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From Mount Hor they 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 someone, that person would look at the serpent of bronze and live.	—Numbers 2:14-19, nrsv


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.


“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.


“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.”


—John 3:14-21, nrsv


“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 might have eternal life. For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son…”


We began the journey of Lent with Jesus in the wilderness. And today’s Gospel refers to a strange and obscure moment when the Israelites were in the wilderness with Moses. An episode with a snake.


I don’t think that I am especially terrified by snakes—as long as I get some warning of their presence. Many years ago, I walked into the basement of our first parsonage, only to discover a large black snake wrapped around the top of the hot water heater seeking some comfort on a cold winter’s day. That surprised and frightened me, for sure—and I summoned a church trustee less “herpaphobic” than I to take the serpent away. I think it’s mostly the surprise that scared me. If I can encounter snakes on my own terms—mostly in a zoo—I don’t mind them all that much.


There are people who make very careful distinctions between good snakes and bad snakes. A huge, fierce-looking black snake like the one wrapped around our hot water heater, is a good snake. The much smaller, brown southern copperhead is bad. But I don’t know many people who bother to look carefully and make such differentiations among snakes. I daresay that a good number of people believe, “The only good snake is a dead snake.”


I know, I know. Many more people are killed by bee stings each year than by snakes, but that statistic doesn’t seem to help a kind of primordial fear of the serpent.


Our deep fear of snakes makes all the more strange, a reference into today’s gospel, to an obscure episode in the book of Numbers in the Hebrew Scriptures. Now when snakes appear in the ancient world, they appear sort of like they try to appear in our world, as good and bad. The hooded Cobra on the head piece of the mighty Pharaoh of Egypt was there to protect the Pharaoh—to spit venom at his enemies—should anyone attempt to hurt him. The Sumerian god of healing walked around with two intertwined snakes upon his staff. This weird staff of Asklepis was later adopted as the caduceus, the symbol for the American Medical Association, a curious image of healing—both threat and salve, twined together in the act of healing. Many of you who have been through surgery know that if you get mixed up with these people who work under the symbol of two snakes twined on a staff, they often are going to hurt you in order to make you whole. Keep that thought in mind.


The Greek god of healing carried one snake on his staff, but he could also be transformed into a serpent. Sometimes these ancient snakes are saviors, and sometimes they are dreaded demons. Snakes can go both ways. They can be strangely beautiful. Powerful. Here is a creature that can travel six miles an hour without feet. It can climb trees with no hands. Wouldn’t you like to be able to shed your old skin and start all over again? Snakes can do that. Snakes live in dark, secret places, and generally are nocturnal. They appear to most of us, not in our front yards, but in the deep recesses of our most threatening dreams.


We generally like furry, fuzzy creatures, like bunnies and duckies. Bunnies and duckies seem more unambiguously positive to us. But there are no bunnies or duckies in the Bible. And yet there are snakes in the Bible. When Moses was with the Hebrews in the wilderness, he put a snake on a staff, not only in the book of Numbers, but also in the book of Exodus. Moses makes this brass serpent, and has the Hebrews look up at it, in order to save their lives. What in God’s name are these people—who have such strictures against idolatry in their commandments—doing gazing up at this serpent in God-like awe in order to save their lives?!


According to Numbers, this snake-on-a-staff idea came from God. The same God who is said to have sent the serpent to bite the people who were ungrateful enough to call the God-sent manna in the wilderness disgusting stuff. You remember, these people have been wandering around in the desert wilderness on their displaced pilgrimage between Egyptian slavery and their eventual sacred home in the Promised Land. The journey has been frustrating, their homes are always temporary, and the food is sub-par and monotonous. Just imagine camping with your family—for forty straight years! The people in hunger and desperation cry out to God for nourishment. And God sends food from heaven—manna.


Well, that had been a long time ago. Now they are still tired, wandering around seemingly aimlessly, and they have been eating this manna day after day—manna bread, manna porridge, manna stew, manna pasta—and they tell God they are sick of it. They have the gall to say, “We had it better in Egypt when we were in slavery where at least every once in a while we had a good square meal of meat, not this day after day manna.”


