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We are drawing near to the end of Lent.  Only two purple candles remain to be extinguished 
around our wreath of thorns.  Just two more Sundays and then we will put out the central Christ 
candle after our Maundy Thursday service.  The focus of Lent in many ways is the cross and the 
darkness of Jesus’ death but I hope that this year we have also been able to include in our Lenten 
observances a hint of the joy that we anticipate at Easter.  I think it’s important during this 
season to take stock, to consider how we measure up to the standard that God has held up for 
humankind, that Jesus lived into, and to remember how Jesus lived and how he died.  But I also 
think it’s important for us to remember how overwhelmingly God loves us, how Jesus set us free, 
and to consider how abundant life is when we walk in the Jesus way.  I think it’s important, 
during this somber season, for us to remember and live into joy. 
 
I hope that I have succeeded in my design of our worship services and in my preaching to bring 
that element of joy to what we have done together here this Lent.  I suppose you could say that I 
hope that by the time you leave here on Sunday mornings that you feel “lifted up.”  That phrase 
has been a big part of what we have said and sung together so far today.  It’s a curious idiom, 
isn’t it?  In addition to the literal meaning there is the meaning I just used, hoping that you feel 
excited or boosted, inspired or cheered.  Then there is the more formal, more Biblical shade of 
meaning that to be lifted up is to be glorified, exalted, praised or worshipped.  All of these 
connotations have appropriate meaning for our Scripture and songs this morning.  I want to 
spend a little time talking about those ideas, about how Jesus was and is lifted up, as well as both 
the more familiar and more uncomfortable portions of this teaching from John’s Gospel. 
 
Let’s begin with the literal meaning of “to be lifted up” because Jesus clearly had this, at least, in 
mind as he compared himself to the serpent in the wilderness.  That comparison in and of itself 
seems odd.  We almost always think of the serpent as a symbol for evil – what in the world can 
Jesus mean by saying he must be lifted up “just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the 
wilderness?”  Here, Jesus is making use of a somewhat obscure story about Moses from the book 
of Numbers to make his point.  It’s an incident from during the wanderings of the Israelites in the 
desert.  They are, as usual, complaining.  Forgetting that God had saved them from slavery and 
death by bringing them out of Egypt, they say to 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 detest this miserable 
food.”  And so, the story goes, God sent a bunch of poisonous snakes among the people; poetic 
justice, one must assume, for their poisonous tongues.  Of course, the complainers change their 
tune.  Here’s Numbers 21:7-9:  “The people came to Moses and said, “We have sinned by 
speaking against the LORD and against you; pray to the LORD to take away the serpents from 
us.” So Moses prayed for the people. And the LORD said to Moses, “Make a poisonous serpent, 
and set it on a pole; and everyone who is bitten shall look at it and live.” So Moses made a 
serpent of bronze, and put it upon a pole; and whenever a serpent bit someone, that person would 
look at the serpent of bronze and live.” 
 
Jesus seems to have in mind here a quite literal interpretation of being lifted up. In the Gospel 
According to John, this is Jesus’ first reference to his crucifixion, which he sees looming before 
him very early in his career.  Jesus sees that his path of religious renewal and peaceful resistance 
to the Romans will result in him being bodily affixed to a stake and lifted above the heads of the 
people for them to see and to be cured from their deadly disease, in this case sin.  As we look 
back to the two stories, we can see both similarities and differences between the two cases of 
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“lifting up.”  In the story of the serpent, the Children of Israel have repented of their sin, 
regretted their harsh words against Moses and against God, confessed that they were wrong and 
asked for forgiveness.  They have experienced the results of their behavior and are ready to 
change.  This is also how we understand Jesus’ message of repentance and forgiveness, that the 
new life comes to those who are ready to leave the old life behind, to die to their sins and to the 
broken paradigm that relies on those sins and to be reborn, to be crucified with Christ and to be 
resurrected with him.  The difference is that Moses’ snake on a stick was the cure for one 
particular instance of misbehavior, immediately punished by God whereas Jesus’ crucifixion 
gives the opportunity to change a whole life.  In Numbers, God punishes and then provides a 
healing balm.  In Christ, God reveals the way out of the darkness we have created and insists on 
no punishment beforehand, simply our willingness to change and accept God’s love. 
 
