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Pray. Well, what a cheery OT lesson for Mothering Sunday! If you want something more
relevant, though still challenging, download Bill’s 0800 sermon from this morning – it’s
excellent! Or listen to Nicky-Sue’s exposition from 1000. Meanwhile we get deserts,
complaints, serpents and lots of people dying! Thank God for a little snippet of that
wonderful section of Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus! These are two of the three
biblical accounts that mention this bronze snake and we’ll look at each in turn.
The book of Numbers tells of the Israelite’s journey through the desert after their
amazing delivery from slavery in Egypt. They’d been going for a while and had some
pretty tough times by the time of this lesson, with more trials to come. But God had
sustained them, giving water miraculously when there was none, and daily heavenly
bread in the form of manna, which tasted like honey wafers, so hardly dull! Yet the
people grew impatient against God and railed against this miraculous provision.
Grumbling against God and his appointed leaders was one of the common sins of the
Israelites and they suffered for it, here by a plague of venomous snakes. When the
people realised there were worse things than honey-cakes to live off they cried to Moses
to pray to God for their salvation. Interestingly God didn’t do what they asked, by taking
away the snakes: we don’t know when they left. What God told Moses to do was to
make a bonze replica of a snake and put it up on a pole where everyone could see it. If
they looked at it they were cured and they didn’t – they died! It was their choice: choose
God’s way or death. Stark!
Two main lessons strike me: grumbling about what we don’t have isn’t a good plan! And
in these desert-like Covid times grumbling can be a great temptation for us. It’s a much
better idea to rejoice in what we do have and focus on God’s good provision for us,
rather than focus on our wants. As St James said, ‘godliness with contentment is great
gain!’ Secondly it’s worth noting very particularly that God doesn’t always take away the
source of our suffering. What he does is provide his own means of our salvation, which
we each, individually, need to avail ourselves of.
Moses’ bonze serpent next makes a brief appearance in
2 Kings 18 verse 4. At this
time the Israelites were indulging in another of their great sins – idolatry. That’s the
gross sin of looking to something other than God for salvation, and it’s as prevalent today
as it was 2500 years ago. At that time, for the Israelites, it took the form of worshipping
the gods of surrounding nations. However they’d also taken one of their own sacred
objects, the bronze snake, given it a name, Nehushtan, and were praying to it. That
which God had provided as his means of salvation was turned, by the people, into the
exact reverse. It had become an idol, a talisman, a thing believed to have power of itself
to save.
Their new, reforming king, Hezekiah, cleansed the nation of idol worship by demolishing
the high places of pagan worship, and by smashing all the sacred stones and idols,
including Nehushtan. That’s like stripping Michelangelo’s paintings from the Sistine

Chapel because people have come to worship the man-made artistry rather than seeking
the God to whom it points. It was a shocking, deliberate act by Hezekiah to recall the
people to worship the one true God, and to his plan for their lives. Drastic, but utterly
necessary, spiritual surgery.
I wonder if you can see, then, why Jesus referred to the bronze snake in his discussion
with Nicodemus? Jesus used it to show how simple God’s plan of salvation is; all we have
to do is look to the one whom God has lifted up for all to see – the crucified Christ. That
will cure us of the effects of the poison of sin, the poison of our own selfish tendencies to
want our own way, and the poison of choosing a seemingly easier way than God’s.
There’s nothing we should, or can, do to create our own salvation – it’s all of God’s free
gift and grace.
Perhaps too, for Nicodemus, there was a tendency to make the Law of God itself a bit of
an idol, as Nehushtan had become. Was Nicodemus seeing a strict adherence to the Law
as the means of salvation and thus making the Law greater than the God who had given
it? Was Nicodemus’ vision restricted to looking to the Law rather than to the God to
whom it pointed?
I think this is quite a subtle temptation which can lead us to believe that it’s our deeds
that earn salvation. I’ve often heard people say “I’ve lived a good life so, surely, God will
have to let me into heaven”. They may say this on behalf of someone who has died too.
The problem is, of course, that we can’t dictate to a sovereign God what he should, or
shouldn’t, do. And it puts something else in the place of God as the means of our own
salvation.
That may seem harsh, or dogmatic at first hearing, but I believe, if we understand things
rightly, it’s completely liberating! Because it releases us from the worry of wondering if
we’ve done well enough to get to heaven; it frees us from the necessity of keeping a
score of good vs bad deeds. This perspective releases us into that most wonderful of all
secrets, made public in the discussion with Nicodemus; the secret of God’s utter and selfgiving love for his creatures – us!
One of the best known, and most powerful, Bible verses is this, from our second lesson:
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that all who believe in
him should not perish but have eternal life.” If you don’t know it, do learn it. It is
towards this world-changing truth that all other Bible stories point. It tells the secret
truth that releases us from the death-dealing temptations we’ve heard of in our lessons.
Knowing the love of God releases us from self-centred grumbling, and turns our hearts
and minds to thankfulness to God for all his provision. Knowing the love of God releases
us from the need to provide our own salvation. And knowing the love of God frees us
from the temptation to turn even what God gives us into our own idols.
Who would have thought a couple of stories about a bronze serpent would lead us to the
love of God, the panacea for all evils! But there we have it. And, as we celebrate the
love of our mothers, and of Mother Church, on Mothering Sunday, I can’t think of a
better place to end. AMEN.

