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SCRIPTURE: John 3:14-21

And as Mossslifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so mugt the Son of man be lifted up,
that whoever believesin him may have eterndl life™ For God so loved the world that he
gave hisonly Son, that whoever believesin him should not perish but have eternd life.
For God sent the Son into the world, not to condemn the world, but that the world might
be saved through him. He who believesin him is not condemned; he who does not
believeis condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of
God. And thisisthe judgment, that the light has come into the world, and men loved
darknessrather than light, becausetheir deedswere evil. For every one who doesevil
hatesthe light, and does not cometo the light, lest his deeds should be exposed. But he
who does what istrue comesto the light, that it may be clearly seen that his deeds have
been wrought in God.

CHILDREN'S SERMON

| brought something with meto worship thismorning. | thought it was the safet thing |
could bring. I brought ascissors. | want to talk about the function of ascissors, bothiits
good qualitiesand its bad qualities. What arethe good qualitiesof ascissor? You cut
things. A seamstressusesascissor. Anartist often usesa scissor. Can you think of
other people who might usethem? A gardener. A barber usesscissors. School children
usescissors. That's right. Surgeonsuse scissors. A cook might use a scissors.

What would be some of the negative qualitiesof ascissor? You could cut yoursalf. They
are pointed, they could hurt you. We could use them as a wegpon, couldn't we? They
could be very hurtful. There's atendency to cut somethingsout of our livesthat maybe
we shouldn't cut out. Canyou think of some other waysthat we might use a scissors?

| want to compare the scissorsthis morning to wisdom and knowledge, becausethat is
part of what our story isabout thismorning as we listen to the Old Testament text ina
few minutesand the New Testament text.

Wisdom and knowledge can both help usand harm us. We haveto be the person who
chooses. We have to be the person who uses knowledgein hel pful and appropriate ways.
Thereare dl kinds of ways of contribution that people have made to the world with
knowledge. They've been remarkably helpful. But we can also misuseit, can't we?
And thereare lotsof thingsin our world that we have misused in termsof knowledge that
have brought hurt and pain and sadnessand destructionto each other aswell.

It's hard sometimesto know the difference. 1've been reading about the physicistswho
were working on the nuclear bomb program, both in thiscountry and in Germany. There
were afew of them who understood the magnitude of that knowledge - the remarkable
power of being ableto createa bomb that uses fusion or fission or whatever. It creates
such incredibleenergy that it can be so destructivethat it could destroy the wholeworld.
Some of them knew the harmful potentia of that and in Germany acoupleof those
physicistsactually sabotaged the German project so it would have taken them longer to



developit than it might have. A couple of the others defected and became part of the
American project, the Manhattan project, to devel op the nuclear bomb.

Thereason | tell you thisis because knowledgein and of itself and wisdom in and of
itself isn't bad. Wisdom used at our hand sometimes can be incredibly destructive. Itis
just likethisscissors. | canuseitinall sortsof waysto do good. But | can also useit to
hurt and to harm. Part of theroleof religion, | think, our learning about God, isto teach
us how to use thewisdom God givesuswell.

So when you pick up your scissors, think about how you use them.

SERMON

I'm going to make you work alittlethismorning becausethe text, the John text, may
well be the best known text of the Bible, especialy John 3:16. How many of you
memorized that in your life? “For God so loved theworld ....okay? You bet, you
memorized it. My pastor used to say, "'If therewasonly one versein all of the Biblethat
we could live with it would haveto be John 3:16." Infact he said to meor to us, "'If the
only Gospel that we had was John, that would be enough

For years, | thought that wasthetruth. And then | began to think about the Scriptureasa
whole body of literature that covers severa thousand yearsin termsof itscreation, its
generationand itscoming into being and | think we would be bereft, we would have lost
alot of what our understanding of the human family’s struggleto recognize and to honor
God would beif wedidn't havetherest of it. | think we haveto have history to
understand what John wastrying to say to us.