Jesus was willing, as a sign of God’s love for us, to give himself over to being hung from a tree 
by his hands and feet, staked up like the bronze serpent.  It was a terrible, demeaning death, 
reserved for the worst criminals in the Roman Empire.  It was slow, it was painful, and it 
exposed the condemned to the jeers and abuse of the crowd, even as he was dying.  We have 
mercifully forgotten, in the age where the fulfilment of the death penalty is hidden away deep 
inside prisons with only a select few in attendance, just how public execution used to be.  Not 
sufficiently convinced that you are the scum of the earth by being sentenced to die?  Then, here, 
let us make your agony last for many hours and surround you with a mob who will explain to 
you in great detail while you suffer how accursed you are, accompanying their verbal analysis 
with spittle and hurled refuse.  Is it any wonder that Jesus asked why God had abandoned him at 
the end?  And yet, after it was finished, Jesus was lifted up yet again.  On the third day, we are 
told and we believe, he was raised from death.  And some days later, he was lifted even further, 
seated at the right hand of God.  The one who was lifted up to die in derision became the one 
who was lifted up in exaltation.  Paul says, “Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him 
the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” 
 
We, ourselves, give witness to this every time we come to this place, every time we offer a 
prayer in Jesus’ name, every time we hang a miniature of that terrible instrument of death around 
our necks.  We lift Jesus up, we honor him, we exalt him.  We sing, “When morning gilds the 
skies my heart awaking cries: May Jesus Christ be praised!”  We sing, “Lord, I lift Your name on 
high.  Lord, I love to sing Your praises.  I'm so glad You're in my life.”  We sing, “He is the 
dearest friend I’ve ever had.”  We lift him up.  We lift Jesus up when we allow the Holy Spirit to 
conform our lives to his, when we study the Bible to learn more about him, when we gather to 
share how we find his teachings give meaning to our lives.  Because Jesus was willing to be 
lifted up for our healing, we now lift him up in praise, in honor, and in worship. 
 
The beauty of the thing is that as we lift him up, so Jesus lifts us up.  I’m not speaking now of the 
literal lifting up or the lifting up of exaltation and worship but of the lifting up of inspiration, of 
excitement, of exhilaration and elation.  Or, as that old bluegrass hymn puts it, he brings joy, joy, 
joy to our souls.  A great deal of the preaching, teaching and conversation around this passage in 
John has been devoted to an after-this-life kind of salvation.  And that’s fine, that’s good, we 
need to have that sure and certain hope of the resurrection when life seems to hold so much pain, 
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defeat, and sorrow.  But I am convinced that the promise of Jesus about salvation relates to this 
world and this life as well.  The life of the ages, which is famously promised to us in John 3:16 
and usually translated “everlasting life,” is to be lived here and now in the presence of God.  It is 
important for us to remember and to claim the promise that “God did not send the Son into the 
world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”  And 
although salvation does indeed refer to the life to come, it is equally important that it be lived out 
now, that we stop living as if we were condemned and start living the truth that we are 
unbelievably loved, so loved. 
 
