
2021.Lent4B 

John 3:14-21; Numbers 21:4-9 

 

1 
 

Today’s Gospel reading contains one of the most—perhaps the most—famous verses in the Bible: John 3:16. 

Many of us know it by heart.  But how about John 3:17?  Or any of the verses that lead up to it / follow it?   

Perhaps by paying closer attention to the surrounding verses, we might hear and understand John 3:16—what 

Martin Luther referred to as “the gospel in a nutshell”—a little more deeply / completely.  The truth is, we can’t 

fully understand this verse if it is taken out of its context.   

 

Our Gospel reading finds Jesus in the middle of a conversation with Nicodemus, a Pharisee / teacher of 

scripture.  Nicodemus has come to see Jesus in the middle of the night… under the cover of darkness.  He isn’t 

quite sure what to make of Jesus.  He’s intrigued.  He seems to know that Jesus is from God—how else could he 

do those signs / miracles?  But…    

Their night-time conversation revolves around the meaning of those signs… and Jesus’ strange talk about the 

need to be “born again” / “born from above.”  “How can anyone be born after having grown up?” Nicodemus 

asks.  “You can’t re-enter your mother’s womb and be born again.  What are you trying to say, Jesus?!”   

Jesus’ response is cryptic at best—something about “being born of water and Spirit”… about the way the wind 

blows… about rebirth that comes only from God.  Poor Nicodemus doesn’t get it (any more than we do…).    

Finally, Jesus does what any good teacher would do—he draws an analogy with something his student would 

know / understand—a story from the Hebrew Bible (our OT)—familiar territory for a teacher of scripture.   

Jesus uses this story to “explain” God’s plan of salvation.  Jesus uses this story to explain just how God loves 

“the world”… and how far God is willing to go to show that love.  

That’s where our Gospel reading picks up.  “Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the 

Son of Man be lifted up…”  

The story that Jesus refers Nicodemus (and us!) to here… is our OT reading for today.    Numbers 21 is a story 

of rebellion (and its consequences)… but it is also a story of God’s loving, life-giving grace.   

For those who are familiar with Israel’s “wilderness travels” following their exodus from Egypt, their response 

to the challenges they encounter probably doesn’t surprise us.   

• The people become impatient…  

• They complain to Moses about the lack of bread… and water (they also grumble at him about what they 

call this “miserable” manna)…  

It has become a pattern of behavior for them… grumbling / complaining… Only this time, they don’t just speak 

out against Moses—they complain directly against and about God, too!   

[It’s not that they didn’t have food / water—it’s that they were tired of the food that God was so graciously 

providing for them.  They “forgot” that they were where they were by God’s grace.  Their liberation from 

slavery in Egypt… the miracles in the desert… their very survival—it was ALL God!  It was ALL grace!]   

So, God (weary of the complaining / grumbling of his thank-less Israelites), allows a plague of poisonous 

serpents to come and bite them—to “reveal their mistake” (their sin).     

The punishment is, to say the least, effective.  The deaths of many from their snakebites… leads God’s people 

to see the error of their ways / to repent of their sin and their complaints against God (and Moses)… and they 

plead with Moses to beg God to remove the poisonous serpents.    
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God responds to their plea; but God doesn’t remove the serpents (as they want).  God provides a remedy for the 

death-dealing bite of the serpents instead… 

God commands Moses to make a bronze serpent and lift it up on a pole… so that those who had been bitten 

could look at it (see the image of their sin / acknowledge their wrongdoing)… and live / be healed.   

Although the serpents remained, God graciously provided a means to ward off death / to bring healing / life to 

God’s beloved (BUT oh, so rebellious) people.   

 

Jesus tells Nicodemus that “just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness” – so that all who looked at it 

(and believed) might be saved from certain death… so “the Son of Man must [now] be lifted up” – so that 

everyone who looks to Jesus and “believes [puts their trust in him]… will not perish but have eternal life.”   

This is the way that God shows God’s love for the world—by giving his Son.  And the purpose of giving his 

Son is to bring healing / life to a world trapped in sin—“bitten” by the deadly power of sin / darkness…  

We have all been “bitten” by the poisonous serpent of sin and discontent and rebellion against God—remember 

the Garden of Eden and how sin / disobedience came into the human story?!   

The only “cure”—our only hope—is to look to the Son who was “lifted up” for our sake… and to believe.   

