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  Numbers 21:4-9 and John 3:14-21


I think it’s a safe to say that the most famous Bible passage in the world today is John 3:16.  You’ll see that citation on signs held up at sports games, on t-shirts and on baseball caps.  The clothing store Forever 21 prints “John 3:16” on the bottom of their shopping bags.  The citation has become a kind of shorthand for the Christian gospel because it refers, after all, to a sentence in the Gospel of John which Billy Graham called “the Gospel in a nutshell”.  Do you know it by heart?  “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son so that whoever believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”  Presumably, anyone could see a sign saying “John 3:16”, Google it, read the passage and understand Christianity.  You could go on an read the rest of the Bible if you wanted details, but that passage alone expresses Christianity in language anyone can understand.


But here’s the problem.  The person who wrote John 3:16 (whoever he or she was) didn’t think that passage was understandable on its own.  That sentence is embedded in a passage that is explaining the importance of Jesus Christ by making an analogy between Jesus’ story and another story from the book of Numbers.  The writer is actually saying, if you want to understand Jesus and the difference he makes, if you want to understand 3:16, you need to connect Jesus’ story with another story about a time when God instructs Moses to create a bronze serpent and put it on his staff so that people might be cured of deadly snake bites.  “And 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,” the writer explains.  To which all of us say, HUH?!  How can those two stories have anything to do with each other?  Do you see any connection?  I think we have some work to do!


Let’s take a look at that story from Numbers.  Most of us, I think, are at least a bit familiar with the story of the Exodus, when Moses led the Israelite people out of Egypt where they had been slaves to Pharaoh.  As the story goes, getting out of Egypt solved some of their problems but it created a bunch of other problems.  First, they didn’t have any water.  Do you remember what God told Moses to do to solve that problem?  Then, they didn’t have anything to eat.  Remember God’s solution to that one?  Well, by the time we get to the book of Numbers, you’d think they’d have the hang of this desert thing.  But they encounter another common desert hazard—poisonous snakes.  Following God’s instructions, Moses makes a bronze snake, sticks it on his staff, and instructs everyone who gets bitten by a snake to look at his staff and they’ll be saved.


Now, I imagine this is NOT the solution the Israelites were expecting.  I imagine that they were hoping God would make the snakes disappear.  Or maybe they’d get an antidote to snake poison.  At the very least I bet they would have been happy with a big club to smash the snakes with.  But instead, they have to look at a bronze serpent.  They have to look at an image of the very thing that just bit them.  Somehow looking at that image was going to save them, heal them.


When the writer of the Gospel of John needs to explain the power of Christ, that’s the story he draws on.  John writes that Jesus is lifted up like the bronze serpent is lifted up.   Look on Jesus and you’ll be healed just like the Israelites were healed of their snake bites in the wilderness.


At first the analogy is puzzling.  How is Jesus like a snake?  Jesus isn’t a predator, he’s not out to kill us!  But remember the analogy is between Jesus and the bronze serpent, the one that the Israelites must look at in order to be saved.  While the Israelites might have wanted to escape snakes when they prayed for help, what they got instead were instructions to look at that thing head on, to confront it, to face it.  That’s what Jesus does, the gospel writer is showing us.  Jesus doesn’t take us away from the pain of the world—he brings us right to the leper and bids us to reach out with him.  He doesn’t take us away from our fear—he invites us to step out of the boat along with Peter and take a step on the water even before we know that it can hold us up.  He doesn’t take us away from the grave of Lazarus, already three days gone—he brings us right there and calls him back to life.  And he doesn’t take us away from the forces of violence, the fickleness of human loyalty, the cruelty of state-sanctioned torture and death.  Instead, he makes us look at those things—he makes us watch.  And when we shut our eyes out of sheer exhaustion he goads us awake again and chides, “Could you not watch with me one hour?”


