
 1 

A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

4th Sunday in Lent 

“Facing Fear and God on a Pole” 

Numbers 21:4-9; John 3:14-21 

~~~~~~~~ 

The ideas of facing fear to overcome fear and the mysterious 

healing presence of God in the midst of trauma seem to be part 

of the message we could glean from this primitive and strange 

passage from the book of Numbers.  This odd story takes place 

in the wilderness after the Hebrew people had been led to 

freedom and from being enslaved in Egypt.  The Israelites 

started to complain about the food and lack of water in the 

desert and God sent poisonous serpents among the people.  

Many Israelites were bitten and died.  The Israelites got the 

painful message that God was unhappy, to say the least, with 

their complaining; so, they confessed their sins to Moses who 

prayed to God on their behalf.  God told Moses to fashion a 

serpent and set it on a pole and to instruct anyone who was 

bitten to look at the bronze serpent and be healed.   

 

It is a strange, strange story; there’s no way around it.  I am not 

sure what to make of it; so, naturally, I decided to preach on it!  

To find meaning in the story, it helps, I think, to realize that the 

story does not have to read or told, even from the pulpit, as 

literal history – what I  mean is the story does not have to 

demand of us that we believe God literally opened God’s 

heavenly purse to release snakes to bite the heels of the 

Israelites and that the solution God spoke to Moses was to put a 

bronze serpent on a pole and to tell the people to look upon the 

serpent pole and then they would be healed.  This serpent story 
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does not have to taken as something that actually occurred in 

history – like, say, the fact that Alabama beat Auburn in the 

SEC basketball tournament... I wish that did not have to be 

taken as a fact!  This serpent story can be taken as a fictional 

story or as a myth or as a sacred remembrance that may have 

some historical grounding – like some natural event that 

happened to the Hebrew people as they wandered through the 

wilderness – but the natural event was and is overlaid with a 

faith vision or interpretation of the event that is meant to convey 

some message from God. 

 

If we can engage the story in the field of mythological narrative 

or as sacred fiction then it becomes a whole lot more interesting 

and instructive.  Then we can ask, from our point of view and 

without feeling profane in the asking  – “Why didn’t God just 

take the serpents away?  God sent them, the people repented 

from their complaining so why not just remove the punishment?  

The Israelites had experienced God’s deadly anger and the 

message God wanted to convey was conveyed; namely, stop 

your whining!  So why did God not gather the snakes back into 

God’s large bag of tricks and be done with it?”  Well, the story 

as a myth might have something else to say.   

 

There must be more for us to learn here on top of the message to 

hush up our complaining about the difficulties of life in the 

wilderness, of life in the midst of an uncertain future, of life on 

a freedom march.  That is one of the ways this story can 

function as a wisdom narrative in our lives today; that is, to let 

this story remind us that life is hard and sometimes we need to 

“Buck Up!”  If we take this as a message from God, then God 
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is telling us – “Grow up and give thanks that you are on a march 

toward freedom!” 

~~~~~~~~ 

There was a sign in my doctor’s office that read: “Jesus can turn 

water into wine, but he cannot turn whining into anything!”   

~~~~~~~~ 

Well, that might be right, but the story in Numbers might be 

telling us that our whining might be turned into snakes that bite 

us on the heal; so, we need to change our focus and look up to 

the gifts that God has given us and is still giving us in life. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Maybe this story can become for us a wisdom message about 

the fact that we live in a dangerous world and the best way to 

deal with our fears is not to expect that which scares us to go 

away but to face our fears in such a way that we can handle the 

world in all of its joys and challenges.  Maybe one truth of the 

narrative is that the reason God told Moses to fashion a serpent 

of bronze as the antidote to living with snakes and snake bites 

was that the teller of this story wanted to symbolize God’s 

presence in the midst of fears.   

 

We might ask – “Why not a puppy or teddy bear or bunny of 

bronze?”  One answer is: “The serpent represents the real fears 

of the Israelites, and the way to deal with those fears is to 

honestly face them –  not to cover the fears up with snuggle 

bunnies or to expect the fears and the source of the fears to 

vanish into a magicians bag.  We are to look at our fears head 

on and in that looking we may see the way through, especially if 

we can realize that God is in the midst of the fears with us.” 

