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“Gazing at the Bronze Serpent” 

 

 “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 

God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All things came into being through him, and 

without him not one thing came into being.  What has come into being in him was life, 

and the life was the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the 

darkness did not overcome it.”  And so begins the Fourth Gospel, introducing us both 

theologically and poetically to this man we know as Jesus Christ.  Because John is so 

different from the other three Gospels, it often gets relegated to the back seat, seen as 

having lesser importance.  Even its nickname - the Fourth Gospel implies a minority 

status.   

But for those of us who call ourselves Christians, this Gospel challenges us to 

really consider the truth and meaning of the incarnation – for the world, for our church, 

and for ourselves.  The writer of John’s Gospel is not signing on to an agreement of 

some journalistic, unbiased, objective point of view.  We are not getting a mere retelling 

of events here in John:  Here we are receiving testimony that Jesus Christ is the Son of 

God, the incarnation of God in the world.  And we are asked to believe that this is true; 

to really take into the depth of ourselves the amazing, extravagant love that God shows 
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us through him and to live our lives believing in his hope and his mercy.  John’s is not 

just a Gospel of the mind, but a Gospel for our heart. 

Our passage this morning is part of a long narrative that recounts an interaction 

that Jesus has with a leader of the Pharisees named Nicodemus.  Nicodemus tracks Jesus 

down in the darkness, at night, and inquires about who he is, what he’s been saying, 

what he’s been doing.  Nicodemus is inquisitive, coming to Jesus in the protection of the 

darkness, but wanting to know more.  His status as a leader of the Jews would make 

coming to Jesus openly too controversial, so he hides in the dark of the night, but still 

comes to him nonetheless with his curious questioning. 

Our scripture lesson starts mid-conversation, with Jesus telling us he is like that 

serpent that Moses lifted up, that we are told about in the book of Numbers.  The 

Israelites were being bitten by poisonous snakes and in divine mercy God instructs 

Moses to make a serpent to be lifted up, so those who have been bitten may gaze upon it 

and live.  Jesus, too, we are told, will be lifted up, and those who gaze upon him will 

live.  Perhaps much to our dismay – the snakes will not stop biting us…but their poison 

will lose its power.  The snakes will not stop biting us…but their poison will lose its 

power.  When we set our sights on that one bronze snake, the other snakes lose their 

power.  When we set our sights on the one cross where Jesus hung, all the other crosses 

in this world lose their power.  Death and evil and hatred and grief and mourning and 

depression and anxiety and loneliness and despair will not stop biting us…but their 

darkness will lose its power. 
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This morning’s excerpt from this teaching contains probably the best-known 

verse in the Bible.  It has been plastered on billboards and held up at countless sporting 

events.  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 Reformer 

Martin Luther is said to have called this the Gospel in miniature and many Christians 

have agreed. 

For those of us raised in the church, the words roll off our tongues with ease.  Our 

familiarity with the verse may cause us to miss its deep magnitude of meaning.  “For 

God so loved the world…”  Our scene is set with this phrase first and foremost.  Just 

how God loves the world is about to be explained, but we start here, with God dealing 

with the world; not just you, not just me, not just Israelites, not just Christians, not just 

people.  God created the world and is looking upon the whole world with a love that is 

about to be described.  It doesn’t say that God loved the world soooo much!  But that 

God loved the world in a way that makes the next part a worthy, logical expression of 

such love. 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son…”  Okay, now we know 

just how God loved the world.  God loved the world in a way that God wanted to be 

with the world; in a way that God wanted to graciously give himself to the world.  God 

loved the world in a way that God desired closeness to the world by being in it; taking 

on human form.  God loved the world in a way that God wants to be with the world in a 

tangible, real way.  In an outpouring of generosity, the Son is given to us.   
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“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who 

believes in him…”  Our God loves the world in a way that he is graciously and 

generously giving us the Son, so that…in order that everyone, everyone who believes in 

him, may have eternal life.  We talked about what it means to believe in Jesus at our 

Bible study on Tuesday.  Does this mean we believe he existed?  Does this mean we 

believe everything written about him in the Gospels is true?  Does this mean we believe 

in his virgin birth?  Does this mean we believe he is God’s son? 

The Greek word means: to believe, put faith in, or trust.  And the word is in an 

active form, “everyone believing into him,” is what is written.  Rather than a statement 

of faith or a one-time recognition that Jesus is God’s Son, this points to an on-going 

state.  We are continually believing into him; putting our faith in him; trusting his 

promises; believing that he is the light of the world; trusting that when we look at him 

the snake bites will not kill us; having faith that what he says about redemption and 

New Life are true. 

Believing in Jesus is not just a statement of faith that we recite, or something we 

articulate with words, but a way of shaping our lives around his promises.  It’s trusting 

in our day to day situations that what he says in our Gospel readings is true.  It’s 

constructing our lives in a way that shows be believe he is the light that outshines even 

our darkness; that he is the life that overcomes all death. 

“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 result of our ongoing 
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believing and trusting in Jesus is that we “may not perish but may have eternal life.”  

