
Sermon March 14 2021  

“Lifted Up”  

Snakes on a Plane – Sit back. Relax.  Enjoy the fright! This is certainly not  a movie I 

am recommending – and not only because this is not a film you watch for the dialogue 

and the characters!     The producers simply brought   two things together – snakes and 

flying. Some  members of my family laughed their way through  but I just cannot think of 

anything more terrifying: snakes loose on a plane in the air is my worst nightmare.  

The ancient Israelites on their Exodus journey have their feet firmly on the ground   near 

the land of Edom when  they are terrorized by a plague of deadly snakes.   When 

Lawrence of Arabia passed through this  region thousands of years later he  described  

the landscape as forbidding and sinister  - devoid of drinkable water and food for 

livestock and firewood and he complained about the snakes .  

 

Lawrence wrote: “You need a stick near every bush …. the valley seemed creeping with 

horn vipers and puff adders,  cobras and black snakes.”   

In the Snakes on the Plane movie the terrified people turn to Samuel L  Jackson to save 

them. He mobilizes the FBI. The Israelites turn to Moses who has led them ever since 

they escaped Egypt.  

So what is the background to this story?  

The Israelites have been walking   in this forsaken desert for forty years. They have got 

close to their destination just south of Canaan but their way north is blocked by the King 

of Edom who will not let them through. They are pushed out into the desert again to go 

round them.  But enough is enough!    

Moses is now an old man and the generation who were saved from slavery in Egypt are 

dying – the new generation want a home….  They forget what God has done for them 

… they  forget God’s promises. All they can see is the immediate road ahead and they 

are discouraged and impatient.    
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They want a home and for those who can remember,  home is feeling more and more 

like Egypt. It’s not surprising really – they are in a very hard place. And when we face 

difficulty – when we feel things are out of our control  - don’t we often revert to one of 

our most basic emotional  responses: We hate everything:  food  from heaven? “We 

detest this miserable food”. They hate the water – or at least the lack of it. They hate 

Moses. They even hate God in that moment. Like a child rebelling they hate everything. 

Enter the snakes! We might understand God’s frustration – after all God has rescued 

them from slavery and fed them and entered into a covenant with them at Mount Sinai -

The  ten commandments were designed to shape them into  God’s treasured people – a 

holy nation.    

Whatever else the snakes focusses the people – Terrified they   are sorry for their 

behavior and   they plead with Moses to pray  to God  to take the snakes away. God 

doesn’t take away the snakes. But God does provide a way for the people to face the 

dangers and their fears and their anxieties along their journey.    

God tells Moses to make a bronze serpent and to put it on a pole. And from then on 

when someone was bitten they looked up at the bronze serpent and they trusted God 

and lived.  

 

In the Numbers story there’s a word play   – The snakes bite and kill. They are   

poisonous   and  the Hebrew word for poison comes from the word seraph which means 

to burn. And burning in religious ceremony was about purification. The bronze serpent 

was used as a symbol of purification from what is evil.  

And now every time the Israelites looked at the bronze serpent Moses had made,   it 

was a visible symbol of God’s power to save and when they are bitten they are healed.   

The story  begins to make sense. Here is a warning about the dangers and the traps 

and the fears all around the Israelites on their exodus in the wilderness -     But it also 

turns that same wilderness full of dangers into a place of hope and healing and blessing 

– a place of new life for those who turn to God and trust God to help them to face their 

fears and their disappointments and the unseen dangers which are real -  lurking along 

the way.   
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As the Israelites continue  their journey….. the snakes are still around camouflaged on  

the rocks and the sand  - under bushes  …. They walk amongst hostile nations  with 

their  gods  and ideologies  -they live in a dangerous world…. The journey is far harder 

than they ever imagined  - they still  wonder: Where  are we going? When will we ever 

get there?  It plays with  their minds like the dangers of the darkness in John’s 

Gospel….  

In John’s Gospel chapter 3 , Jesus picks up this image of the serpent lifted up on the 

pole by Moses to talk about his own mission on the cross.  

Just 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, 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.  

This  reading includes the most famous verse in the Bible:   Verse 16  is often said to be 

the Gospel in a nutshell. God loving us before we can respond – God’s love that 

graciously acts by sending the Son Jesus Christ with the gift of life  -  life in relationship 

with God forever for those who trust in  Christ.  

What we often forget is that this verse is surrounded by the image of Moses and the 

bronze serpent in the wilderness and it’s  association with danger  and fears -and it is 

surrounded by talk about light and darkness. In John the place of  wandering in the 

wilderness with its hidden dangers of poisonous snakes is the darkness  - The  very 

nature of darkness is frightening – we cannot see what is out there – darkness is often 

used to cover evil action – and we cannot see where we are going – we can trip over 

things  and we can  get lost.  In John’s Gospel darkness is associated with death. Here  

Jesus tells us that he has come to do everything including giving his own life to bring us  

into the light of a living relationship with God.    

 We are in Lent and today we get this glimpse of where we are heading:  the cross of 

Good Friday. Like the serpent, the cross kills  and yet both, because of the grace and 

power of God are also the source of our healing and  salvation and new  life.  
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The man on the cross – the bronze serpent on the pole – At Mount Nebo in Jordan 

where Moses is said to have first looked into the promised land there is this marvelous 

cross created by Giovanni Fantoni. Fantoni combines the image of the serpent and the 

Christ on the cross  - Of course Jesus is not a snake  but it reminds us of how God 

spoke to Moses and those who had been bitten looked on the bronze serpent and were 

healed and it reminds us  about what was said of Jesus early in John’s Gospel:  Behold 

the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world 

And it reminds us that Jesus the Son of God  shows us that  love is stronger  than hate 

and light over comes the darkness and all who look to him and trust him will have 

eternal life. Jesus   offers a new birth  -  Jesus offers life.  

The story of the people in the wilderness  - the story of the cross:  what do they say to 

us today?  What do they say when something for which we have hoped and prayed and 

worked hard for recedes farther and farther into the distance? 

If we never reach the financial security we have worked so hard for – if we are not able 

to heal a relationship that is broken? If plans we cherish don’t turn out? If fears like the 

fears we hold for our planet in the future which includes our grandchildren do not seem 

to be heeded?  if we come to an impasse and can’t see a way forward.  

If we are not able to quite become that person we have imagined ourselves to be – if we 

are losing control?  

What about people in the world who like the Israelites are displaced and getting tired of 

it. Those with no place to call home… or who wonder where home is….?     

We each experience life full of situations which are unresolved  and unfathomable and 

ambiguous.  Many of us carry fears that we long to overcome: Sins that need to be 

forgiven – wounds that we long to have healed   - loads we long to put down – evil we 

long to expose.  
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God doesn’t promise to take away these things but God does promise to make the 

journey with us and to provide what we most deeply need day by day if we would only 

lift our eyes in the right direction Today and everyday, let that direction be the cross.  for 

as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness  Jesus was lifted up on the cross to  

bring healing and life 

Christ of the cross offers healing for our wounds , relationship for our loneliness -  

faithfulness for our faithlessness – light for our darkness – love for our fear –forgiveness 

for our waywardness – strength beyond our own strength to endure – courage to act.  

All this for you and for me and for the world!  

Rev’d Laurel Barr 

14th March, 2021 


