LENT 4, B – March 14, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Numbers 21:4-9; Ephesians 2:1-10; John 3:14-21

“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, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.”  John 3:14-16
These words of Jesus in John 3, especially verse 16, are some of the most familiar, best-known words of the Bible. Faith – believing – is at the heart of them; twice Jesus says, “whoever believes…” But, frankly, our setting here – you sitting in the pews, like students in a class, and me before you, like a teacher giving a lecture – can give the wrong impression… As if faith is merely a mental construct, a way of thinking that I, your teacher, lay out for you to adopt. Faith is far more than holding onto something in your mind. It is life, Jesus says in John 3; eternal life, in fact!
Today’s Gospel reading is the end of a conversation between Nicodemus, a ruler of the Pharisees (and so a Bible scholar), and Jesus. Pharisees were authority and rules guys: God is in charge, and we are to follow His rules. Blessings come if you do and punishments if you don’t. And so, Jesus takes him to the story in Num. 21 of Israel’s speaking against God and their being punished by having poisonous snakes sent among them. An obvious story about rule-breaking and punishment, right? Oh, it’s far more. Jesus says it’s a story about Him, and so teaches Nicodemus (and us) that this Scripture is far more than a lesson in the proper way to deal with adversities. This story – and, indeed, all of the Bible – is about Jesus; about what God gives us in Him. This is the first thing Nicodemus needs to learn. But, that’s not all. Moses held up a bronze serpent on a pole before the people and told them that, if they were bitten and looked at the snake, they would live. Now, it is good, of course, to live and not die; but God intends far more than that His people merely live.
· Think of this past year of living under the looming shadow of Covid19. Living with worry about leaving your home… being kept from other people, and even family members who don’t live with you; from touching them and holding them and kissing them… interacting only through Plexiglas barriers and computer monitors and TV screens… not going out with friends and enjoying a drink and a meal together – or, if you do go out, worrying about what might happen, or what others will say… feeling nervous and guilty and alone… this is not living!!
In many ways, this is how the Pharisees viewed life and how they lived: in fear, and in avoidance. As if sin were a poisonous snake, or a disease, that would not affect you if you took care to avoid it! God does not want His people – you! – to see life this way or to live this way. And so, He had Moses make an image that, ultimately, pointed to where true healing and life would be found: in faith in God and trust in His works, for only those who believed what God had told Moses would look at the snake on a pole and so be healed. Ultimately, it’s faith in His Son, and in Him lifted up on a pole. The crucified Jesus is the source of life.

Jesus says to Nicodemus, “The Son of Man must lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.” Eternal life; this is far, far more than simply living, even forever. It is far more than being raised to life again after you die and looking in hope to that. Eternal life is knowing that you are alive with God and in God now. Jesus says, “God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God.” Take this to heart! – especially the words, “is not” and “already.” They are present tense words, indicating the way things are right now. God isn’t ready and eager to punish. He so loved the world that He gave His only Son to be lifted up and condemned in our place!... to be the snake on a pole. There’s no venom in Him, but only mercy and healing and life! And so, we don’t have to go through life on tiptoes, trying to avoid stepping in the wrong place or doing the wrong thing to be safe from an almighty God who is not committed to us but is waiting to see what we do. “The light has come into the world,” Jesus says of Himself; and we who believe in Him are alive in Him and live in His light right now. The apostle Paul – perhaps reflecting upon what Jesus said to Nicodemus – makes this crystal clear in Eph. 2: “God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved—and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.” God loved you before you could anything good for Him but were dead in your sins! By His gracious work in Jesus alone, received through your faith in Him – the faith He worked in you and gave you by grace! – you are alive with Jesus and live with Him in God’s love right now. This is what heaven is all about! Now, there’s certainly no tip-toeing around and worrying in heaven. There’s only enjoying God and rejoicing in life in Him. This is what you have right now in your Savior!
Live, then! Live exuberantly, and not hesitatingly. As a free and glad believer in Jesus, live in the love of your heavenly Father, whose mercies are new every morning, and not as a nervous and fearful and hesitant Pharisee. You can do so, even though you live in a world that confronts you with temptations as deadly as the venom of poisonous snakes, and among unbelievers who at times arise against you like an enemy army. If you give into temptation and sin―
· And who does not sin? It is difficult to not grumble and complain, to not only doubt God but to blame Him. After all, His mercy is very hidden in this fallen world, which opposes God’s ways and in which unbelievers often prosper. The goodness of His plans for you can seem very uncertain when you’re hurting.

You and I are no better than those people who grumbled against God and against Moses. The God who heard their grumbling also knows yours, even if you only feel it and don’t express it.
And this is bad. Don’t get me wrong: I’m not suggesting that, because God loves you, it is ok to grumble and complain against Him. It is not! In fact, this can be very dangerous to faith. “We loathe this worthless food,” grumbled the people of Israel about the manna that God had miraculously fed them with for years. By focusing upon what they didn’t have they lost sight of what they did have, and of the love and mercy of the God who was with them. Great evil – ultimately, the loss of faith, of trust in God – can result from this. Don’t give into grumbling, or any other sin, but confess your sins and pray that the Lord turn you away from them!

But, still, God loves the world; and He surely loves you who believe in Him. He gave His Son to be raised up on a pole instead of you… gave Him to be looked upon by you in faith. And so, when you sin, confess your sin to God. Be assured that He will forgive you; indeed, that He has already done so! “Whoever believes in him is not condemned.” You live in His forgiveness, in His love! You live because He lives in you, and by His love brings forth what is healthy and good.

Jesus truly is the ultimate antidote for our sin… the anti-venom for the venom of sin that would kill us. If you were actually bitten by a poisonous snake and you were rushed to a hospital, they would save you by giving you anti-venom.
· Medicine that is made from venom that is extracted from snakes and injected into an animal (usually, a horse), which creates antibodies to it. These are extracted and put into a serum that can be injected into a person who has been bitten.

That which would kill you ends up saving you! How true this is with the blood of Jesus. Our sins entered into Him and led to His death; God made Him pay the penalty for sin.  But, the blood He shed has become the anti-venom to our sins. When that blood was poured out upon you in your baptism, it raised you up from death to life. As you hear of what Jesus has done for you it is poured out upon your mind, your heart, and your conscience to silence the thoughts and feelings of guilt that would make you afraid of God and draw you away from Him. And as, in Holy Communion, you receive His body and blood into your body He fills you with His life and raises you up to live in Him… exuberantly and confidently. Jesus puts it this way: “Whoever does what is true comes to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that his deeds have been carried out in God.” Paul puts it this way in Eph. 2: “We are [God’s] workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.” (2:10)
There’s no more exuberant and joyful living than living in Christ. In Him every sin is forgiven and every thought, word and act is made pure. Our deeds are “carried out in God;” are Christ’s works, and so are received by God as holy… as light, and not darkness.
How blessed it is to be a believer in Jesus! How blessed are our lives… now and forever! The Lord Jesus truly is our light and our salvation; we shall not fear! Amen.
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