Too often, we live as if we were not loved.  Too often, we live as if we were condemned.  And 
so, we skulk around in the shadows, looking for crumbs of meaning in our lives because we 
don’t believe that we are heirs to the universe, God’s beloved ones.  We choose the dark because 
we are afraid the light will expose our failings.  Both the conversation we’ve been having in 
Sunday School with Jules Butler and my current reading of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s posthumous 
classic, Ethics, have reminded me of the universality of the experience captured in the tale of 
Adam and Eve in Genesis.  At some point in our lives, we realize we have a choice between right 
and wrong and sooner or later we choose wrong.  And then we are ashamed.  We hide from God.  
We scuttle into the dark.  Connie and I spent several years living in Houston, where cockroaches 
are an issue no matter how clean you keep your house.  And if you live in apartment where your 
neighbors are less fastidious, well…  We never quite got used to the spectacle of walking into the 
kitchen or bathroom at night and turning on the light and watching the cockroaches scurry for 
cover.  They couldn’t stand the light.  I don’t know whether or not God loves cockroaches.  I 
suppose so, because scientists tell us they are likely to inherit the earth.  But I know that God 
loves us and forgives us and wants us to come into the light of God’s love.  And I know that God 
gives us a choice but that many, many people choose to live in the dark because they don’t 
understand that they are already forgiven, that God truly loves them, loves them so much that 
God Godself became flesh and suffered and died to show how much God loves all of God’s 
creation. 
 
Jesus said, “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 the life of the ages.”  And so, his enemies lifted 
him up on a cross and we count down the Sundays before we observe that tragedy that came on a 
Friday that we call Good.  We call it Good Friday because his death was not the end but only the 
beginning, the beginning of a glorious new existence for creation that dawned on Easter Sunday.  
That’s when God lifted Jesus up from death, lifted him up for life and exaltations.  And we lift 
him up by continuing to exalt and praise and trust him for our own lives.  And still, my sisters 
and my brothers, we are called to lift him up in yet another way.  Now that we have discovered 
the secret to the life of the ages, we are called to share that secret with others.  Now that we have 
lifted him up and he has brought joy, joy, joy to our souls, we are called to show others how to 
do the same.  The whole world thinks they know what John 3:16 is about.  They think it’s about 
heaven and it is.  But remember, this week, that even more than that it’s about love, God’s love 
offered freely to all.  It’s about coming out of the dark into the light of that love.  Ask your 
neighbors this week if they know about that famous verse.  Tell them your crazy pastor said it 
was about something different.  Tell them that God loves them.  Tell them they don’t have to live 
as if they are condemned because they are already forgiven for every mistake they ever made, 
every thoughtless thing they ever did, every lie they’ve told, every heart they’ve broken.  Tell 
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them and see if it doesn’t bring even more joy to your soul.  Help them find healing and see if 
you don’t feel even more well yourself.  Tell them they are loved and bring them to the cross.  In 
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, Amen. 
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“lifting up.”  In the story of the serpent, the Children of Israel have repented of their sin, 
regretted their harsh words against Moses and against God, confessed that they were wrong and 
asked for forgiveness.  They have experienced the results of their behavior and are ready to 
change.  This is also how we understand Jesus’ message of repentance and forgiveness, that the 
new life comes to those who are ready to leave the old life behind, to die to their sins and to the 
broken paradigm that relies on those sins and to be reborn, to be crucified with Christ and to be 
resurrected with him.  The difference is that Moses’ snake on a stick was the cure for one 
particular instance of misbehavior, immediately punished by God whereas Jesus’ crucifixion 
gives the opportunity to change a whole life.  In Numbers, God punishes and then provides a 
healing balm.  In Christ, God reveals the way out of the darkness we have created and insists on 
no punishment beforehand, simply our willingness to change and accept God’s love. 
 
Jesus was willing, as a sign of God’s love for us, to give himself over to being hung from a tree 
by his hands and feet, staked up like the bronze serpent.  It was a terrible, demeaning death, 
reserved for the worst criminals in the Roman Empire.  It was slow, it was painful, and it 
exposed the condemned to the jeers and abuse of the crowd, even as he was dying.  We have 
mercifully forgotten, in the age where the fulfilment of the death penalty is hidden away deep 
inside prisons with only a select few in attendance, just how public execution used to be.  Not 
sufficiently convinced that you are the scum of the earth by being sentenced to die?  Then, here, 
let us make your agony last for many hours and surround you with a mob who will explain to 
you in great detail while you suffer how accursed you are, accompanying their verbal analysis 
with spittle and hurled refuse.  Is it any wonder that Jesus asked why God had abandoned him at 
the end?  And yet, after it was finished, Jesus was lifted up yet again.  On the third day, we are 
told and we believe, he was raised from death.  And some days later, he was lifted even further, 
seated at the right hand of God.  The one who was lifted up to die in derision became the one 
who was lifted up in exaltation.  Paul says, “Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him 
the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” 
 
