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Sermon for March 14, 2021—“Look Up and Live” 
Fourth Sunday in Lent, Year B—Texts: Numbers 21:4-9; John 3:14-21 

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways. 

I love thee to the depth and breadth and height 

My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight 

For the ends of being and ideal grace. 

I love thee to the level of every day’s 

Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light. 

I love thee freely, as men strive for right. 

I love thee purely, as they turn from praise. 

I love thee with the passion put to use 

In my old griefs, and with my childhood's faith. 

I love thee with a love I seemed to lose 

With my lost saints. I love thee with the breath, 

Smiles, tears, of all my life; and, if God choose, 

I shall but love thee better after death. 

That, as some of you may have recognized, is Sonnet 43 by poet Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning, a reflection on the all-encompassing character of human love. But human love 

is only a reflection of divine love—a participant in it. And while all of Scripture is a 

testament to God’s love, our readings this morning stand as particularly strong 

illustrations of God’s love. 

The first one opens with the ancient Israelites once more complaining about their 

situation. Having put up with it time and time again, God’s had enough. He’s rescued 

them from slavery. He’s given them quail and manna, water, etc., etc. But all God’s 

gotten in return is abuse. So, God responds with a plague of poisonous snakes. Those that 

are bitten, die. But—loving and merciful God that he is—he offers them a way to be 

saved from this apparent judgment. All they had to do was look up at the bronze serpent 

on the pole. Look up and live.  

This lesson is recounted in the gospel reading. There we learn that now it was the Son of 

God—like the serpent—that had to be lifted up as a way for people to be saved. Jesus had 

to be lifted up on the cross, that is—of course—crucified, so that those who believe in 

him could live. John’s gospel says it about as well as it can be said,  

“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. 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.” 

Now, we may ask whether “so loved,” refers to the quantity or quality of God’s love. The 

answer is yes—to both. It’s not about any desire to be saved on our part, nor is it about 

our worthiness. It’s about who God is.  

In an oblique way during Lent so far, we’ve delved into our covenantal relationship with 

God: through Noah and Abraham. Today, we go right to the heart of it. And when we 

look there, what do we see?  
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We see God’s amazing love and mercy and grace. We see a God that despite our 

infidelity does not abandon us and indeed continues to offer us numerous chances to 

return to him. Such is the “depth and breadth and height” of God’s love. But none of this 

is forced on us. We’re free to choose.  

This is important. 

We can accept—or refuse—God’s loving gestures. Nicodemus was told that people can 

choose to believe in Christ or not; that they can prefer darkness to the light. There’s 

always been a choice. It’s offered every single day. Now, it might be said that few people 

deliberately choose against God, though I have to think that the number is growing. 

But can we honestly say that we aren’t like the ancient Israelites wandering in the 

wilderness? Can we honestly say that we’re not guilty of the same types of sins? In our 

better moments, when we’re honest, we have to admit that we are. But also like the 

ancient Israelites, we’re not locked onto a particular course. We’re able to change 

direction by making new and better choices.  

So, what will ours be? 

Paul reminded the Romans that all sin and fall short of the glory of God. We’ve all 

played a part in crucifying Jesus. But God—in his infinite mercy and love—forgives us 

nevertheless, reconciling us through the very same Jesus. So—why do we break God’s 

heart so? Why do we try to run and hide from him as Adam and Eve did. Why—when we 

can no longer hide—look to shift the blame? Is it punishment? Is it the shame of the 

“scandal” of sin? Maybe.... 

I remember when I was younger, anytime I did something wrong, I lived in fear of being 

caught by my parents. Not necessarily the fear of punishment, like being grounded, not 

being allowed to use the car, those sorts of things were seldom more than inconveniences. 

No—there was something more. 

And the older I get and the more I reflect on it, the more I think it was about the way that 

my actions made my parents feel about me. Not that they didn’t love me or that they’d 

send me back to foster care—well, maybe on some level, I guess I thought that they 

might—but I really think it was more that my parents, in some way, would think less of 

me, that I wouldn’t be worth the sacrifices they’d made for me. 

It’s hard to describe, but I’ll say it this way. I’d always loved it when they said they were 

proud of me. Not to be what they wanted me to be, but to be the kind of man they hoped I 

could be, the man they believed I was capable of being. To a great extent—it’s the same 

with Jane—who’s always seen more in me that I could see myself.  