To interpret thetext, John 14 through the end of the chapter, to interpretit well, it is
essential that werevisitthe First Testament story of Exodusasit istold in the Numbers
passage that you read responsively thismorning. John 3:14 wouldn't make a bit of sense
without the Numbersstory. We wouldn't be ableto draw any conclusionsor any
understandingsat all about what that stake wasthat wasraised up in the desert that John
talked about if we didn’t have the Numbersstory to inform us.

| think it's aso important for usto look at the text in waysthat allow usto recognizethat
the author of the story wastryingto get apoint across. Therewassomelogic, some
reason, not unlike us when we go back into our own history to draw connections and to
make comparisons. We use metaphor and cometo some kind of understanding. John
wasin that very mode when he was working - or the community of John asitis
considered by some—when they were putting together thetext.

So you don't read John 3:14-21 without looking at what came beforeit and what comes
after it. Thewholestory of Nicodemus coming to Jesus by night was preceded by a
remarkably important story in John. Do you remember what it was? (Sunday School
Class, you can't answer). It wasthe throwing of the money changersout of the Temple.
Now, why do you think Nicodemuscameto Jesusby night? Jesuswasn't a very popular
guy right then! Hed madea messof thingsand He had overturned everything that the



Pharisees believed and He had messed up Temple worshipin the deepest, most powerful
way.

It's interestingto note that in Matthew, Mark and Luke that story of the money changers
isn't told at the beginning of Jesus ministry likeit isin John. It's told inthe very last
week of Jesus ministry during Holy Week after the triumphal entry. So Matthew, Mark
and Luke havea very different recollection, a very different memory of when these
eventstook placein Jesus life. | think John changesthe story and thereisa good reason
why he changesthe story because heistrying to build acaseand heistrying to get the
reader to understand the coming of Jesus withinthe context of Jewish history.

Now, we're going to go back 2000 years. We're going to go back to that story in
Numbers. That story we haveto put into context aswell, don't we? The Hebrews had
been in Egypt for some 430 yearsand Moses was salected to go back into Egypt and
ddiver, to cal the people of Isradl out of their kind of bondage to go back to theland that
God had promised their father, Abraham. So Moses gathers up some 600,000 peopleand
they begina march from the land of Goshen, the fertileground of the Nile, back into
what is known today asthe" Wildernessof Sin", a god-forsaken part of the country south
of Isradl itself, aremarkably desolateplace.

They get there, they go throughthe Sea of Reeds, they go through the Red Seaasit were,
They areout in the wilderness. Now 600,000 folk — that’s a good Sized town in America
They are hungry, they aredirty and they arethirsty. They say to Moses, "What are you
doingto us? Weleft the pleasuresof Egypt for this? (Remember, they weredavesin
Egypt). We | eft the pleasures of Egypt for this? Were going to dieof thirst.” God says
to Moses, ""Moses, there's arock over there. There's acisterninthat rock and if you
speak to that rock, the water will comeforth and everybody, even your livestock will be
watered."

The peopleare groaning and moaning and resisting. So Mosesin hisanger goes up and
he strikesthe rock twice. BANG, BANG! And the water comes. It's wonderful and it's
pureand it's clean and it's worthwhile and everybody iswatered. God saysto Moses,
"This placeis going to be called the Rock of Contention or Bitternessfrom this point
becauseit wasin the people's contention with God, their bitternesstoward God that we
did thisthing."

That's the precursor to the story that Roger read for you about the snakes. The people
hadn't changed their minds. They'd been watered but they weren't satisfied. They were
still grumblingand complaining and worrying about their lifeand their provison. They
weretired of thefood aready — manna from heaven.

So the Stripture saysthat God sent serpents(snakes) and they bit them. A number of
peopledied. Of course, the Israglites were concerned about that so they went back to
Moses and said, ""What are you doing to us? Fix ud Fix someway." So God spoketo
Mosesagain. Hegot arod. (I thought about bringing one and wrapping a rubber snake



around it thismorning but | didn't want to alarm or scareyou.) If they could look at the
pole and they could seethe serpent, they wouldn't die.

That's thekind of story that moviesare madefrom. But what isthe underlying meaning?
Wheat can we learn from that story about oursalves and what was John trying to teach us
inJohn 3? | redlly believe- | want to tease you with it and then back off and when |
finish my sermon I’1l try to put it into context again— | believethat our overwhelming
tendency to resist change and struggle to escape the often terrifying unconsciousforces
within ourselves, put us off from our inner truth and the power of God that would liberate
usinto avast new and wonderful future.