~~~~~~~~ 
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That is how I make a little sense of this very strange story.  The 

Israelites had to face their fears and begin to live into a world 

that would always have threats and fears to overcome. Freedom 

from slavery and life within the Reign of God is not a life free 

of challenges and hurts. Yet, it is important to remember that the 

Israelites could look on the bronze serpent and be healed.  The 

Israelites could cast their eyes to the staff of Moses with the 

serpent affixed upon it and know that a way into healing, a way 

through the wilderness, a way into a wholesome future would be 

revealed.  The story, then, proclaims a God who provides a way 

through wilderness fears even as the fears are based in real 

challenges and hurts! 

~~~~~~~~ 

I must say, however, that I don’t think this passage from 

Numbers would have made it into the Lectionary –  the three 

year cycle of readings for the church year –  were it not for the 

fact that there is a reference to this story two verses in front of 

one of the most well known verses in the Christian Bible –  

John 3:16.  Verse fourteen begins –   

And 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 eternal life.  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. 

If Jesus is, like John says, like that bronze serpent raised on a 

pole in the wilderness, maybe the fact that Jesus died on the 

cross in the wilderness of rejection, in the wilderness of failure, 

in the wilderness of a dead-end future is a reminder to us all that 

our fears of death, our fears of abandonment, our fears of 

lovelessness, our fears of rejection, our fears of failure – all our 
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fears must be faced, and we are invited to see in Jesus the 

ultimate commitment of God to our redemption and to the 

redemption of all the world.   

 

As we face trying times, as we see the world in political 

upheaval, as we face international turbulence, as we struggle in 

relationships, as we too easily look for scapegoats to blame for 

our troubles, as we place our trust in violence and warfare, as 

we make all manner of mistakes – we are to look to Jesus raised 

up and trust that God is in the midst of everything we will ever 

have to face – the good and the bad –  and that God will 

redeem, is redeeming the world.  God gives us a sign of God’s 

unconquerable love – Jesus nailed to a pole; Jesus buried in the 

ground; Jesus raised from the dead to the right hand of God.  

We are invited to look up from the snakes in our world to Jesus 

on the cross and be healed of our fears. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Earlier in this sermon I made a point that the story of the 

serpents in the book of Numbers did not have to be taken 

literally.  I said that to open up a bigger question.  It is fairly 

easy and seemingly erudite to say of the Bible... I don’t believe 

that primitive stuff; the Bible is for those with a lack of 

sophistication; the Bible is full of contradictions and historical 

inaccuracies ... Well, O.K., but I think we need to be careful not 

to throw the baby out with the snake-oil.   

It is, I believe, a distraction to get caught up in arguments about 

whether something happened or didn’t happen just as the Bible 

tells it.  It is a distraction and avoidance of important matters to 

want to argue that the Bible is somehow untrue if it has 

historical inaccuracies.  It is unfair and narrow minded to say 
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that those of us who read the Bible, at least parts of it, more as 

sacred fiction than as literal truth are less serious about the 

Bible.  My own belief is that we have to approach the Bible in 

more mythological ways or it will cease to have a real impact on 

our lives.  There is too much that grown people cannot accept if 

everything in the Bible has to be taken as literal history – it 

begins, for goodness sakes, with a talking snake and now we 

have a story with God throwing snakes down from heaven to 

teach the Israelites a lesson.  I love both of the stories just 

referenced but only if I can enter them and find meaning in them 

as sacred fiction. 

 

I do think there is one overarching message that echoes across 

the wilderness and across generations of interpretations of the 

Bible, and it is a message worthy to be embraced.  God has said 

to us  –  

Fear not, I am with thee, O be not dismayed,  

For I am thy God, and will still give thee aid. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Thanks be to God, revealed to us as a man  

who would finally be nailed to a pole and  

lifted up for our salvation. Amen. 


