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“Poison!” 

Grace, mercy and peace to you my brothers and sisters in Christ from God our Father and 

Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 

The children of Israel had been wandering in the desert for 40 years.  Not because they were 

lost or their GPS wasn’t working or Moses and Aaron couldn’t agree on which turn to make at 

the last oasis in the desert.  They were wandering because of their parents disobedience decades 

before … when God sent a representative from each tribe to spy out the Promised Land He was 

giving to them.  Satan poisoned the spies, all, except Joshua and Caleb, with doubt.  The wily 

serpent bite them and injected his venom which led to a failure to trust God and His promise to 

deliver them the Promised Land saying, (Numbers 13:32) “We are not able to go up against the 

people, for they are stronger than we are … The land through which we have gone to spy it out, 

is a land that devours its inhabitants, and all the people that we saw in it are of great height.”  

Failing to trust in God above all things as He commanded, God cursed the people saying that all 

who were over the age of twenty years, except for Joshua and Caleb, who alone remained 

faithful, would never enter the Promised Land … they would wander for 40 years in the desert. 

And so we come to today’s account … the people have been wandering for 40 years and a 

winding Highway God has been leading them along as they travel toward the Promised Land. 

During their travels God has defeated more powerful enemies who’ve tried to stop them … 

provided ample food and water in the parched land … and forgiven them time and again for 

momentary exits and their incessant grumbling and complaining and defiance of His Word.  But 

this time they have gone too far … like children in the backseat on a long journey they cry out, 

“Are we there yet!?  When are we going to get there?  I’m tired … I gotta go … Are we there 
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yet!?”  The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree as they say … the serpent has again bitten the 

people injecting them with the venom of impatience and ingratitude.  Thus poisoned, the next 

generation exited the Highway and took a sharp left and floored the car into the wilderness as 

they not only complained, but they directly rejected God’s gifts to them saying, (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’ve called God’s daily gift of food … manna 

and quail … worthless.  They’ve rejected God’s provision!  Satan has led them to an exit off the 

Highway to the Promised Land, where God provides for their every need, and the people have 

taken it into the wilderness of impatience and immediate gratification of their desires. 

Does this sound familiar?  We live in an “instant world” don’t we?  We want satisfaction of 

our desires now … and if not “now,” how about “next day.”  There was a time when if I needed 

to know something, I’d have to find a book … maybe in my basement or maybe in the library.  

I’d have to search through the index and maybe find another book and then read for a while until 

I found the information I needed.  It could take a couple hours or more … especially if the library 

didn’t have the book I needed.  I might have to wait for a couple of days to get the information I 

needed.  Today, I can get pretty ticked off if it takes 5 seconds for Google to get me the answer 

I’m looking for.  We’ve got instant food, fast acting medicine, drive through restaurants and car 

servicing, and next-day shipping (even next hour shipping on some things).  I read about a 

church that did drive through ashes on Ash Wednesday so you didn’t have to sit through an 

entire service to get your ashes.   

Wow … the serpent has bitten God’s church and poisoned it with the venom of desire for 

“instant, fast acting” responses from God our Father.  We know He created us and gives us life.  

We’re told that He loves us … if this is so though … Why doesn’t He answer my prayers?  If He 
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loves me, why doesn’t He hear what I want and give it to me … now!?  The serpent’s venom 

courses through our lives resulting in impatience which fuels our doubts.  Maybe I’m just not 

important enough for Him to hear.  Maybe He’s too busy with other people’s prayers.  Maybe He 

doesn’t really love me all that much.  We’re like those Israelites who want the rich food, the 

sweet honey, and the flowing milk of the Promised Land and we want it now.  No more 

wandering.  No more waiting.  We want our stuff … we want it the way we want it … and we 

want it now.  If God is so powerful and almighty, why doesn’t He give it to me … now?  Many 

times, like the Israelites, poisoned by a lack of faith, we make the choice to turn away from God 

and go our own way figuring we can get what we want our own way … and get it now.  We take 

the exit into the wilderness.  Things may feel good for a moment, but stuff happens … and so we 

begin to look for other ways to satisfy our needs … new possessions that makes us feel more 

important or garner the envy of others, new experiences to satisfy physical and material lusts and 

cravings, new activities that make us feel alive or free.  But, the poison of self-desire causes the 

emptiness to grow … resulting in a vicious cycle that takes us further and further away from God 

our Father … but our Father never abandons us, even as we travel away from Him into the 

wilderness toward the darkness of despair. 