The Greek word eternal, means more than just never-ending, or talking about something 

that will happen after our earthly passing; after our human death.  This is a kind of life 

that doesn’t just focus on the future, but relates to a quality of living that is not bound by 

time or connected to life and death but is connected to God.  This isn’t a hope just for 

the future, after our earthly death, but a current reality:  that if we are believing in Jesus, 

constantly putting our trust in him, the result is an experience of meaningful, abundant 

life in God that is not attached to chronological time.  This eternal life we are promised 

is something we can experience even now. 

Our world has a lot of snakes, and their bites hurt – troubles with our children, 

broken relationships, health issues, anxiety, despair, caring for aging parents, problems 

at work.  Those snakes are going to keep at us.  But God loves us in a way that he has 

sent his Son for us – so when we put our faith and trust in him, keeping our gaze on him 

as our bronze serpent, we will have a meaningful, abundant, God-filled life.  When we 

believe in him, those bites will not get the best of us.   

In this theologically rich passage, Jesus uplifts one more thing for us this 

morning, a roadblock for trusting in him and living an abundant, eternal life.  He pokes 

at us a little bit – this is all sounding really good, but there’s one thing that needs to be 

name…  We love the darkness.  Jesus has come as the light of the world to be lifted up 

so our pain and hurt and struggle can be filled with his grace and love – but we love the 

darkness.  Just like Nicodemus, who loved its anonymity and the way he could secretly 
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meet with Jesus in the safety of the darkness; we, too, can be comforted by the darkness.  

We can hide our pain beneath busy lives and packed schedules.  We can mask our scars 

with well-dressed clothes and nice stuff.  Rather than reveal our true selves to the light, 

it is so comforting to hide in the shadow of our despair; to put on a good face and keep 

our ugliness hidden.  To reveal pain and hurt and mistakes and worries makes us too 

vulnerable and we live in a world that preys on vulnerability.  The darkness can be a 

safe space to stay just as we are – hidden in the shadows of life’s troubles, but getting by 

just fine. 

But God calls us to come out, to reveal ourselves to that bronze serpent, to reveal 

who we really are to the cross of Christ, so that the light of Christ may shine into our 

darkness, so that we may receive this abundant, timeless, eternal life that we are 

promised.  God doesn’t want “just fine” for us, God wants to forgive our past, heal our 

pain, and send us into the world as redeemed people to shine the light towards others. It 

makes us vulnerable to share our shortcomings out in the open; to reveal our true selves, 

and there will be judgment – our society can be a ruthless place to be imperfect.  But 

here, at church, gathered as the church, we embody this invitation to one another to 

come to the light.  As the church, we look upon one another with grace and compassion, 

with understanding and non-judgment.  As the church, we help one another be brave 

enough to reveal the rough, broken places in our lives to God so the light of Christ can 

heal us and set us free. 
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When I was in seminary, part of my education was serving as a chaplain in a 

Children’s hospital.  This was in Louisville, Kentucky, and the hospital was the best in 

the area.  On my very first on-call there, a nine-year-old girl, her name was Kendra 

Fizer, died in a tragic swing accident.  There was a home-made swing in her backyard 

made from a large tree and while she was on it it broke and crushed her.  She was flown 

to the hospital in Louisville, from where she lived, about 50 miles away, but had already 

died before she even arrived.  The head chaplain and I endured the agony of being with 

the parents when the doctor shared the news; of telling friends who had arrived later 

after making the hour-long drive.   

I shared the heart-breaking tragedy with the group of chaplains I was working 

with; I talked about the agony of her mother and father with my close friends, but 

through it all I never really, really cried; I never really felt it.  I kept waiting for the 

sadness of her death to hit me, but it never came.  It wasn’t until I went to church days 

later.  The congregation I had been worshipping with for 3 years had a time of joys and 

concerns.  And I somewhat matter-of-factly shared the news of Kendra’s death, giving 

thanks for her life and asking for prayers for her family and loved ones.  It surprised me 

that mid-way through my sharing, the feelings were finally released.  I sat down and 

sobbed big tears for that precious child and this huge loss.  The place that harbored 

those feelings in me finally had a safe space for release.  In the company of my brothers 

and sisters in Christ, in the warmth of that sanctuary and our time of worship together, 

the darkness finally came to light and healing took place.   
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Friends – this is what the church is for – to offer a place seeped in God’s grace 

and compassion so that darkness may come to the light and be outshined by Christ’s 

love and mercy and healing.  Together we offer that space to one another, embodying 

the warmth and love and compassion of Christ where we care about each other and 

support one another as we release our darkness to the light of Christ. 

I pray that as we read passages like this in John – this rich conversation between 

Jesus and Nicodemus that seeps with theological importance and the revelation of God’s 

divine being in Christ…I pray that as we take these passages to heart for ourselves, that 

we also take them to heart as a church, and envision ways that we can be the place and 

the space where Jesus’ light of healing and New Life can shine in the world’s darkness 

and in our own darkness and in each other’s darkness. 

“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.”  May we about this believing 

and put our trust in the One who is the light of the world.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 

  


