the toxicity.  From 

this perspective, the cross is primarily about saving the world through healing the world.   

If we, in fact, look to the cross with the belief that it was there that God revealed in the 



most vulnerable and degrading way possible the depth of his love for us, then we find in 

the cross an antidote to poison.  If we look at the cross as the moment when God’s heart 

for us was truly laid bare and broken on our behalf, we find in the cross the healing we 

seek.  The strength of the symbol and its efficacy is in how we see it.  It may mean little 

to us, or it may mean everything to us, the means through which God saves the world.  

For God, it meant everything, because we and the world mean everything to God.  Amen  

 

 

 

 

 

 

   


