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 Our Old Testament Lesson today from the Book of Numbers is a weird one 

for sure.  In fact, the Book of Numbers is rarely called upon in our lectionary – 

only 3 times actually.  Our scripture describes a weird, mysterious, even 

gruesome, scene.  Today’s pastoral message is this:  The cross comes before the 

resurrection and sometimes suffering is the only path to redemption, and often 

the road to healing and light runs straight through darkness and pain.   

 Our scripture finds the Israelites losing their patience once again, 

complaining against Moses AND God this time…not because they have not been 

rescued, not because they have not been fed – but because they want a clear 

picture of exactly where they are headed and how they will get there.  Having to 

trust God and Moses for their next meal, for their next drink of water – they are 

growing tired of this – and God reacts…now, I’ll be honest – of all Gods creatures, 

the snake is one that I have a bit of trouble truly appreciating as a part of our 

creation- just the way they move, they slither across the ground – have sharp 

teeth and in many cases, poisonous venom that can kill…yeah, I can’t think of 

much else that would be worse – and probably God couldn’t either – so 

serpents….and some of the people die.  So in some sense of remorse, God 

instructs Moses “Make a poisonous serpent and set it on a pole; and everyone 

who is bitten shall look at it and live.”   So the narrative follows the typical 
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narrative arc:  sinful behavior, followed by a negative divine response, then 

repentance and finally, divine restoration.  Sound familiar? 

 And here we find ourselves in this season – a season of anxiety of not 

knowing what’s next, a season of uncertainty that has lasted a lot longer than I 

think most of us expected and we aren’t out of the woods just yet either – hoping 

for restoration – placing our hopes on a vaccine and even that has proven slower 

than we had hoped, difficult to navigate, frustrating at times.   

 If we look back about a year ago when we stood at that moment of having 

to determine if we would follow the advice of the health officials and close the 

church, we determined to close for 3 weeks which turned into about 3 

months…when we were able to open for a few months and then had to 

determine again to close…then open.  And those were all painful, difficult, scary 

decisions to make.  Wondering which way was the right way.  Not knowing, still 

today, what truly lies ahead. 

 I remember before COVID I could’ve told you what I was planning month to 

month – work, activities with my family, maybe a vacation, a conference – 

whatever – my calendar was generally always full…but in what seemed like a 

moment – everything just got wiped out…and like the Israelites, we don’t know 

where this will lead do we?   For me personally, it’s been hard to know what to do 

– do we try and plan a vacation?  Use our airline credits?  Half my family is 

vaccinated, the other half is not…is it safe to fly?  And what about church?  Is it 

safe to have an event – should we plan activities again?  Some of us are 

vaccinated, some are not – it’s so hard to know what to do…and our community – 
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they’ve started opening some things up a bit more, little by little.  Yet – parents 

protest for schools to be fully open which we know would make it impossible to 

socially distance – is that safe?  Is that wise?  And then there’s Texas and 

Mississippi who say – the heck with it, vaccine or not, we are tired of waiting and 

we are opening everything up, no masks required…is that wise?  Will it be safe?  

Or will they be bitten by their serpents they’ve let lose?  I guess we will see… 

 Our New Testament scripture actually begins in the middle of a 

conversation…this is the passage from John where Nicodemus, the High Priest, 

comes to Jesus under the cloak of darkness at night, because he senses that 

something is different about Jesus, something is special – and he has a question.  

What you have to understand, Nicodemus doesn’t ask questions, he answers 

them as a high priest.  So our scripture picks up in the middle of Jesus’s 

monologue where he speaks those simple words that describe precisely this 

Lenten journey we are on…”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.”  

We typically stop right there but let’s not do that today…the scripture continues, 

“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.”  When 

we lose our patience, when we get caught up in believing that we can make it 

happen – that if we just work harder, force our will, we can get back to the life we 

had before – we can get back to some sense of normal.  Like the Israelites, right?  

We can get back…to Egypt?  That’s what they cried for when they were in the 

wilderness – to go back to their life of oppression and slavery and suffering…but 
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when they remembered it, it was familiar, it was comfortable because they knew 

what was coming next – it might not have been pleasant, but when you have to 

trust God with no vision of what’s next, we can fall into the trap of that kind of 

thinking. 

 They say every church has a “Back to Egypt” committee – you know that 

committee that makes it hard to change or modernize things – uses phrases like, 

“that’s the way we always did it”… or that’s not the way we usually do (fill in the 

blank)…well today, here we are in this wilderness – are we impatient?  Are we too 

anxious to return back to our comfortable, normal…Sunday worship, with 3 

hymns, shaking hands, coffee hour…or can we trust that God will provide until we 

get to where we are being led?  One year ago, we had one form of worship – in 

person.  And all our brothers and sisters who were unable to attend worship on 

Sunday mornings and our friends who maybe weren’t ready to walk through the 

door just yet, they were left with little to grab onto.  Maybe a paper copy of the 

sermon to read on their own – but now, they can join us live and feel part of 

worship – they can watch the service on their TV.  The bulletin is posted on our 

website, accessible so they can follow along just like those who are here.  Now 

that’s not the way we always did it, but God led us through our suffering, through 

our wilderness, did he not, so those who were excluded are not included… 

 What is incredibly relevant about the Old Testament passage isn’t the 

snakes – it’s the opening line - “From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the 

Red Sea, to go around the land of Edom.”  God was leading them away from 

danger or darkness and into the light, into beauty and love.  And yet, God doesn’t 

abandon them by any means – God is steadfast – God is constant.  God did not 
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send Jesus to condemn the world…So my question to you is this…in our 

anxiousness to return to normal, can we be patient understanding that God may 

be leading us around something much worse, much harder – like in our passage – 

God led them around the land of Edom.  Could God be sparing us from more 

suffering and loss?  Is God using this time to make us rethink things – come up 

with new ways of serving, loving, reaching people in our community?  In the case 

of this ministry, God already has revealed this.  We have found incredibly 

powerful ways to reach our community during this time…It was divine love, 

stronger than well-deserved judgment, that carried Israel during the time of exile, 

and the love of God that was celebrated with the psalms of adoration in the 

rebuilt temple in Jerusalem.  It was God’s love that sent Jesus, God’s Son, to be 

incarnate in the world, where he taught that love is not merely for those who look 

and think and believe like us, but even for our enemies and those who persecute 

us.  It was love that stirred the first- century church to open the doors of 

communion not only to Jews but also to Gentiles, not only to those deemed 

worthy but also those whose very existence was troubling. 

 What is God leading us around?  Can we be patient and wait?  Do we see 

God in our midst right now?  Rather than condemning the world and those that 

don’t think like us, can we believe, especially at this time of Lent and Easter, that 

Jesus’ light has been poured upon the world and despite our evil ways, the light is 

still winning.  What if we look to create a community in which God’s love was 

regarded not as being in short supply, open only to those who have seen and 

confessed Jesus as the Christ, but rather as poured out upon the entire world?  IF 
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we see this vision, it is precisely because Jesus is the Christ, the sure and 

confident sign of the very best we know…that God so loved the world. 

 

Amen  

 


