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14 Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up,  15 that 

everyone who believes in him may have eternal life. 16 “For God so loved the world that he gave his 

one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.  17 For God did 

not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.  18 

Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already 

because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.  19 This is the verdict: Light has 

come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.  20 

Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be 

exposed.  21 But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that 

what he has done has been done through God.” 

 

If you were bitten by a highly poisonous snake, who would you turn to for help? You 

are going to want a doctor who knows how to treat snakebites, preferably a doctor who is 

an expert in dealing with the type of snake that bit you. You want someone who is going 

to give you the best chance at staying alive. 

Through the Gospel writer John, Jesus speaks about something similar. While Jesus is 

not speaking about a physical snakebite, he is talking about something that poisons and 

kills people. And more importantly, Jesus is telling us where to look for help in dealing 

with this deadly problem. Jesus is telling us, “If you really want to live, then … 

Theme:  Look to the One who was lifted up. 

          I.  He was lifted up to bring us healing. 

         II.  He was lifted up to bring us a new life. 

In this portion of scripture Jesus is talking to a Pharisee named Nicodemus. 

Nicodemus had been asking Jesus about the kingdom of God. As Jesus taught him about 

that kingdom it became clear Nicodemus did not understand what Jesus was saying. 

Nicodemus had a problem that was getting in the way of his understanding. So Jesus 

addresses that problem by pointing Nicodemus to the solution. Jesus said, “Just as Moses 

lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up” (v. 14). 

Christ is pointing ahead to his death on the cross and comparing himself to the bronze 

snake that Moses lifted up in the desert. Why did Moses put a bronze snake up on a pole? 

Because of sin. The people of Israel sinned by grumbling and complaining openly against 

God. So God allowed poisonous snakes to come into the camp and bite people. The sin the 

Israelite’s committed brought on them the consequence of death. And not a pleasant 

death, but a slow, terrifying death from poisoning.  

The Israelites realized there was nothing they could do to save themselves from this 

death. So they cried out to God to save them. That’s when God told Moses to make a 

bronze snake and put it up on a pole. Then God gave the people a promise: anyone bitten 

by a snake could look at the bronze snake and they would not die from the poison. But it 
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was not the act of looking at the snake that saved people. What saved people was trusting 

God’s promise. But what God promised didn’t make sense. How could looking at a copy 

of a snake stop snake poison? Yet anyone who trusted God’s promise, and went and 

looked at the bronze snake, that person was healed. 

So what does all of this have to do with Jesus? It all has to do with a snakebite and a 

promise. The first two people God created were perfect, they were sinless. Yet Adam and 

Even listened to the lies of that ancient serpent, the devil. They trusted what the devil said 

more than they trusted in God, and the bite of Satan’s lies turned into the poison of sin. 

That poison brings with it death: spiritual death, physical death, and eternal death. 

That poison fills us. Passed on to us from our parents, that poison of sin killed us long 

before we were even born. Our souls came into this world completely filled with the 

poison of sin, making us spiritually dead. Unlike the Israelites we did not cry out to God 

to save us from this poison. We didn’t want anything to do with God.  

But our loving Lord was not about to allow that poison to kill us eternally. God knew 

that if we physically died in our sinful state, then he would have to damn us forever to 

hell. But God loved us too much to just sit back and do nothing. So God did something 

that goes beyond our human understanding. 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever 

believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life” (v. 16). Because of our sin we 

deserved to die. Not just the death of this body, but eternal death away from God’s love. 

So God sent his one and only Son to take our death. Jesus was lifted up to bring us healing 

from the poisonous snakebite of Satan. Our Savior allowed himself to be lifted up on a 

cross to suffer our hell, to pay for our sins, and to die our death. Christ allowed himself to 

be “lifted up” so “that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life” (v. 15). Just 

like the Israelites looking at that copy of a snake, when you trust in Jesus’ saving work, 

then you will not die eternally from your sins. But that healing does not happen by simply 

looking at Jesus on a cross. That healing comes through a promise.  

God made a promise to you and me: Whoever believes that Jesus paid for all of their 

sins, whoever believes they have forgiveness because of Christ’s saving work, whoever 

believes that it is only through faith in Jesus that they are made right with God the Father, 

that person will not face eternal death. Instead they will have eternal life.  

That promise, for as great as it sounds, is hard for our rational minds to believe. How 

can someone who died on a cross over two thousand years ago do anything for us today? 

How can the death of Jesus save us from something that we can’t see or feel? How can 

trusting in Jesus do us any good? Like the Israelites, all we can do is take God at his word. 

But God’s word is easy to reject. Yet it is the word of God itself that fills us with the 

power to believe. Jesus once said to his disciples, “The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts 

for nothing. The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life” (John 6:63). 

