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A lot of my dad’s extended family has moved down South in recent years. My uncle resides in a small town in 

Texas called Dripping Springs, about forty minutes outside Austin. Anyone who has ever been to Texas knows 

of the interesting wildlife. Animals that we would only see in glass jars or at the zoo in the Northeast roam the 

sidewalks down there. My uncle’s house is full of scorpion traps, and its commonplace to find a tarantula or a 

snake hanging out on your front lawn. A lot of the tourist towns surrounding Dripping Springs have signs 

warning non-locals to “Watch for snakes.” There are dangerous things down there that can bite, hurt, or maybe 

even kill you. Avoid the snakes at all costs, and if you see one, get as far away as possible. 

I mean, it makes sense. It’s also, I suspect, how most of us try to live out our lives. And it’s not only regarding 

the physical snakes that crawl on the ground. Everyone here, myself included, seem to live this way with regard 

to the snakes in our lives. We avoid things outside our comfort zones, things we fear, things that bring us harm, 

that bite and cause pain. And not just physically, but also emotionally and spiritually. 

So to ensure our comfort, we avoid dealing with addictions and attachments. We ignore broken relationships, 

assuming they can never be patched up. We put off doing the hard work of life and crack open a pint of Ben and 

Jerry’s and watch movies on Netflix. We repress painful moments of our past and refuse to recognize fear, 

resentments or anger. We refuse to acknowledge, never mind talk about, human mortality and death. We openly 

deny our destructive actions and try to rationalize things left undone. After all, isn’t that what the sign reads? If 

you see a snake, run away. 

What if there was a different kind of sign? What if instead of warning you against snakes, the sign exclaimed 

“Look the snake straight in the eye. Have a staring contest with him and see who blinks first.” At first it seems 

crazy, but to a certain degree that’s exactly what God told the ancient Israelites to do in our first reading.  

The Israelites were the poster children for impatience. The wilderness was a breeding ground for a fear of death 

and living with an uncertain future, not knowing where they were headed. The idea of scarcity sand emptiness 

was abounding. The difficulty of life manifested itself as snakes in the wilderness, snakes that would wound 

some and kill others. They were forced to face the reality of their snakes. 

It seems like an Israelite with any type of common sense would turn and make a run for it. But when the 

Israelites ran away from the pack, they died. We are not saved from the snakes in our lives by always running 

away. Fortunately, God gives us a very different option. Instead of just turning away, the special kind of 

salvation God gave to the Israelites was that they ought to stare down the very thing that scared them the most. 

God’s ways are not our ways, and God’s thoughts will never be our thoughts, as much as we would like them to 

be. I know I often have to remind myself that although it’s frustrating to not understand God’s logic, it’s foolish 

to condense the omnipresent being that is God into a form of human logic. 

An authentic life involves facing and looking at the mislabeled reality of death. And not just our physical death 

once our body decides our time on the Earth has ended, but the many ways we die every day. These “daily 

deaths” can occur in several ways: in disappointment in ourselves and others, our failings, our deferred dreams, 

in regrets and in sorrow. In our moments of total loneliness, crippling anger and fears, or resentment. In our 

losses both as individuals and as a community, in broken relationships we experience. And most importantly, 

the separation and isolation caused by our sins.  



God’s remedy reveals that when we are like the Israelites in the wilderness, the serpent acts as a catalyst for 

both death and healing. The cross of death has transformed into the cross of life abundant. God says “Just look 

at it for goodness sake. Look at the very thing you fear most. The thing that bites, terrorizes, and kills you.” 

Those moments and those things and those places are the moments in which Jesus Christ stands victorious. God 

does not remove the dangers and difficulties of life. God does not, as the famous quote says, “give His hardest 

battles to his strongest soldiers.” He realizes that we are human. We are people. Living, breathing, witnessing, 

struggling people. God offers a remedy and a way forward from this standstill in your life. “Just as Moses lifted 

up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up” (John 3:14).  

Through Jesus, God became flesh to stand with us in the snaky places. God came to heal us, make us alive, and 

help us acknowledge our ability to soar. Through Christ, true transformation occurs. Sin becomes forgiveness. 

Your wounds transform into moments for healing. Death becomes life. Fear turns into courage. Falling becomes 

rising up. The very things that have such a negative connotation and that destroy life in our human world are 

instruments of healing and peace in God’s word. 

This holy season of Lent asks us to discover, acknowledge, and name every single one of the snakes in our 

lives. Those who are willing to look to the snaky areas of life will see Jesus being lifted up. They will 

experience the healing and transformation of this world and life. But I think we all know this world is only the 

preview. The feature presentation is set in a Kingdom of Heaven beyond our comprehension. Christ says to 

each and every one of us. “Look to me, believe in me, and truly life. Change the way you look at obstacles in 

your life and you will be saved by the God who sent me. I did not come to this world to condemn it but to help 

the world love with reckless abandon.” 

I have to be honest. John 3:16 gets a really bad rap. “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.” This is a moment to show off 

everything I learned being a Sociology major. The church often creates an in-group and an outgroup. An in-

group is a group you are already a member of, and an outgroup is a group you are not a member of. Depending 

on the type, an outgroup can either provide an example of sociological norms, or provide a sense of satisfaction 

or depravation. 

Some Christians will look toward an outgroup and get a sense of satisfaction. They won’t experience life 

beyond this world because they haven’t accepted Jesus Christ as their Savior. For God so loved- us, but not 

them. Is God’s love only good enough news unless it excludes someone else? In this sense, this verse ceases 

being about God’s love, and becomes about our Christian belief. The ball is in the church’s court. We can 

determine what the best amount and kind of belief is good enough for God. More importantly, we believe we 

deserve to be in this ingroup and those who did not give it all to God deserve to be in the out-group. They had 

their chance. And they blew it. 

There’s no better example of this than when some more conservative churches decide who is worthy to take 

communion. When Christians set up boundaries around Christ’s table, we are implying that we think it is our 

table. It seems like we say “The fact that the body of Christ is broken for me and the blood of Christ is shed for 

me will simply never be enough. Unless I know and can determine exactly who it is not for.” 

Let me read a section from the Gospel again: 

 

“the Son of Man will be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. 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. 

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” (John 3:15-17). 

 



If there’s anything I’ve learned since coming to this church seven years ago, it’s this. The Christian faith is not a 

if…then proposition. If you believe, then you will be saved. It’s not the hypothesis of a seventh grade science 

fair project. Our faith is a because…therefore proposition. It always has been, and always will be. Because God 

loves the world, therefore God came to us in Christ so that there would no longer be any confusion on who is in 

and who is out. Because God loves the world, we are free to do the same. Because God loves the world and 

creates faith in us, therefore, we are free to believe. 

 

Belief should never be something we exchange for God’s love. Belief is that fire sparked in us by the Holy 

Spirit every time we encounter the Word of God. Whether it be the Word made flesh in Jesus lifted upon a cross 

that Friday afternoon, or when we have an encounter with the proclaimed Word of God and forgiveness of our 

sins.  

 

God has claimed a part for you in this story. God has swept you up into God’s reckless love for this entire world 

and there’s nothing else you need to bring to the table. No set amount of belief, no giving up of chocolate for 

Lent, no good works, nothing. Nada. Zilch. Zero. Because God loves the world, God came and was made 

human in the most humble of ways. God ate with sick and the unclean. God died an innocent death and was 

lifted up on a cross, so that all might believe. Therefore, there is no exclusion clause added on to God’s love.  

 

I challenge you to face your snakes. And seek love. Today and every day. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