As long as there have been Christians there have been attempts to explain the way in which Jesus makes a difference.  A lot of these explanations focus on the difference that Jesus makes on a supernatural level—he wins a battle that God has been having with the Devil, or he pays a debt that humanity owes to God.  But the author of the Gospel of John--the author who some have called the first Christian theologian--understands it differently.  By connecting Jesus to the story of the bronze serpent, he’s showing us that Jesus makes a difference by making us see something, recognize something, face something that we would certainly rather avoid.  The difference he makes, then, is not a difference in the heart of God.  It’s a difference in us, in our hearts.  He moves us from evasion to recognition, from being hard-hearted and callous to having our hearts break.  And, John says, it’s this move that in the end makes all the difference.  What’s more, those who can’t make this move, those whose hearts remain hard and whose eyes remain closed, well there’s no need to speculate about their ultimate fate.  In the words of John, those people are “condemned already”.  In some important way, they’re already dead.


I think the connection that John makes between the bronze serpent and Jesus is an extremely important, extremely insightful one.  He gives us a way to understand how looking at Jesus, and how looking at the world as he reveals it to us, changes us in an important way.  But we’ll miss the power of his point if it spurs us only to look at Jesus and keep our eyes fixed on him.  The change, after all, is not just due to the person or the object on which we focus our gaze.  The change is in us—in how we live and act and relate to each other and relate to God having seen Jesus.  And, the change is in how we keep on looking, and keep on seeing the world.


Who here has seen the movie, “Milk”, last year’s bio-pic about the San Francisco gay rights activist Harvey Milk?  I took Paul and Isaac to go see the movie on one of our school snow days last month.  There’s a running joke in our family about seeing movies with mom—everyone complains that I think every movie is about Jesus.  I always deny this—I just think Jesus is about every movie.  So as we sat down to watch “Milk” Isaac said, “Please Mom, just don’t tell us that Harvey Milk is like Jesus.”  But do you know the story?  Harvey Milk pushes and pushes at the political and religious establishment of his day, challenging them to honor the humanity of the gay and lesbian people in their community, until he is eventually assassinated by one of his opposition.  I tried to bite my tongue—I tried to just let Paul and Isaac see it for themselves, but I couldn’t help it.  On the car ride home I was still a bit teary and finally had to say it:  “Harvey Milk died for our sins!  Don’t you see it kids?”  That led to a rant about Oscar Romero and Martin Luther King and Matthew Shepherd and Karen Silkwood.  All of those people died because they exposed something that the people around them didn’t want to see, didn’t want to come to terms with.  The forces of evasion, of subversion, of denial are deadly forces, perhaps the deadliest forces at work today.  And the most powerful way to combat those forces is be persistent and brave in lifting up, in exposing the truth.


Being a Christian—which is to say, claiming the story of Christ as the story of my life--makes all the difference.  When I hear the stories of so many people who have suffered and died at the hands of those who cannot stand having the truth exposed, I don’t just see hurt and suffering and injustice.  I also see God.  Because I know that God was in Christ as he hung on the cross and broke our hearts open to receive him.  God did not stand far off, God did not stay hidden, God chose to be revealed and known and shown.  And so I trust that God stood right alongside Harvey Milk and Oscar Romero and all those others.  

That trust, in turn, emboldens me to stand up for what I know is right.  It emboldens me to bear witness to what I know is true, even when it rocks the boat, even when it disrupts the harmony I so love, even when it puts my own comfort and safety at risk.  And while bearing witness and telling the truth are essential parts of my outward ministry, they are crucial parts of my inward work as well.  There are plenty of parts of myself that I would just as soon ignore or evade, but I know that if I am to be healed, if I am to be whole, if I am to be saved, I must follow Jesus right to those places and lift them up.


Can we bear to look?  That, the Gospel writer proclaims, is what in the end will save us.  That’s what will keep us from crucifying more people.  And that is what will keep us from destroying ourselves by suppressing and denying the parts that we would rather not reveal.


Do you see it?  If Jesus has opened our eyes, directed our gaze and broken open our hearts, then we can’t stop seeing.  We can’t turn away because we trust that in seeing we are saved.
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