That is, it's often timeseaser to livein the bondagethat we know, in the misery that
exists, than it isto take therisk to change our livesand our world into something new.
It's amost like wanting to live with the toothache because we're afraid of the dentist.

Why the snake? The snake hasan interesting history in the Bible. In fact, it hasavery
interesting history in al of theancient world. The snakeis often associated with wisdom
but it is most commonly representativeof the world of instinct, especialy thosevital
processesthat are most psychologically inaccessibleto us.

Snakedreams, for those of you who dream, indicate a discrepancy between the attitude of
consciousnessand ingtinct. The snake becomes a personification of the threatening
aspectsof that conflict of coming into consciousness. Now, think of that in termsof what
Maoses and God through Moseswas trying to call the peopleof Isradl into being. They
werelivinginaforeignland. (We oftenlivein foreignlands psychologically wherewe
don't understand, we don't recognize, were not in touch with the forces that move us.
We judt react rather than pro-act. We're alwaystrying to figureout what's going on
rather than redlly sorting through and understandingthe dynamicsof our own lives))
Psychologically speaking, thisstory isthe story of a whole people who comeinto a new
level of consciousness. The snake, you see, is representativeof that awakening
consciousnessand they are bitten by it and they are so scared of it that they die.

| believethere isanother frame to think about the story. They were so angry and they
were o bitter and they were so afraid of moving on that their fear consumed them and
they could go no further. Have you ever been there? Y ou were so afraid that you were
actually immobilized.

| remember. | wassixteenyearsold and | was Sitting at an intersection. Oneof the
fellowswho was on my paper route stepped off the curb in front of my car and was hit by
arubber tired earth moving machine. He was decapitated right in front of me - probably
30 feet from the front of my car. | wasso scared | could not get out of the car to render
ad. Now, hewasdead. It wasclear that he would not survivethisincident. But | was
terrorized by that event! | didn't know whet to do. My stomachwasin my throat. There
were other peopleat that intersection who did render aid and they called the policeand
they did help. Thefellow who was driving the payloader was just in a puddleof emotion.



| remember all thesethingsasif it happened yesterday. | remember that clutching fear
that kept me from doing anything to help.

Thewildernessmight well be like that. Not having enough water or enough food might
well belikethat! It might render uscompletely immobileand unableto deal with those
thingsthat come beforeus.

For the ancients, thefear of going on could have been so greet that they were consumed
with bitternessand that bitternesswas acted out toward Aaron and Moses. It wasa
bitternessthat filled their liveswith poison and brought about death.

In this context, | want to redefinesin. It seemsto methat sinin thiscontext isthe refusa
to accept God's provison and stepinto a new awarenessof God'sfuture. Sinisastateor
acondition of frozen-ness— not so mucha behavior —""You did BAD'. But sininthis
context iswhen we look on our own livesthrough 'sin-colored glasses and we can only
see with theeyesof fear and we resist and are poisoned by our inability to see God's
provison— God's adequacy in al of our lives.

| think we as a.people often look through 'sin-colored glasses, not becausewe do BAD,
but because we are so immobilized by the fear of what tomorrow might'look like that we
stay stuck inthe present. Sometimeswe even want to go back. Give usthe'good old
daysof davery, God, wherel don't haveto think, wherel don't haveto worry, wherel
know how much iscoming to me. Whileit's not enough, | guessT’ll be satisfied.'

Thebasic ideaof thetext isthat the Son of Man who, in fact, has becomethe Annointed
Onesent asit were by God to bring healing to us, to becomeasalve, acoatingas it were
to encourage usto move on, to bring healing and wholenessto us, to act as that mediator
between God's love and community. It ssemsto methat in our bitterness, in our
sinfulness, that is, our looking through our own anxiety and our own fear, we arein
danger of losing our connectionto the Divine. Whenweresist God's call, we pay an
awful price. Whenwelook through 'sin-colored glasses asit were, the glassesof
immobilization, we missthe movement of God in our lives.

My hopeisthat we can begin to redefinesin, not as the good thingsor the bad thingsthat
wedo, but as the condition that we are in when we are immobilized by our fear; and that

we can take of f those glasses and know for sure that thisis God's Kingdom and we arein
themidst of itt. WE ARE GOD'S PEOPLE and weareliving thisday inthe midst of the

glory and the presenceof God.

Let's takeoff our glasses and move into God's Promised Land. Amen.