We, ourselves, give witness to this every time we come to this place, every time we offer a 
prayer in Jesus’ name, every time we hang a miniature of that terrible instrument of death around 
our necks.  We lift Jesus up, we honor him, we exalt him.  We sing, “When morning gilds the 
skies my heart awaking cries: May Jesus Christ be praised!”  We sing, “Lord, I lift Your name on 
high.  Lord, I love to sing Your praises.  I'm so glad You're in my life.”  We sing, “He is the 
dearest friend I’ve ever had.”  We lift him up.  We lift Jesus up when we allow the Holy Spirit to 
conform our lives to his, when we study the Bible to learn more about him, when we gather to 
share how we find his teachings give meaning to our lives.  Because Jesus was willing to be 
lifted up for our healing, we now lift him up in praise, in honor, and in worship. 
 
The beauty of the thing is that as we lift him up, so Jesus lifts us up.  I’m not speaking now of the 
literal lifting up or the lifting up of exaltation and worship but of the lifting up of inspiration, of 
excitement, of exhilaration and elation.  Or, as that old bluegrass hymn puts it, he brings joy, joy, 
joy to our souls.  A great deal of the preaching, teaching and conversation around this passage in 
John has been devoted to an after-this-life kind of salvation.  And that’s fine, that’s good, we 
need to have that sure and certain hope of the resurrection when life seems to hold so much pain, 
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defeat, and sorrow.  But I am convinced that the promise of Jesus about salvation relates to this 
world and this life as well.  The life of the ages, which is famously promised to us in John 3:16 
and usually translated “everlasting life,” is to be lived here and now in the presence of God.  It is 
important for us to remember and to claim the promise that “God did not send the Son into the 
world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”  And 
although salvation does indeed refer to the life to come, it is equally important that it be lived out 
now, that we stop living as if we were condemned and start living the truth that we are 
unbelievably loved, so loved. 
 
Too often, we live as if we were not loved.  Too often, we live as if we were condemned.  And 
so, we skulk around in the shadows, looking for crumbs of meaning in our lives because we 
don’t believe that we are heirs to the universe, God’s beloved ones.  We choose the dark because 
we are afraid the light will expose our failings.  Both the conversation we’ve been having in 
Sunday School with Jules Butler and my current reading of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s posthumous 
classic, Ethics, have reminded me of the universality of the experience captured in the tale of 
Adam and Eve in Genesis.  At some point in our lives, we realize we have a choice between right 
and wrong and sooner or later we choose wrong.  And then we are ashamed.  We hide from God.  
We scuttle into the dark.  Connie and I spent several years living in Houston, where cockroaches 
are an issue no matter how clean you keep your house.  And if you live in apartment where your 
neighbors are less fastidious, well…  We never quite got used to the spectacle of walking into the 
kitchen or bathroom at night and turning on the light and watching the cockroaches scurry for 
cover.  They couldn’t stand the light.  I don’t know whether or not God loves cockroaches.  I 
suppose so, because scientists tell us they are likely to inherit the earth.  But I know that God 
loves us and forgives us and wants us to come into the light of God’s love.  And I know that God 
gives us a choice but that many, many people choose to live in the dark because they don’t 
understand that they are already forgiven, that God truly loves them, loves them so much that 
God Godself became flesh and suffered and died to show how much God loves all of God’s 
creation. 
 