God’s people Israel had fallen into despair due to their feelings about what food they should 

have.  God heard His children’s complaints … yet they failed to turn to Him.  They were finally 

brought to their senses as the sting of fiery serpents bit them, causing severe pain and death.  In 

this moment of despair, they recognized their sin … they confessed to Moses their sin against 

God and Moses. They asked Moses to intercede for them … to save them from the fiery serpents.   

Moses did as the people requested.  Brought to their knees by their suffering, they had torn 

their hearts before God … repented of their sins of disobedience and ingratitude toward God … 
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confessed their sins.  God in His mercy toward His repentant people told Moses, (Numbers 21:8) 

“Make a fiery serpent and set it on a pole, and everyone who is bitten, when he sees it, shall 

live.”  Then, all who came to the bronze serpent, raised high upon the pole, and believed in 

God’s mercy were saved as their faith in God’s promise of healing restored them from the 

painful effects of Satan’s venomous lies which had poisoned their lives.  God led all who 

believed in His healing power out of the desert back onto the Highway to the Promised Land. 

Jesus recounts this episode of healing and God’s love and mercy in Israel’s history as He 

teaches the Pharisee Nicodemus, one of Jesus’ secret disciples about God’s love and how it 

would be manifested in Him.  He referred to this story to help this teacher of Israel understand 

the context of His teaching … sort of like what I attempt to do most weeks by creating a modern 

scene or situation you might better understand.   

Jesus tells Nicodemus, (John 3:16-17) “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.”  The serpent’s venomous poison of sin causes despair … left untreated … this poison kills 

all of us.  But, our sin, regardless of how bad we think it might be does not stop the love of God 

… God our Father offers the cure to this venom’s effects to all mankind.   

God’s love is much more than a simple feeling about someone or something.  His love, called 

“agape,” is a love of resolute action toward the object of His love … all mankind.  His “agape” 

for the whole world led Him to raise His Son up on a pole … bleeding and suffering in agonizing 

pain as He died upon that pole … as a final sacrifice for the sins of all mankind across all time 

that separates us from Him both now and in eternity.   
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God sent His Son, Jesus Christ for one reason and one reason only … NOT to condemn His 

creation, but to save it … all of it.  Jesus did not come to condemn anybody … He didn’t even 

come to condemn Pilate or Judas Iscariot or Genghis Khan or Mohammed or Hitler or Bin Laden 

or Nikolas Cruz or you or me.  Salvation comes by one means … and one means only.  

Condemnation likewise comes by one means … and one means only.  But, they are two very 

different means.  Jesus states quite clearly the will of His Father, (John 3:18) “Whoever believes 

in 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.”  The poison of unbelief … and unbelief alone, 

condemns.  People bring condemnation upon themselves by rejecting, in their unbelief, God’s 

“agape” toward them … rejecting the Light of Christ and His Word.   

However, belief in the Light of Christ and belief alone is the anti-venom available to all 

mankind across all time.  All who come to the Cross of Christ in faith and gaze upon the “agape 

love of God our Father” displayed there will be healed from the deadly effects of sin’s poison.  

They will be forgiven their sins which lead into darkness and separation from God and eternal 

pain, suffering, and death.   

In faith, each of us today who believe in God’s risen Son Jesus Christ have come into the 

Light … the works of evil we do have been exposed and driven out by the Light.  In the waters 

of baptism, the eternal effects of Satan’s deadly poison have been washed from our souls.  We 

have received the anti-venom of faith … belief in God’s word of forgiveness … for us!  Belief in 

God’s promise of eternal life … for us!  And God asks each of who possess these gifts to share 

them with all remain in the darkness of unbelief, writhing in pain from the poison of sin that 

courses through their bodies … drawing them ever further from God and closer to eternal death.   
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But, there is still time for them … Jesus came to save all mankind.  And we are among the 

means by which He will save those who still wander in the wilderness far from God’s Highway.  

He used Moses to fashion the bronze serpent that God used to save His people in the desert.  He 

used the prophets and apostles to record His words and promises.  He used others in His church 

to bring His saving word to the world throughout history.  And today, God uses us to bring His 

salvation to the world we live in today.  His apostle Paul exhorts us, (Ephesians 2:8-10) “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.  For we are His workmanship, created in Christ 

Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.”  God our 

Father has created us in love.  He has saved us by His love … so that by the power of the Holy 

Spirit dwelling in our hearts, we can bring His love into a world afflicted by darkness and the 

poison of sin.  As we travel together on God’s Highway toward His eternal kingdom, let us all 

respond to God’s love for us by doing the works He has created us to do … helping those 

perishing in their unbelief to believe and gain eternal life through our words and deeds. 

May the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus.  Amen. 

James Kent 