And God sends a serpent slithering across the sands to kill them for complaining. Some of you parents think that TV is violent! This is a shockingly violent story, this story in Numbers, of God sending the deadly snakes.


Master preacher Barbara Brown Taylor would have us to note an important point: All of the snakes belong to God. The slithering ones that are alive. The beautiful brass one on the staff. The death dealing ones. The life-giving ones. In this story there are good snakes. And there are bad snakes. And they all belong to God!


Barbara Brown Taylor points out that these serpents, who kill so many Hebrews, are called fiery serpents. In Hebrew, Seraph. That is how your ankle feels when it is bitten by a poisonous snake—fiery. And do you hear, in this Hebrew word fiery, similar to a name for a heavenly being, the Seraphim of the Bible? Those strange heavenly creatures that dwell on high with God? In Isaiah 6, we are told that Seraphim surrounded the throne of God, protecting God. These fiery, frightening Seraphim, these slithering serpents, have been sent by God to frighten, hurt—and ultimately to save the people of Israel.


That is certainly a very different definition of messengers of God than the one we are used to. One of the most popular television shows of the last decade was Touched By An Angel. You remember…Della Reese plays a guarding, supporting angel. She never slithers in on her belly, never bites or threatens anybody. She always gives them what they want. Her appearance is always a positive event. The difference between good and evil is firmly drawn. God, and the angelic messengers of God, are completely, unambiguously good, and therefore are a completely positive phenomena.


Scripture tells a different story, for sure. In the story at hand, fiery serpents, sent by God, bite the people into their senses. Being brought close to death, they remember how much they appreciate the gift of life. They are shocked into recognition that they owe much to God and to Moses, who are doing everything they can to preserve the people. They are poisoned into their senses. They apologize to Moses, admitting that they are sorry sinners. “Moses, please ask God to call off the snakes!”


Then Moses intercedes to God. But God won’t call off the snakes. God will not remove this evil from them. Instead, God tells Moses to put a brass serpent on a pole, and make the people look at it. So that in the future, when they are bitten—when evil overtakes them—they will look at the saving snake upon the pole and be preserved. In looking up, instead of looking down into the darkness, they will be saved.


Moses makes a replica of the very evil that people fear. Barbara Brown Taylor notes that Moses takes their very source of anxiety, pulls it up from beneath their feet, puts it up on a pole, makes them look at it, and they are able there to see that the terrible death has become the Seraph of awesome life.�


Moses doesn’t produce a magic snake that does the healing—a miraculous serpent like Aaron’s staff-turned-snake that consumed the staff-snakes of Pharaoh’s magicians. God provides for the healing of the people with this snake symbol so that the people will recognize the connection between their complaining and their punishment. It makes their forgiveness and healing an act of confronting the symbol of their sin as the means of receiving healing through that symbol.


How poignant that must have been. In their confession and repentance, God simultaneously shows them their sin and his grace. The problem and the solution in the same bronze serpent. Max Lucado says, “To see sin without grace is despair. To see grace without sin is arrogance. To see them in tandem is conversion.”�


Somehow, in the inexplicable mystery of this moment, evil and threat are transformed. The snakes that appear because of people’s sin are the means for leading people out of sin. The snakes that are the means of death become the way to life.� Sin and grace in one symbol. Problem and solution in one moment. A work of God in relation to the sin of God’s people…the Cross of Christ.�


My friends, this is a strange story…inexplicable, and ambiguous. Here is a deep, dark, powerful symbol of salvation. Somehow, in the hands of God, evil and good, threat and promise, life and death are all somehow mixed up. I’m not sure we can adequately explain it. But we intuitively know that we are on the threshold of a deep truth here. This image of a brass serpent on a pole, saving the people of Israel, had a powerful effect upon the imagination of the Hebrews. So much so that, many years later, King Hezekiah finally had to take the brass serpent and break it into pieces, so tempted were the people to focus on the snake as an object of worship, rather than on the God who gave it.