Jesus said, “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 the life of the ages.”  And so, his enemies lifted 
him up on a cross and we count down the Sundays before we observe that tragedy that came on a 
Friday that we call Good.  We call it Good Friday because his death was not the end but only the 
beginning, the beginning of a glorious new existence for creation that dawned on Easter Sunday.  
That’s when God lifted Jesus up from death, lifted him up for life and exaltations.  And we lift 
him up by continuing to exalt and praise and trust him for our own lives.  And still, my sisters 
and my brothers, we are called to lift him up in yet another way.  Now that we have discovered 
the secret to the life of the ages, we are called to share that secret with others.  Now that we have 
lifted him up and he has brought joy, joy, joy to our souls, we are called to show others how to 
do the same.  The whole world thinks they know what John 3:16 is about.  They think it’s about 
heaven and it is.  But remember, this week, that even more than that it’s about love, God’s love 
offered freely to all.  It’s about coming out of the dark into the light of that love.  Ask your 
neighbors this week if they know about that famous verse.  Tell them your crazy pastor said it 
was about something different.  Tell them that God loves them.  Tell them they don’t have to live 
as if they are condemned because they are already forgiven for every mistake they ever made, 
every thoughtless thing they ever did, every lie they’ve told, every heart they’ve broken.  Tell 
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them and see if it doesn’t bring even more joy to your soul.  Help them find healing and see if 
you don’t feel even more well yourself.  Tell them they are loved and bring them to the cross.  In 
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, Amen. 
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“lifting up.”  In the story of the serpent, the Children of Israel have repented of their sin, 
regretted their harsh words against Moses and against God, confessed that they were wrong and 
asked for forgiveness.  They have experienced the results of their behavior and are ready to 
change.  This is also how we understand Jesus’ message of repentance and forgiveness, that the 
new life comes to those who are ready to leave the old life behind, to die to their sins and to the 
broken paradigm that relies on those sins and to be reborn, to be crucified with Christ and to be 
resurrected with him.  The difference is that Moses’ snake on a stick was the cure for one 
particular instance of misbehavior, immediately punished by God whereas Jesus’ crucifixion 
gives the opportunity to change a whole life.  In Numbers, God punishes and then provides a 
healing balm.  In Christ, God reveals the way out of the darkness we have created and insists on 
no punishment beforehand, simply our willingness to change and accept God’s love. 
 
Jesus was willing, as a sign of God’s love for us, to give himself over to being hung from a tree 
by his hands and feet, staked up like the bronze serpent.  It was a terrible, demeaning death, 
reserved for the worst criminals in the Roman Empire.  It was slow, it was painful, and it 
exposed the condemned to the jeers and abuse of the crowd, even as he was dying.  We have 
mercifully forgotten, in the age where the fulfilment of the death penalty is hidden away deep 
inside prisons with only a select few in attendance, just how public execution used to be.  Not 
sufficiently convinced that you are the scum of the earth by being sentenced to die?  Then, here, 
let us make your agony last for many hours and surround you with a mob who will explain to 
you in great detail while you suffer how accursed you are, accompanying their verbal analysis 
with spittle and hurled refuse.  Is it any wonder that Jesus asked why God had abandoned him at 
the end?  And yet, after it was finished, Jesus was lifted up yet again.  On the third day, we are 
told and we believe, he was raised from death.  And some days later, he was lifted even further, 
seated at the right hand of God.  The one who was lifted up to die in derision became the one 
who was lifted up in exaltation.  Paul says, “Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him 
the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” 
 
We, ourselves, give witness to this every time we come to this place, every time we offer a 
prayer in Jesus’ name, every time we hang a miniature of that terrible instrument of death around 
our necks.  We lift Jesus up, we honor him, we exalt him.  We sing, “When morning gilds the 
skies my heart awaking cries: May Jesus Christ be praised!”  We sing, “Lord, I lift Your name on 
high.  Lord, I love to sing Your praises.  I'm so glad You're in my life.”  We sing, “He is the 
dearest friend I’ve ever had.”  We lift him up.  We lift Jesus up when we allow the Holy Spirit to 
conform our lives to his, when we study the Bible to learn more about him, when we gather to 
share how we find his teachings give meaning to our lives.  Because Jesus was willing to be 
lifted up for our healing, we now lift him up in praise, in honor, and in worship. 
 
