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Numbers 21:4-9			Ephesians 2:1-10			John 3:14-21


The Bible readings for today are familiar ones.  The Old Testament lesson is a famous Bible story, and is often taught in Sunday school.  The epistle lesson contains Ephesians 2:8-9, a frequent memory verse for Christian schools, and a favorite of many Christians:
For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.

The gospel reading contains probably the most well-known Bible verse on the planet.  John 3:16
For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.

It’s easy to hear such passages and switch off.  We’ve heard them a million times.  We know what they say.  But there is a reason these are well-known.  There is a reason they are used in Sunday school and Religion classes.  These passages tell the most important Truth in the universe, and they tell it so clearly, they are worthy of reading again and again.  

They are all linked together – the John passage even references the reading from Numbers – but let’s look at each in turn.  They each tell God’s great Good News in different ways.

Numbers 21:4-9
First, a little background.  This is near the end of Israel’s forty year wandering.  They are approaching the Promised Land once again.  In chapter 20, Moses strikes the rock instead of speaking to it.  God says that for his act of rebellion, Moses will not enter the Promised Land.  At the end of chapter 20, Aaron dies.  As chapter 21 opens, The Israelites are attacked by the Canaanite king of Arad.  They pledge themselves to God, and he gives the Israelites the victory.  Immediately following that event comes our reading.  Immediately following that event, the Israelites speak against God and against Moses.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
At first, it may seem like God is overreacting.  Aren’t the people just grumbling?  They were always grumbling.  Why does God send venomous snakes to kill them for grumbling?  I grumble a lot.  Do I need to be worried?  

Let’s look at what they say.  I’ll read it from 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.”

They aren’t just complaining about tired feet or dusty roads.  They are complaining about the very act of God’s salvation.  They are rejecting what he did in freeing them from slavery.  

And what is the “worthless food” they are despising? It’s the daily miracle of manna that God sent to sustain them.  This is a rejection of God’s grace.  They are turning away from God.  

So God sends venomous snakes.  Is it because he’s mad?  Is he getting back at them because they hurt his feelings?  Is he getting revenge?  

This story makes me think of Adam and Eve after they sinned.  God sent them out of the garden so they would not eat of the Tree of Life and live forever.  His banishing them would seem like a punishment, but think about what it would be like to live forever like this – to live forever as a creature touched by sin.  I have all kinds of aches and pains and scars and bodily damage.  I have all kinds of memories of past mistakes – memories that make me cringe.  I have damaged relationships with other people.  I’m only 45.  What would life be like after 200 years of this?  After a thousand?  No thank you.   God did not banish Adam and Eve out of anger.  He did it out of love.  

It’s the same for the people of Israel in Numbers chapter 21.  If their rejection of God’s grace had gone unchallenged, they would have abandoned their faith entirely, and they would have been separated from God forever. 

But what happened when God sent the snakes?  The people realized what they were doing.  And their reaction?  They didn’t run from God in fear.  They turned back to God because they knew he is a God of love.  He had shown them that again and again.  This time was no exception.  When they realized their helplessness, God saved them.  All they had to do was see the bronze snake, and they would live.

It isn’t surprising that Jesus would refer to the bronze snake when talking about himself.  The people of Israel did nothing but trust in God as they looked at the snake, and God saved them.  Their salvation was completely one-sided – no sacrifice required, no special prayers, no pilgrimage – just free salvation.  It is the same with Christ.  We look to Christ and are saved by his act alone, and nothing we do contributes to it.

Ephesians 2:1-10
Being saved by grace is the message of our epistle reading from Ephesians.  

In this passage from Ephesians, salvation is explained in another way.  Sin kills, the passage says.  Before knowing Jesus, we are like zombies – like walking dead people.  Ephesians 2:1-3
 And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience— among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.

Without Jesus, we are mindless and have no will.  We live only to follow the desires of the human nature.  A life of constant, compulsive attempts at ever more difficult gratification doesn’t sound like a fun life to me.  It sounds like a desperate way to live.  

God reaches into our lives of desperation and saves us.  He brings us new life.  He awakens our dead spirit, gives us a will of our own, and breaks us away from the compulsion to obey our sinful self.  This resurrection is immediate, but has future implications as well.  Listen to Ephesians 2:6-7
[God] raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.

“and raised… and seated…”   Past tense.  We are already alive in Christ.  God has already done it.  But this new life will find its full expression “in the coming ages” when he will “show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus”

Colossians 3:3-4 says it this way:
For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.

Some day, this life touched by sin will be over, and we’ll join Adam and Eve in the new Eden of heaven.

And why does he do it?  Why does God bring us life?  Ephesians 2:8-9 answers that question:
For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.

God saves us by grace – his kindness, his unmerited favor, and his forgiving love.  We have absolutely nothing to contribute to it.  God chooses us, God gives us life, and God shows us how to love.  After we are saved, God continues to pour out his love through us to other people. Ephesians 2:10
For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.

John 3:14-21
The reading from John is the clearest of our gospel statements today.  This is not a story that symbolizes salvation.  It’s not a metaphor that gives an illustration of salvation.  Jesus explains God’s love in the plainest words.  

John 3:1 tells us that Jesus is talking to Nicodemus, “a man of the Pharisees” and “a member of the ruling council.”  Nicodemus was struggling to understand God’s free salvation.  Our sinful human nature doesn’t understand “something for nothing” – it doesn’t understand unconditional love.  At first, Jesus likens salvation to being born again – the new life that Ephesians is talking about.  But when Nicodemus still doesn’t get it, Jesus says those words that probably all of us have memorized.  
For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.  John 3:16

I don’t know that it could be said more simply.  God loves the world. He loves it so much, he sent his Son to save everyone.  Does he require sacrifice or offerings or pilgrimage?  No.  Simply believe.  Trust his promise.

That’s truly Good News – a message worth sharing with the world.  I’ll read the passage again, but this time with the words that precede and follow the verse.  Here is John 3:14-17
And 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. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.

Nicodemus did finally understand what Jesus was saying to him.  He is mentioned again later in John with his fellow believer Joseph.  John 19:38-40
After these things Joseph of Arimathea, who was a disciple of Jesus, but secretly for fear of the Jews, asked Pilate that he might take away the body of Jesus, and Pilate gave him permission. So he came and took away his body. Nicodemus also, who earlier had come to Jesus by night, camebringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about seventy-five pounds in weight. So they took the body of Jesus and bound it in linen cloths with the spices, as is the burial custom of the Jews.
 
Seventy-five pounds of spices for a burial exceeds all normal proportion.  This was a royal burial.  

We don’t read any more about Nicodemus, but perhaps he was one of the hundreds of people who were blessed to see Jesus after his resurrection.  Perhaps he became a supportive member of the Christian church in Jerusalem.  Whatever the case, I certainly expect to see him in heaven.


***********

If the Bible readings for today are so familiar, why do we keep reading them?  Because they remind us how great God is.  He’s not angry or petty or capricious.  His whole motivation is love – always love.  And he offers that love to us for free – love that will give us new life, love that will lead to eternal life with God in heaven.

These passages not only remind us of that, but they give us ways to talk about it with other people. God’s love can be told in so many different ways… by way of stories, like today’s reading from Numbers… by way of metaphor, like today’s reading from Ephesians… or simply and directly, like today’s reading from John.  
	
God wants the entire world to know.  This is the good work that God has prepared for us: tell people any way you can.  

And if you’re not sure how to start, then simply go with this:
For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.  John 3:16


