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Numbers 21:4-9; Ps 107:1-3, 17-2; Ephesians 2:1-10; John 3:14-21 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that 
whosoever believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.” 

The Gospel according to John, chapter 3, verse 16: perhaps the best-known 
Bible verse ever. When we examine it, even briefly, we may come to realize that this is 
the essence of the entire New Testament. This verse IS the Gospel, the good news, of 
Jesus the Christ, the Messiah, sent by God to come to earth to live as a man among us 
women and men. 

This simple statement from the Gospel of John is a revolution. A revolution in 
perspective. A great shift in our relationship with God. We don’t have to look very 
much farther than our lectionary selection today from the Book of Numbers to see 
what a revolution of perspective this is. We read in the Book of Numbers that when 
the Israelites began to grumble about having to wander about in the wilderness, far 
from a predictable and rather easy life, what did the Lord do? He sent leagues of 
venomous snakes to descend on the Israelites – his chosen people – to bite them. And 
the text says that many of the Israelites died from their bites. 

Only by looking to the serpent totem that Moses had made could the Israelites 
survive their snakebites. Thus the Lord God taught his children a lesson. 

Compare that lesson to the fourth gospel, the Gospel of John, which is filled 
with love. I have the New Oxford Annotated Bible at home, and I read the Gospel of 
John and counted the number of times the word “love” was used in the text. Fifty-four 
times. More times, I am told, than in the other gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke 
combined. 

We may be so used to the idea that God is love that we might fail to appreciate 
how revolutionary this idea is. The story of Jesus and his ministry is a story of a power 
struggle, a story of influence, a story of who really matters here. 

In the Old Testament, we find a God who is a demanding Lord, who has set his 
laws before his people and has commanded them to obey. Disobedience is often dealt 
with rather harshly. Adam and Eve are evicted from the garden. Everybody but Noah 
and his family are swept away in a world-wide flood. Abraham is told to sacrifice 
Isaac, his only child. Venomous snakes terrorize the Israelites in the wilderness. 

Throughout the epistles of St. Paul, we have references to the Law and how 
followers of Jesus are not of the law, but of the spirit and grace of God. In early 
Jewish culture, obedience to the law was of the highest priority. Jesus, in his ministry, 
was often criticized by the high priests for violating the law by performing certain acts 
on the Sabbath. There were laws about what you could eat and when you could eat it; 
what crops to plant and when to plant them; whom you could associate with, and with 
whom you couldn’t; and so on and so forth. In the book of Exodus are 613 Hebraic 
laws that prescribed what you must do, and what you must not do. 

The whole of society in ancient Palestine, every hour of a person’s everyday 
life, was governed by and revolved around a strict regimen of law and convention. 
That was the Old Testament, the Old Covenant. 
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And then, in the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to the town of 
Nazareth to visit a young woman named Mary, and he told her that she would bear a 
son who would be known as the Son of God, and he would rule over a kingdom that 
would have no end. Thus begins the New Testament, the New Covenant between God 
and God’s people. 

When this young man grew to adulthood, he began a revolutionary ministry. A 
ministry with the message of love. Love, not punishment. Voluntary love, not 
obligatory law. 

“As the Father has loved me,” he said, “so I have loved you; abide in my love.” 
This from chapter 13 of John’s gospel. 

And then, shortly after: “This is my commandment, that you love one another 
as I have loved you. . . I am giving you these commands so that you may love one 
another.” 

It’s easy for us to fail to grasp how revolutionary this idea of loving one another 
was. The Old Testament prophets exhorted us to care for orphans, widows, and the 
poor. But not really because we should love them, but because it was our duty to care 
for those less fortunate than ourselves. 

But Jesus pushed up against that idea and told us to love one another as he 
had loved us. 

How had he loved us? Well, he respected us, everyone of us: prostitute, 
beggar, crazy person, tax collector, diseased leper. We were all worth something 
special in his eyes. 

He served his servants, washing our feet as if he were a humble slave, kneeling 
on the floor to wipe the dust and dirt from our feet, after we had walked through the 
mud, dust, and garbage of the streets of the city. 

He fed us when we were hungry. He gave us water to drink. 
So, we are to love one another as he has loved us. How might we do that, in 

our world today? 
We can start by trying to respect one another. I know – when the world is so 

filled with so many disagreeable people who have such repugnant opinions, it’s a tall 
order to respect someone who is so hopelessly stupid. But we should try. 

We might begin by trying not to use labels when we talk about other people. 
Labels tend to diminish and objectify a person, reducing that person from a fellow 
child of God to a thing that we can easily put in a category and then summarily 
dismiss. 

We could try to take up the discipline of listening. Jesus once asked a blind 
man who was begging on the street, “What do you want me to do for you?” To you 
and me it might have been obvious what this guy needed, but Jesus gave this poor 
guy the gift of listening. For a few precious moments, this wretched creature was the 
center of attention for the Son of God. 
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These are not easy things, this trying to love one another as Jesus has loved 
us. We will find that we can’t do it, not all the time, and certainly not perfectly. But if 
it were easily done, would it really be worth doing? Worth devoting our lives to, worth 
beginning every day with the intention of living up to that one command, that we 
should love one another? Worth trying to develop that second sight that allows us to 
see the God in all things, to see that all things – people, animals, rocks, ocean, all 
creation – are of the one God? 

Among us once walked the one who loved us without limit. He who took on our 
burdens and lived in our towns and villages as one of us, hoping to help us to see, 
through his example, that we can make the world a better place by loving one 
another. 

In closing I’d like to share with you a parable. 

This guy’s walking down the street when he falls down a hole. The walls are so 
steep he can’t get out. A doctor passes by, and the guy shouts up, “Hey, you! Can you 
help me out?” The doctor writes a prescription and throws it down into the hole and 
moves on. Then a priest comes along, and the guy shouts, “Father, I’m down in this 
hole. Can you help me out?” The priest writes out a prayer, throws it down into the 
hole, and moves on. Then a friend walks by. “Hey, Joe, it’s me! Can you help me out?” 
And the friend jumps down into the hole! Our guy says, “Are you nuts? Now we’re 
both down here.” And Joe says, “Yeah, but I’ve been down here before, and I know 
the way out.” 

For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever 
believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. 

Amen. 

The parable is from an episode of the TV series The West Wing. White House 
chief of staff Leo McGarry is reaching out to his deputy, Josh Lyman, who is 
struggling with PTSD. He tells him this parable. 