And now the Gospel of John says that Jesus dares to use this brass serpent on a pole as a figure of himself. In the dark of night, with a man named Nicodemus sitting before him, Jesus dares to use this shocking and gripping image as a parable of what he is doing to save the world. Nicodemus—a powerful figure among the Jerusalem religious leaders—secretly comes to Jesus in the dark of night with religious questions about eternal life. And Jesus speaks to him of slithering serpents, darkness, death, light, life and salvation, all mixed up together in him.


Nicodemus didn’t know that night whether being with Jesus felt like you were dying, or you were being born—again. This was something that came to Nicodemus “from above.” A man asking questions that clearly arose from the earthly stuff of humanity. Questions about death that forced him to look up all the way to heaven, and see a peculiar means of salvation.


The Gospel of John therefore refers to Jesus, not only as the good shepherd, but also as the “good snake.” He surprised us, came in among us, slithering in to our illusions of stability and safety. We reached for the ax to beat him to death. He opened his mouth, and spoke words that cut us like a sword…venomous, prophetic words.


And we beat him, whipped him, and lifted him up high on a pole. And in lifting him up from earth toward heaven, his poisonous, prophetic words of venom, became the anti-venom, the means of our salvation. And even those who had killed him, standing at the foot of the pole, were able to look up and say, “Truly this is the Son of God.”


I don’t really know what all this means. Maybe that’s part of what this strange story wants to do with us, to move us to the simple declaration, “we don’t know.” We don’t know the difference between good and evil. We are on dangerous ground in those moments when we say, “We have found evil, and now, with shovel in hand, we have gone out to beat it to death and root it out.” We put on a smiling face as creatures of the light, but coiled up in our heart of hearts, are death-dealing serpents. 


We try to make God over into a more pleasing image. Our savior is the one who always brings us good things, who gives us our heart’s desire, who makes life easier for us. But then One comes to us, in threatening appearance, with biting words, who makes life considerably more difficult for us, and surprises us with the truth about ourselves. And sometimes with him, it feels like something is dying, in order that something might be reborn. Sometimes in our Sunday-morning encounters with him, it hurts—and sometimes it hurts deeply—before we can be healed. For 40 days in Lent we will talk of sin, before there can be salvation.


All of the snakes, the bad and the good, belong to God. Today, high and lifted up over us, Jesus is God’s fiery reminder that angels can sometimes look like enemies, and messengers of God can bring us messages we don’t particularly like, and a true Savior may sting us before he saves us. Look upon him, risk him and be saved.


+ + + + + + + + + +


PRAYER


Lord Jesus, during these 40 days of Lent, teach us to take you as you are, rather than who we want you to be. Speak to us words of truth, even when the truth hurts. Show us the facts of life that keep us from your abundant life. Heal us, even when it hurts.


Without you, we are nothing. Apart from you, we die. With you, there is life. 


Come to us, be with us, stay with us until we are saved by your grace—your healing grace. Amen.�


+ + + + + + + + + +
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� I am indebted to Bishop William H. Willimon for the ideas and substantial content for this Message from “Saved by the Snake” in Pulpit Resource: Year B (January, February, March 2006), pp. 54-56. Bishop Willimon also indicates that he is relying heavily on a message which had been preached at Duke University Chapel by the Rev. Dr. Barbara Brown for the inspiration for his homiletical reflections on Numbers and John. “In a wonderful sermon in Duke Chapel, master preacher Barbara Brown Taylor linked these two texts together in a fresh, masterful interpretation of the peculiar salvation that is offered in the Savior, Jesus. Her sermon guided my own interpretation of these passages today” (Pulpit Resource, p. 54).


� Willimon, Pulpit Resource, pp. 54-55.


� Bob Kaylor, et. al., “Bad Breath and Smelly Feet,” in Homiletics (March-April 2006), p. 27.


� Willimon, Pulpit Resource, p. 55.


� Kaylor, Homiletics, p. 27.


� “Prayer” in Pulpit Resource, p. 53.








