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Sermon for 4th  Sunday in 
Lent 

 

Comparing Christ to a Serpent? 

The people spoke against God and against Moses, "Why 
have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the 
wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we 
loathe this worthless food."  1450 years before Christ is born 
of Mary and the people of God are already complaining 
against God and His servant.  As Solomon said, 
[Ecclesiastes 1:9] "There is nothing new under the sun."  It 
seems to be the nature of God's people to complain.  

And notice the nonsense in their complaint.  "Why have you 
brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness?" In the 
case of Israel, we could paraphrase René Descartes.  
Instead of saying, "I think.  Therefore, I am," Israel could say, 
"I complain.  Therefore, I am."  The very fact that they are 
complaining so vigorously indicates that they are anything 
but dead.  

Text: Numbers 21:5 
 
"Why have you brought us up 
out of Egypt to die in the 
wilderness? For there is no 
food and no water, and we 
loathe this worthless food."   

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ecclesiastes%201.9
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Then in the next sentence, they state both that they have no 
food and yet, they loathe this food.  How does it make sense 
to assert that you have no food and then point to some food 
and say you hate it?  When they say, "this food," to what are 
they referring if there is no food?  

Then to say the food is worthless.  This is now the second 
generation of the people who left Egypt.  These are the 
people who marched through the Red Sea on dry ground as 
children.  They have eaten nothing but manna since they left 
the Red Sea.  The primary function of food is to provide 
energy and nutrients in order to keep the body functioning 
properly.  If the food was worthless, they should have 
starved to death long ago.  

To top it off, this food - the manna - came to them as a sign 
from God.  When they complained saying, "We loathe this 
worthless food," they were saying they loathed one of the 
signs of God's presence with them.  

The Children of Israel were doing what we all do.  They were 
complaining about the gifts that God gives us.  God's gifts 
sustain our lives in this world and give us the blessings of 
the world to come.  Yet we complain.  It's what we do.  

One might say that God brought their complaints to life.  
Deadly serpents invaded the camp.  Their bite began killing 
many in the camp.  Sadly, the people wouldn't listen to God 
when He merely spoke to them.  He had to allow death to 
enter their camp in order to get their attention.  

The people finally confessed their sin and asked God to take 
away the serpents.  God heard their prayer, but gave them 
an answer that they did not expect.  Instead of removing the 
serpents, He gave them salvation from the serpents.  
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God ordered Moses to duplicate one of the serpents in 
bronze and place the bronze serpent on a pole.  Moses did 
as God commanded and everyone who looked at the 
serpent on the pole survived the snake bite.  

I often marvel at God's patience and mercy toward us.  Over 
and over again, we see how God blesses His people and 
instead of thanking God, His people complain.  Never the 
less, God is always patient and merciful to rescue His people 
when they need Him.  

Jesus used the account of Moses raising the serpent in the 
wilderness when He spoke with a Pharisee named 
Nicodemus.  Today's Gospel records part of that 
conversation.  Jesus said, "As Moses lifted up the serpent in 
the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that 
whoever believes in him may have eternal life.  "For God so 
loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever 
believes in him should not perish but have eternal life."  With 
these words, Jesus teaches Nicodemus and us that even 
though we complain and rebel like the Children of Israel, 
God is always patient and merciful to rescue us from sin, 
death, and the power of the devil.  

These words of Jesus are staggering.  The serpent has been 
the symbol of sin ever since Eden.  The Bible introduces the 
tempter with these words, [Genesis 3:1] "Now the serpent 
was more crafty than any other beast of the field that the 
Lord God had made.  He said to the woman, "Did God 
actually say, 'You shall not eat of any tree in the garden'?" 
This event that began as a conversation with a serpent 
ended with the entry of sin into the world and along with sin 
came death and its friends sickness, injury, famine, war, and 
so forth.  With this kind of a history, how can the very Son of 
God apply any story about a serpent to Himself?  

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Genesis%203.1
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Never the less, that is exactly what Jesus does.  He applies 
the image of the serpent to Himself.  Jesus is not just saying 
He will be lifted up like the brass serpent.  In comparing 
Himself to the serpent symbol, He is also saying that He is 
the sin that the serpent represents.  How can He do that 
when we know that He never sinned?  How can the 
sinfulness of the serpent symbol apply to the Son of God in 
human flesh?  

The Holy Spirit inspired Paul to give us the answer: [2 
Corinthians 5:21] "For our sake he made him who knew no 
sin to be sin, so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God."  When Jesus tells us that He is lifted 
up like the serpent, He is saying that He is carrying our sin 
as He is lifted up.  When we look to see our sin, we see 
Jesus Christ hanging on the cross.  Jesus who had no sin of 
His own becomes the greatest sinner of all time with our sin.  
There's the serpent - our sin, laid on Jesus Christ.  That is 
how Jesus can apply the sinful image of the serpent to 
Himself.  

Our lives are full of sins, poisonous serpents that the devil, 
the world, and even our own sinful nature send against us.  
We recognize some of these sins, but most of them are like 
the serpent in Eden, crafty - crawling their way into parts of 
our lives where we don't even recognize them.  Jesus has 
taken all these serpentine sins to Himself.  He has endured 
their venom.  He has taken them to the cross.  

As Jesus fought the serpent of sin on the cross, the serpent 
kept tempting Him: "Come down from the cross.  Show those 
unbelievers who you really are.  Make them pay the 
righteous price for nailing you to this cross."  Even the 
Jewish leaders ganged up on Jesus with their taunts, "If you 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Corinthians%205.21
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Corinthians%205.21
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are the Son of God, come down from that cross."  This was a 
fight to the death for both combatants.  

Who won?  Well, a few days later, Jesus came back to life.  
He rose up from the grave.  He was the victor of the battle 
on the cross.  He defeated sin, death, and the power of the 
devil with His holy precious blood and His innocent suffering 
and death.  That ancient serpent who is called the devil and 
Satan has a sure and certain future - a sure and certain 
future in hell - not as its lord, but as a prisoner.  

On the other hand, those who belong to the victor, Jesus 
Christ, have an eternal future of celebration.  First they will 
wait with Jesus in heaven.  As the Holy Spirit inspired Peter 
to write: [2 Peter 3:13] "We are waiting for new heavens and 
a new earth in which righteousness dwells.  Then on the last 
day, Jesus will raise their newly restored, immortal bodies 
and make them whole once again.  Then they will enjoy the 
presence of Jesus in a new creation where there is no sin. 
Those who have the Holy Spirit's gift of faith in Jesus Christ 
will live forever with the victor.  They will forever enjoy the 
eternal reward of Christ's victory over the serpent of sin.  

When Jesus compared Himself to the serpent that Moses 
raised up in the wilderness, He was teaching about a radical 
grace.  Jesus, who never sinned, willingly became sinful in 
God's eyes for our sake.  Only Jesus is radical enough to 
say that just as He saved Israel from poisonous serpents 
with a serpent on a pole, so also will He save the whole 
world from sin by becoming sin on a pole.  Only Jesus is 
radical enough to say, "As Moses lifted up the serpent in the 
wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that 
whoever believes in him may have eternal life."  

 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Peter%203.13

