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

In the Hebrew scripture text from Numbers, Moses and the people are moving, though the route is circuitous and not direct.  Because they must go around the land of Edom, the people become impatient and speak against God and Moses.  Their strident voices become urgent as they ask, “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.”  
Wait! Yes, you heard that right.  They did say there is no food in the first part of the sentence and that they detested the food in the second.  This is not a logical sentence.  When people get upset, logic goes out the window.  Apparently there is food, they just don’t like it.  Now I doubt the literal truth of the rest of their complaint as well.  They say with such confidence that Moses and God brought them out of Egypt to kill them.  Do you think that’s true or has their thinking been scrambled by their feelings?  Feelings are not always the most reliable foundation for accessing what is true.
Then, according to the story, “the Lord sent poisonous serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that many Israelites died.”  What do you suppose those poisonous serpents were?  Do you think they were literal vipers or do these snakes represent something that humans do to each other?  Could they be stand-ins for rumors, back biting, slanderous conversation and deliberate falsehoods driven by self interest and personal agenda rather than the good of the whole group?  If this is true than people were biting each other and infecting each other with this kind of human poison and many were dying.  To me, this makes way more sense than reptilian snakes, particularly when we remember that it was a snake that tempted Adam and Eve to distrust God in the first place.
Clearly things are getting out of hand.  The community’s cohesion and organization is rapidly disintegrating as people infect each other with group destabilizing conversation.  Some people are being hurt, others dying (or leaving which in groups is the equivalent) and the leaders come to Moses in distress and with a statement of confession.  They say, “We have sinned by speaking against the Lord and against you; pray to the Lord to take away the serpents from us.”  If the serpents are us when we engage in group destroying, envy driven, violence-filled conversation, what should we do?
Let me tell you what Moses did.  Moses prayed to God 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.”  What a strange prescription for snake bite.  But it hides a powerful truth.  The people had gotten caught up in gazing upon each other and imitating each others confusion and error.  In this environment falsehood had gone viral and many were being destroyed by it.  The remedy then is to ask those who have been bitten to look up and see a snake on a pole.  
Moses asks them to change their focus and gives them a common focus that is above them all.  This pulls them out of their trance, their destructive community dance of death.  “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.”  In other words, when anyone was exposed to conversation that did not build community toward their goal of following God and Moses through the desert toward the Promised Land, they were to break off eye contact and conversation and look up to the serpent on the pole.  The serpent on the pole represented the thing they were not to do.  Soon we will see how St. John uses this metaphor to powerfully describe Jesus.
Two verses before John 3:16, St. John writes, “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.”  When John talks about the Son of Man being lifted up is he talking about Jesus’ crucifixion, resurrection or ascension?  Right, he is talking about Jesus’ crucifixion.  The serpent in the wilderness was lifted up on a pole while Jesus will be lifted up on a cross.  I picture the base of the cross being just above a hole so that as the cross rises it settles in to it, providing a pivot for the soldiers to pull up the cross into its upright position with Jesus hanging on it.  
And the parallel between the serpent lifted up and Jesus being lifted up operates on a second level.  The book of Numbers is clear that the serpent of bronze that Moses lifted up was a poisonous serpent.  It wasn’t a garter snake.  It was a rattler.  How is Jesus, being lifted up on a cross like a poisonous snake hanging on a pole?  
When we look upon the cross we are forced to see what we have done.  We are the ones that caused him to be hung there.  It was our poisonous rivalry and its violent expression that made Jesus’ rising on a pole necessary; and it is seeing this that saves us.  Just as Moses’ people had to look upon the poisonous snake, so we have to look upon the dying and then dead body of Jesus and know that it was by our doing that this happened.

In looking on the cross we see the thing that is the problem and it is us.  It is hard to look at it and we want to look away.  This is why Moses, at God’s directive, forced the people to look at the image of a poisonous serpent in order to be saved.  They had to look at what they did not want to see and face the very image that described themselves.  They, in their hearts and in their relationships with each other and God, were the serpents that bit and killed each other.
We are now ready to hear 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 have eternal life.”  God gave us Jesus so that we would “look up”, see what we do when left to our own devices and turn from doing that to believing in the Son of Man.   It is in turning to look upon the Son of Man lifted up on a cross that we are rescued from our rivalrous and violent ways—not just we as individuals (This is the error religious conservatives make) but we as whole communities and cultures, in fact, the entire world.  The shift in focus is the healing.  

Then John 3:17 says “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.”  Just when we think “my God, we are lost; look at what we have done, look at what we have become,” we discover that Jesus didn’t do this to expose and condemn us.   He did it to save us.  He wanted us to see what we do so that we will stop doing it.  And, strangely, believing in him makes it possible to stop.  It is in this sense that we are saved.  We are saved from the infernal process of crucifying ourselves and each other.
The text goes on.  “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.”  This appears to be the perfect verse to again set up a rivalry between those who believe and those who don’t.  Now we have a point of leverage with which to exclude.  We can bring judgment upon those who don’t see things as we do.  But the very next verse undoes this. (This illustrates the problem of making an interpretation from one verse but ignoring its context.)
“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.”  The judgment is people’s preference for darkness.  They are their own judgment.  They want to continue doing what they are doing and living the way they are living.  Deep in their hearts they want to continue to build their culture on excluding and killing, all acts of darkness.  The light, so different from their own dark world, is the brightness of God’s absolute compassion, God’s compelling non-violence revealed in Jesus but they turn away from it.  They want their rivalry and violence.  They chose darkness and dislike light because it exposes their evil.  
Without choosing to look upon Jesus lifted up on a cross, we build our temporary peace on negativity and violence.  We buttress our sense of well-being on exclusion.  We solicit envy as a way of proving ourselves superior or we settle into self-rejection where we compare ourselves and decide we are nothing because we are not them.  All of these behaviors are evidence of the darkness we chose when we turn away from the light.   

Our restless eyes must look up to find deliverance.  When we look up, we are not focused on ourselves or our neighbor; our focus is on Jesus.  He is not standing tall like a great teacher (This is the error the liberals make); he is lifted up on a cross.  He is the very expression of God’s absolute compassion; the revelation of God’s compelling non-violence.  As we look, we, to our joy, discover deliverance.  Amen.
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