Working through the words God’s promises, God the Holy Spirit enters our souls. There 



Look to the One who was lifted up. 
Text: John 3:14-21 for 3/14/2021 by Pastor Bolwerk 

3 

the Spirit heals the destruction the poison of sin did to our souls. Then, using his almighty 

power, the Holy Spirit creates in us a living faith that trusts God promises, even when they 

don’t make sense. The Spirit then points us to Jesus, helping us to trust in Christ, and 

reminding us that Jesus was lifted up to pay for our sinful rejection of God and his 

promises. The Holy Spirit gives us the power to trust that what Jesus did, he did for us. 

Through the power of God’s promises we now look to the One who was lifted up to bring 

us healing from the poison of sin. 

Jesus goes on to talk about the result of that healing. It started out looking something 

like this: A young boy sneaks toward the kitchen in the dark of the night. He is going to 

get some of the cookies his mother had made for tomorrow night’s dinner. As he enters 

the kitchen, from the light of the microwave clock he can see the cookies cooling on the 

counter. Just as he reaches for a cookie suddenly there is a loud “click” and a bright light 

fills the kitchen. The boy’s wrong actions have been clearly revealed by that light. The boy 

suddenly feels afraid as he thinks about what is coming next. 

That was our life before faith: We were living in the darkness of sin and hoping no one 

would notice all of the evil we were trying so hard to hide. But then God turned on a light. 

Through his powerful word he now tells us to look up. Look to the One who was lifted up 

because he was lifted up to bring us a new life. 

Jesus said, “This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved 

darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil” (v. 19). At one time we all loved 

that darkness. We lived in that darkness trying to hide from God all of the evil we were 

doing. And sometimes we still like to hide in that darkness. We step into the darkness 

trying to hide our favorite sin. Maybe it’s lust, or greed. Maybe it’s some angry or evil 

thought we keep trying to hide in the dark recesses of our mind. But Jesus lets us know we 

are only fooling ourselves because we are certainly not hiding those things from him. He is 

the light. 

Jesus said, “Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light 

for fear that his deeds will be exposed” (v. 20). This is what our lives are like when we 

allow that poison of sin to start seeping back in. There’s fear. There is this feeling like we 

have to hide from God. When the bright light of Jesus’ glory comes shining on our lives, 

just like that young boy we become afraid of what’s coming next. We can’t deny or hide 

our sins from God, but we sure try. We try our hardest to keep our sins away from the 

light. We keep trying to hide our sins in the darkness because we are afraid God will 

punish us, that he will destroy us. In the darkness we live in fear. 

But living in fear and guilt and shame is not really living is it? Yet Jesus did not come 

to bring us the fear of God’s condemnation. Our Lord said, “For God did not send his Son 

into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him” (v. 17). Jesus 

came to save the world so that we can know what true life is. So our Lord comes and 

shines the light of God’s love into our lives. Jesus came to show us God’s love by allowing 
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himself to be lifted up to pay for the sins of the world. The Apostle Paul put it this way, 

“God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died 

for us” (Romans 5:8). On a blood soaked and sin-darkened cross we see a light that no 

human mind can fully understand: God’s one and only Son giving up his perfect life for 

those who would rather have nothing to do with him. Lifted up on a cross we see the light 

of God’s love shining out as Jesus dies to bring us true life. It is a life free from sin and 

guilt and shame. 

In Christ we have a new life, or you might say two new lives. We have an eternal life 

to look forward to in of heaven. We also have a new life God is causing to grow in us right 

now. It’s a life of faith that finds joy in thanking God by loving the people whom God puts 

into our lives. Our faith wants to glorify God. As Jesus said, “But whoever lives by the 

truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been 

done through God” (v. 21). 

When we come into Jesus’ light of life it can be scary because that light reveals our 

sins. But in that light of faith we confess our sins, asking God to forgive us because of 

Jesus’ saving work. And as we live in that light of Christ, forgiven and free, we show that 

what we have done in faith was worked in us by God. Now, basking in the light of Jesus, 

we reflect Christ’s glory to the people around us. Standing in the light of God’s promises 

we are able to live and love like never before. Living in that light of Christ, we get have the 

privilege of sharing God’s loving kindness with others. We thank God by pointing people 

to the One who was lifted up to bring us a new life. 

You know the poison of Satan’s bite is deadly. It’s a poison that affects the entire 

world. Thanks be to God that he has filled our hearts with the saving antidote of Jesus. We 

now stand in that light. Standing in God’s love we can do what we were unable to do 

before: point others to the One who was lifted up to bring them healing and life. May we 

all continue to look to that One who was lifted up, so that we can enjoy his life giving light 

now and forever. Amen. 

 