Because sin lies within each of us… for healing to take place, we must (like the Israelites)—look… and believe.  

We must look to Jesus – carrying our sin / disobedience on the cross… and see, in him, the LIGHT of God’s 

saving love and forgiveness… and believe that he is our only source of healing and life. 

Jesus being “lifted up”… doesn’t take away our human sinfulness; but through him, God provides a way for us 

who are “poisoned” by sin… to be forgiven / live eternally with God.   

The darkness of sin and human rebellion and pride has not be removed from our midst… any more than the 

poisonous serpents were removed from the camp of the Israelites.  The power and darkness of sin and its death-

dealing effects remains.  But through Jesus’ death, resurrection, ascension—God offers us a way out of the 

suffering and death that the poison of sin imposes upon us.   

The Son did not come into the world to condemn it—as a punishment for sin / all the ways we rebel against 

God.  He came to save the world from the death brought on by the poison of sin… to provide a healing way to 

new life.   

 

Another way to think about this is the contrast between LIGHT and darkness.   

In Jesus, God brings LIGHT into the darkness of this world.   

In Jesus, the LIGHT—“the true light which enlightens everyone”—has come into the world… to seek us out / 

to find us… to LIGHT our lives (expose our sin)… in order to bring us life.      “I am the light of the world,” 

Jesus says.  “Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (8:12).   

We don’t have to live in darkness!   BUT Jesus warns that many “in the world” will still choose darkness even 

though this saving grace of LIGHT has come.  They would rather hide in the darkness, holding tightly to their 

sinful ways, thinking no one will see them.   
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He warns that they will love darkness so much that they will not come into the LIGHT—for fear that their dark 

deeds / their sinful ways will be exposed.   

“This is the judgment,” Jesus says, “that the LIGHT has come into the world and people loved darkness rather 

than LIGHT because their deeds were evil.  For those who do evil hate the LIGHT and do not come to the 

LIGHT, so that their deeds may not be exposed.  But those who do what is true come to the LIGHT, so that it 

may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God.” 

The word translated “judgment” here, comes from Greek word “krisis” – which isn’t so much about the 

rendering of a sentence (as a judge does in a courtroom)… as it is a separating and revealing.  “Krisis” is the 

root of our word “crisis” in the sense of a decisive turning point.   

Jesus, the LIGHT of the world, exposes truth all around him.  That truth is not always easy to hear / see (in 

ourselves)… because it exposes all that is dark in us—human wickedness and hatred, selfishness and fear.  But 

exposing these / acknowledging these… means sharing God’s unending / unconditional love and life.   

The “judgment” that comes is the “crisis” that arises for those who will not come out of the darkness for fear of 

what the LIGHT will reveal.   

The revelation is that some choose hate over LIGHT… evil deeds over good deeds—they reject the LIGHT of 

the Son of God.   

The revelation is that some choose to remain in the darkness… even when the LIGHT has come. 

No, Jesus did not come to judge / condemn the world!  But his coming is judgment in the same way that turning 

on a light can expose those who use darkness to hide their deeds.   

By hiding from the LIGHT (Jesus) / refusing God’s salvation, they have already condemned themselves… 

because it means being separated from the One who is the source of LIGHT and life.   

It might sound like the choice rests with us—to believe… or not to believe… to see the LIGHT or remain in the 

dark.  But remember – at the center of this LOVE… God’s LOVE!  

This is a LOVE that knows no bounds!  This is a LOVE that is persistent / tenacious—that chases after us… 

and seeks us out…   

Through the Spirit, Jesus—the LIGHT that shines in the darkness—continues to come to those who are slow to 

believe / confused /in the dark… to nudge them… to “illumine” their path… to show them the way to life.  

“Come into the LIGHT,” he calls…  

 

In John 3, Nicodemus comes to see Jesus in the middle of the night… under the cover of darkness.  BUT at the 

end of John’s gospel story (chapter 19:39), Nicodemus will reappear—this time in the LIGHT of day—to help 

Joseph of Arimathea care for Jesus’ body… give him a proper burial.   

Over the course of the story—it would appear—Nicodemus comes to “see the LIGHT”—the LIGHT of who 

Jesus is / what he came to do.  In the end, he steps out of the darkness… and into the LIGHT of the life that 

comes from God.   

May the same be true of us!   

May we see Jesus “lifted up” (the cross) as our LIGHT and source of healing and life.   


