
No Condemnation
The Rev. Dr. Timothy Ives

Scarborough Presbyterian Church

Scarborough, New York

Fourth Sunday of Lent

March 22, 2009
Numbers 21:4-9 

4From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the land of Edom; but the people became impatient on the way. 5The 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 detest this miserable food." 6Then the LORD sent poisonous serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that many Israelites died. 7The 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. 8And 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." 9So 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. 

John 3:14-21 

14And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. 

16"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. 

17"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. 18Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God. 19And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil. 20For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. 21But those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God." 

Some of the oldest stories in the Bible have filtered down through years of human experience and carry with them deep insights into human behavior.  They are myths in the strictest sense of the word.  In modern vernacular myth has come to mean something not true.  “Oh that is a myth” means that is simply a lie of some sort or some kind of old belief that is laughingly untrue but nothing could be further from the truth.   Yes, there are those myths that seem completely nonsensical but I have found that almost every myth contains some grain of truth that is worth listening to.  
Please don’t misunderstand this.  I am not saying that the Bible contains myths there for it isn’t true.  That is a complete misunderstanding of myth.  The Bible contains stories that we cannot ever verify as factual so the argument about whether it is factual or not is really a matter of opinion and taste.  If the value of the Bible is found in its factual veracity then the Bible’s value is in serious question.  That however misses the point.  The value of the Bible does not come from the facts we can prove about it.  Rather, the value of the Bible is contained in the truth it reveals.  Please understand that there is a vast difference between that which is factual and that which is true.  That which is factual can hold little truth and that which is true doesn’t have to have a fact in it.  Great novels do not depend on facts for the truth and wisdom they reveal.  
This story about Moses lifting up the serpent in the wilderness is a myth which means I cannot verify if it actually happened.  I cannot verify if it is factual but I do see how very wise and very true it is.

The story goes that the Israelite children were not happy in the wilderness.  This is a common theme throughout the story of the wilderness.  The Hebrews had been freed from Pharaoh and slavery in Egypt miraculously but they were not happy because what they got for it was the wilderness.  And the conditions were terrible in the wilderness.  It was a hard life.  And the stories that would go around the camp of the Hebrews day and night were all about how good they had it in the good old days.

This is what I mean about myths.  Is there a more basic theme and truth in human behavior than the “good old days.”  Is there anyone who cannot  relate to the “good old days?”  And it almost doesn’t matter how bad the good old days were.  Whatever the good old days were we human beings have a tendency to long for them.  And the Hebrew children certainly did.  Gone was any memory of being enslaved.  Gone was any memory of how they were treated.  Gone was the memory that they had no future in Egypt.  All that they remembered was the good old days back in Egypt.
And they complained.  It is very interesting that in the story they complain about there being no food but in the very next sentence they have plenty of food it seems they just don’t like the food.  Hyperbole is also a universal human behavior it seems.  

The Hebrews are not happy with their lot.  Though they have experienced incredible miracles and have received the law from God they are still miserable.  Again another common human truth.  I saw a guy on a Youtube clip a comedian named Lewis CK talking about the fact that life is amazing and yet we are all so miserable.  Forever and always the human predicament there is so much to be grateful for but too many times we just see the troubles.  

The story of the Hebrews complaining in the wilderness then turns as so often happens in life.  Something happens that does challenge the people and threaten the people. In the wilderness they are set upon by serpents.  Now there is something really to complain about but what is interesting and quite compelling about the story is that at this point all complaining stops.  The situation grows far worse and that cures the Hebrews of their complaining they then need God more than ever and they know it so they seek God in a new way.  As challenges increase in life we are more ready to find God in our lives.  Another wonderful truth in this myth.
In the story God does help.  God brings salvation in the form of giving Moses instructions.  The instructions have to do with putting a bronze serpent on a pole and instructing the people that when they are bitten by the snakes they are to look at the bronze serpent.  This part of the story holds a wonderful and poignant truth for us.  Often the solution to our troubles, at least according to our God, is not about running or hiding or eliminating the problem.  God’s solution almost always has to do with facing the trouble with faith and holding on to God through the challenges or the sufferings and trusting faith.  In the story the people had to look at a presentation of the exact problem that was threatening them.  They had to face the serpents in their lives relying on God to preserve them in that challenge too.
As I said it is a wonderful story full of truth about the human condition and human meaning.  However, it gets even more provocative in the Gospel of John because the writer of John uses the same images but inserts the Christ for the bronze serpent.

The serpent was that which threatened the Hebrew children in the wilderness.  The likeness of the serpent is what saved them.  The question is “how is that like the Christ.”  I think it is obvious in terms of salvation.  All Christians understand or have been told enough to understand that in some way the Christ is about salvation.  Many different Christians interpret this many different ways but no matter what if you are Christian you cannot separate the two.  The Christ and salvation go together.  So the image of being lifted up and being the way of salvation is really kind of clever.  It is more provocative when we extend the metaphor to the serpent as the threat to life.  How does the Christ threaten life?
Augustine had an insight into Grace that I think is quite timeless.  Augustine believed that Grace or salvation was a double sided sword.  He believed that God’s grace was at once a most terrible thing and a most wonderful thing.  It was terrible in that it revealed how very much we fall short of God’s ideal.  In the presence of God all our sin is revealed, all our darkness is made manifest and it would be a completely intolerable situation except that at the very same time that we are exposed for what we are God’s love and acceptance flows over us and we are forgiven.  For Augustine the presence of God would be intolerable if it did not come with bountiful love and grace.  It is a good point.

In the presence of the Christ we are exposed for much less than we pretend to be but at the same time in the presence of the Christ we are loved and accepted beyond any deserving.

The amazing part is that the writer of John is very clear on this exact point.  The Christ shall save us but looking upon the Christ is like coming out into the light.  There are plenty who will hide from the light of God simply because it is too painful to admit to our shortcomings.  And it is too hard to trust that God will love us that much.  Some of us have a very hard time trusting God with our darkness.

And in fact instead of trusting God with our darkness we project it on to others.  That is the other side of this passage.  This passage has been for years used as the clarion cry for a particular kind of Christianity.  This passage has been used by those who would want to say that you better believe in Jesus or else.  This passage has been used by those Christians who want to market Christianity as the only way to God.  It has been used to condemn those who do not believe in God in quite the same way.  This is at least troubling because the passage says explicitly that Jesus came into the world not to condemn it but to save it.  God so loved the world that God sent his Son.  It is love that brings the Christ into the world and the purpose of this love is not to condemn.  You wouldn’t know that by the way that this passage is used to bludgeon people into believing sometimes.

The passage is clear though.  People don’t really want to examine themselves.  People don’t want the Christ to illuminate every corner of their souls.  They would rather point that light on others and so condemn another rather than accepting the Grace of God.  We see it all the time in so called religious people.  The evangelical preacher who preaches against gay relationships as sinful and horrible and against God are found to have gay relationships.  He would rather condemn a part of the world than let light into his life.  He doesn’t trust that God would love him more than he could love himself.  It happens all the time.  Christ is like a mirror revealing everything about us but of course God already knows everything about us so the Christ is not a threat but a salvation.  God loves us and accepts us to our core…no exceptions.  To realize that and accept that is to be saved, saved from hatred, darkness, and everything else that can tear us apart.  In Christ Jesus.  Amen.
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