The beauty of the thing is that as we lift him up, so Jesus lifts us up.  I’m not speaking now of the 
literal lifting up or the lifting up of exaltation and worship but of the lifting up of inspiration, of 
excitement, of exhilaration and elation.  Or, as that old bluegrass hymn puts it, he brings joy, joy, 
joy to our souls.  A great deal of the preaching, teaching and conversation around this passage in 
John has been devoted to an after-this-life kind of salvation.  And that’s fine, that’s good, we 
need to have that sure and certain hope of the resurrection when life seems to hold so much pain, 
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defeat, and sorrow.  But I am convinced that the promise of Jesus about salvation relates to this 
world and this life as well.  The life of the ages, which is famously promised to us in John 3:16 
and usually translated “everlasting life,” is to be lived here and now in the presence of God.  It is 
important for us to remember and to claim the promise that “God did not send the Son into the 
world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”  And 
although salvation does indeed refer to the life to come, it is equally important that it be lived out 
now, that we stop living as if we were condemned and start living the truth that we are 
unbelievably loved, so loved. 
 
Too often, we live as if we were not loved.  Too often, we live as if we were condemned.  And 
so, we skulk around in the shadows, looking for crumbs of meaning in our lives because we 
don’t believe that we are heirs to the universe, God’s beloved ones.  We choose the dark because 
we are afraid the light will expose our failings.  Both the conversation we’ve been having in 
Sunday School with Jules Butler and my current reading of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s posthumous 
classic, Ethics, have reminded me of the universality of the experience captured in the tale of 
Adam and Eve in Genesis.  At some point in our lives, we realize we have a choice between right 
and wrong and sooner or later we choose wrong.  And then we are ashamed.  We hide from God.  
We scuttle into the dark.  Connie and I spent several years living in Houston, where cockroaches 
are an issue no matter how clean you keep your house.  And if you live in apartment where your 
neighbors are less fastidious, well…  We never quite got used to the spectacle of walking into the 
kitchen or bathroom at night and turning on the light and watching the cockroaches scurry for 
cover.  They couldn’t stand the light.  I don’t know whether or not God loves cockroaches.  I 
suppose so, because scientists tell us they are likely to inherit the earth.  But I know that God 
loves us and forgives us and wants us to come into the light of God’s love.  And I know that God 
gives us a choice but that many, many people choose to live in the dark because they don’t 
understand that they are already forgiven, that God truly loves them, loves them so much that 
God Godself became flesh and suffered and died to show how much God loves all of God’s 
creation. 
 
Jesus said, “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 the life of the ages.”  And so, his enemies lifted 
him up on a cross and we count down the Sundays before we observe that tragedy that came on a 
Friday that we call Good.  We call it Good Friday because his death was not the end but only the 
beginning, the beginning of a glorious new existence for creation that dawned on Easter Sunday.  
That’s when God lifted Jesus up from death, lifted him up for life and exaltations.  And we lift 
him up by continuing to exalt and praise and trust him for our own lives.  And still, my sisters 
and my brothers, we are called to lift him up in yet another way.  Now that we have discovered 
the secret to the life of the ages, we are called to share that secret with others.  Now that we have 
lifted him up and he has brought joy, joy, joy to our souls, we are called to show others how to 
do the same.  The whole world thinks they know what John 3:16 is about.  They think it’s about 
heaven and it is.  But remember, this week, that even more than that it’s about love, God’s love 
offered freely to all.  It’s about coming out of the dark into the light of that love.  Ask your 
neighbors this week if they know about that famous verse.  Tell them your crazy pastor said it 
was about something different.  Tell them that God loves them.  Tell them they don’t have to live 
as if they are condemned because they are already forgiven for every mistake they ever made, 
every thoughtless thing they ever did, every lie they’ve told, every heart they’ve broken.  Tell 
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them and see if it doesn’t bring even more joy to your soul.  Help them find healing and see if 
you don’t feel even more well yourself.  Tell them they are loved and bring them to the cross.  In 
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, Amen. 