This reminds me of a great quote from author Mary Ann Evans, also known by her pen 

name George Eliot, that says: “We long for an affection altogether ignorant of our faults. 

Heaven has accorded this to us in the uncritical canine attachment. The love that your dog 

has for you, is one of the most unadulterated loves. Your dog does not care if you are thin 

or fat.  Your dog does not judge if you are having a bad day. And your dog will never 

reject your affection. You are your dog’s favorite person. So be the person your dog 

thinks you are.” Is it coincidence that dog is God spelled backward? I think not—but I 

digress! 



 3 

Seriously though, I was blessed by the fact that when I was younger and still living with 

my parents, there were rules; things expected of me, but there was also love and 

forgiveness in abundance. That’s what stays with me. I eventually learned that the only 

thing preventing me from experiencing that love—was me. My parents weren’t out to get 

me. If anything, I was out to get myself. I think the same is true about my relationship to 

God. My greatest fear is that I will fail God: through my pride, through my short-

sightedness.  

Still—when you think about it, it’s actually harder to do bad things than good. While the 

decision to do bad things may be easier to consistently choose to do bad things is not. It 

takes tremendous effort to maintain a façade, to live a lie, or to constantly cover one’s 

tracks. You’re always looking over your shoulder, always worrying about being caught, 

dealing with guilt. I got really tired of it. I got tired of running away. I shouldn’t have 

been so surprised that God seemed to take me back so easily.   

I know that it’s different for everyone. So many live in fear. Fear that being open and 

honest about their lives will make them vulnerable. Fear that they are or might become 

unloved, perhaps even unlovable.  

They’ve forgotten the lessons of childhood that mercy and grace indeed exist. Maybe 

they remember the lessons of childhood. Maybe they’ve never known love, mercy or 

forgiveness.  Maybe they don’t believe that there’s anything better or—for that matter—

anything else. All they know is struggle and pain. 

And despite feeling threatened and insecure they put up a brave front and proclaim how 

foolishness; things like faith and love are that mercy is a sign of weakness. As if saying it 

makes it true. But it doesn’t. Faith, hope and love are gifts from God. They are who God 

is—and will never perish.  

Unfortunately, neither does the bad stuff. Like snakes. The people tell Moses to ask God 

to take away the snakes. Moses does—ask God, that is—but God doesn’t take away the 

snakes. What he does is provide a way for people who are bitten by the snakes to be 

healed.  

Think for a minute about this. The people ask that the snakes be taken away. They don’t 

ask for God to provide an antidote for snake venom. But given their track record, do you 

really think that once the snakes are gone they won’t eventually revert to their old ways 

and start complaining again? Remember, they’d been punished before. Remember the 

Golden Calf? After that fiasco—God sent a plague. Remember when Korah incited the 

people to challenge Moses authority? Thousands of people died—about 14,700 to be 

exact. But none of that seemed to change their behavior—not one bit.  

Even if God took away the snakes nothing would change. So the snakes stay, they remain 

poisonous and they continue to bite people. To survive, all they need to do is look up at a 

bronze snake perched atop a pole. 

That’s it. 

Like the snakes of long ago, sin and its consequences—in a word, death—remain. But we 

too have a way to survive the bite of sin and live. By looking up at the cross, where 

Christ was lifted up. And so, when all’s said and done it’s all about faithfulness. 
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But truth be told it’s always been that way, because of the reality to which faith points 

which is God’s amazing grace; God’s love and mercy poured out for humankind.  

But here brothers and sisters is the thing… 

We can only comprehend the generous character and boundless scope of that love and 

mercy when we measure it against our own culpability and guilt. Lent reminds us, often 

uncomfortably, that we are sinners, that we are dust and to dust we will return and that 

sin has real consequences. 

We absolutely cannot fully understand Easter, let alone truly appreciate it, if we aren’t 

first willing to admit that there are times when we break God’s heart. Therapists will tell 

you that a person’s ability to benefit from therapy generally begins with the ability to 

admit their own part in the problem—to take ownership and responsibility for the things 

they’ve done. Only then can the healing begin.  

The choice is ours. We needn’t be afraid because when we finally look into the face of 

our sin what we will see will be the face of our Savior. So, look up—and live! 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 


