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Snakes on a Pole!  
Sunday  Lent 4, Year B 

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

March 14, 2021 
Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

There is a story of a young boy who was afraid of the dark.  One night, there was a 

thunderstorm and the little boy cried out in fear.  His father went to console him, “You don’t 

need to be afraid,” he comforted, “don’t you know that Jesus is here with you?”  “Yes, dad, I 

know, but I really want someone with skin on.” 

I think this is true.  We are afraid of the dark because, without light, we cannot see what 

is around us.  The unknown is scary.  We trust our senses.  We’ve learned to do this.  We have 

to.  We need to see, hear, taste, touch or smell.  This is how we interpret our world.  This is how 

we stay safe, learn, and entertain ourselves.  Imagine trying to communicate without any of those 

senses…  impossible. 

The people of Israel trusted their senses, too.  They were growing impatient with Moses.  

They were hungry.  Their sense of taste was not being dazzled by the drab food they were eating.  

So, they spoke out against both God and Moses. 

God answered, not by making things better, but by chastising them for their selfish, 

hardhearted, prideful, impatient, sinful, behavior. 

They had apparently forgot that they were slaves, but were now free.  They were not 

happy with the way that God was taking care of them.  They wanted more.  Our sinful self-

serving selves always want more. 

So, God rebuked them by sending poisonous snakes.  How mean of God to do that, right?  

To our modern ‘woke’ sensibilities, I suppose you could say God was mean to do that.  But, in 

all actuality, God was teaching them a very important lesson.  One that He would have to teach 

basically every generation, and every individual.  God is the source of all good.  Without Him, 
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there is no good.  Because of our sinfulness, He could very well leave us to our own devices.  

We would selfishly indulge our senses.  We would then only look out for number one.  We 

would turn against one another…  sounds a lot like our modern culture. 

But, God gives to us good things.  He protects us from ourselves.  He chastises us, like a 

father chastises his child; not out of hate, but out of love.  Children have to learn respect, 

discipline, right and wrong.  They have to learn how to treat others and how they, too, should be 

treated.  This is the God given duty of parents.  And, God, does the same with each of us. 

He just has more creative ways of doing it.  He isn’t bound by our finite senses or 

sensibilities.  He is eternal, so to take a life here, doesn’t mean that person is gone forever.  They 

are simply removed from our mortal existence.  Their soul is still very much alive and will be 

present on the last day when Jesus makes all things new.  But, that is another sermon, for another 

time.  

These fiery serpents bit the people of Israel.  Many did die.  But, look at how they 

responded, “We have sinned, for we have spoken against the LORD and against you.  Pray to the 

LORD, that he take away the serpents from us.” 

Moses does pray for them.  And, the Lord answers.  But, not the way they wanted.  They 

asked that God would remove the serpents.  They wanted their curse to go away.  I don’t blame 

them.  I do the same.  I don’t like suffering, even it is because of my own actions.  I don’t like 

paying for my own selfishness, greed, or whatever.  I would much rather simply say, “Hey, I’ve 

learned my lesson.  Take this away and let me move on.” 

But, notice what God did.  He left the serpents among them.  The snakes still slithered.  

They snakes would still strike.  The snakes would still kill people.  Their suffering was a 

constant reminder of what they had done. 



 

3 
 

Instead, God gave them something else.  He instructed Moses to make a bronze serpent 

and to put it on a pole.  Then, when anyone was struck by a serpent they could look to that 

serpent, high and lifted up, and be healed. 

In other words, God was telling them not to just trust their senses.  How?  Where do 

snakes slither?  On the ground.  So, if you want to avoid the snakes, where do you look?  Down 

at the ground.  Remember the incurvatus in se?    That’s Latin for ‘man curved in upon himself’.  

That is our human condition, always looking downward, inward.  We hide in our shame.  We 

cover our guilt.  We lie, cheat, deceive. 

But, notice what God has done, He asks us to look up and outside of ourselves for our 

help and hope.  By looking up to the serpent on the pole, the people had to look somewhere other 

than down.  They had to trust something other than their own flawed senses and sensibilities. 

On the front of your bulletins is a wonderful painting.  Painted by a friend of Martin 

Luther to demonstrate Luther’s teachings.  It is called “Law and Gospel” and was painted by 

Lucas Cranach the Elder.  Look at it.  It is a devotion in picture.  Actually, it is a myriad of 

devotionals. 

Notice in the top right corner.  There are the Israelites, running from serpents, or looking 

to that snake on the pole.  In the background on the left, you have death and the devil chasing 

after a man.  “The wages of sin is death…” (Romans 6:23). 

But, in the foreground, front and center, we have Jesus, high and lifted up, on a pole.  On 

the left, we have Him standing with death and the devil slain under His feet.  Then the victorious 

Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. 
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Then on the right, there are three men.  In the center is the artist, himself, Lucas Cranach.  

Behind him is John the Baptizer, pointing the way… as was his job, right?  He is pointing 

Cranach, who is standing in for you and me, to Jesus.   

In front of Lucas is his friend and teacher, Martin Luther.  Luther is pointing Cranach to 

where he, and we, can learn about Jesus; the Word. 

And, notice, that out of Jesus side, blood is flowing, and it is landing on Cranach’s head.  

By that blood, he is healed. 

Friends, we are those ancient Israelites.  We are just the same.  We look to our stomachs, 

our lusts, and our greed.  The devil has twisted all the good things that God has provided.  He has 

perverted them, belittled them, and made us to feel that we deserve all those things.  We look 

inside ourselves, rely on our senses and our feelings, instead of looking up to God and His 

promises. 

Your help, your salvation will not be found in your heart.  It is only found on the pole, the 

cross.  Take your eyes off of the troubles of this world, “But seek first the kingdom of God and 

his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you” (Mt. 6:33). 

When you come to the Lord’s Supper, don’t look at the bread and wine, but look to the 

one who says He is present in the bread and the wine.  It is His body and His blood, broken and 

poured out for you. 

Don’t trust your feelings to know whether you are saved or forgiven.  Trust God’s Word 

and Promise, “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. Whoever believes in 
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him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not 

believed in the name of the only Son of God” (Jn. 3:16-18). 

“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” (Eph. 2:8-9). 

We don’t need to be afraid of the dark like that little boy.  We don’t have to rely on our 

senses, either.  This world is good at causing us trouble, grief, heartache, sorry, pain, and all 

kinds of misfortune.  We can spend all our time, with our eyes on those things, waiting for them 

to bite us.  Or, we can keep looking up, to the one who has already saved us. 

Do we only live by relying on our senses and sensibilities or do we, by faith, rely on our 

God, who promises to take care of us?  Be like Cranach… keep looking up. 

Now may the peace that passes all understanding, guard  your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  

Amen. 

 


