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

Today our readings bring forth for our contemplation the imagery of a snake on a stick. When 
I think about the image of a snake on a stick, which until this week was not very often, it usually 
involves one child trying to scare another with a dead snake on a stick.  If any of you remember the 
comic strip Bloom County, there is the story of the Great Snake Massacre which ended, quoting from 
the strip here, with “the all-volunteer group of fearless snake slaughterers succeeded in beating 
senseless a battery cable from a '73 Pinto.” 

We humans have a rich history with regard to our interactions with snakes.  From Adam and 
Eve in the garden of Eden to Samuel L. Jackson in Snakes on a Plane.  And yes, that is an actual movie. 
It is the source of that memorable line, “I am tired of these monkey-fighting snakes on this Monday to 
Friday plane.”  At least, that was how it was rendered on TV.  I think the original version was a little 
different.  But I digress.  Most people do not like snakes.  Not hard to understand.  There are some 
poisonous varieties.  But of the 3500 species of snakes, only about 400 are actually poisonous.  That is 
plenty, especially when you consider of that the five major poisonous snakes found in North America, 
four of those are indigenous to Mississippi. 

All of which does nothing to help us to understand this passage from Numbers.  I never took 
Hebrew.  Two semesters of Greek, but no Hebrew.  But I spent some time using online tools to try to 
sort this passage out.  The first couple of times that we read “poisonous serpents” here, they are 
translating the word seraph.  This is the same root for saraphim, which you might recall is a type of 
angel. Sometimes it means “fiery serpent”; sometime, “six-winged angel.”  What Moses hangs on a 
stick is a nachash, a snake.  So I guess that is why they decided that in this particular instance, seraph 
meant fiery snake instead of angel.  Besides, who wants to think about God sending angels in to bite 
people to death for complaining. 

So we'll pretend seraph means fiery snake this time.  The antidote to fiery snake poison is 
looking at a copper snake, kind of a “hair of the dog” situation.  Never mind that God got really pi ,,, 
er, angry when they made a golden calf.  Let's use a copper snake this time.  Seven hundred years 
later, King Hezekiah had the copper snake destroyed because people were worshiping it.  Not to 
mention the fact that – and I'll admit, I've never tried – that it probably takes a bit of time to cast a 
bronze serpent, especially when people are actively dying.  It's a weird story all the way around. 
Important lesson, though, don't complain, especially to your priest, er, Moses.  God will get you. 

It is a story that sticks with you.  SO much so that a thousand years later, the writer of John 
could use the imagery and feel pretty secure that everyone would know what he was talking about.  I 
say the writer of John, rather than Jesus, because there is some debate over whether this should be 
understood as a quote or a commentary.  The Gospel of John does that, kind of weaves between the 
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moment and the present.  Really good writing; really tough to keep straight.  However it may be, this 
passage from John tells the story of Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews, coming to Jesus by night at the 
request of his fellow leaders to ask Jesus some questions.  This episode always reminds me of the scene 
in Blazing Saddles when the old lady comes to thank the new black sheriff for saving them from 
Mongo.  She comes at night, of course, apologizes for having been rude to him herself, then gives him 
a pie.  She leave for a moment then comes back to say, “I trust you'll have the good taste not to tell 
anyone that I spoke to you.”  Scripture doesn't record how Nicodemus left it with Jesus, but I wouldn't 
be surprised if it weren't a similar sentiment.    Our Lord skewers him for coming at night in the first 
place.  “For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light.”  Maybe that was commentary, 
too.   

So we have Jesus as the serpent being lifted up.  “Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the 
wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up.”  I can't help but think of the Crucifixion here.  Jesus 
being lifted up on the cross the way that Moses lifted up the serpent.  In both cases, God is offering 
healing and salvation.  But in Numbers, it took just looking at the snake to heal.  It takes more than 
just looking at the cross to save.  That was kind of the problem with the snake stick.  People looked at 
it and were saved, so it became the snake, rather than God, as the source of salvation.  The people 
made an idol of the means of salvation. 

We are no less tempted to make an idol of our means of salvation.  People fight over wanting 
to put up crosses on public land.  There is a restaurant in Florence, if I recall correctly, that is building 
a huge cross to show their devotion to God.  The fact that it would also draw people into their 
restaurant to buy stuff probably never entered their minds, bless their hearts.  People worship the 
Bible more than God to whom it points.  We can make an idol out of anything.  Folks have worshiped 
the host from the Eucharist, statues, beads, books, images. We are quite resourceful.  It is important to 
have these physical reminders of who we worship, but we must never confuse the sign with the 
reality. 

Idolatry doesn't happen because people are evil or even sinful.  Idolatry happens because it is 
easier than true worship.  We are corporeal beings.  We think in concrete terms.  We need the 
physical to point to the spiritual.  But we must never confuse the two.  I am no iconoclast; I love the 
signs and symbols of the Church.  I love having a beautiful building with stained glass windows and a 
wonderful organ.  But the building is not the church; it is where the church meets.  And the cross, the 
Bible, the hosts, thee aren't God.  But they point us towards God. 

I doubt any of us are tempted to worship a snake on a stick.  But we all have our temptations.  
We all have idols in waiting.  We must all be diligent in examining our lives for those things that tend 
to draw us away from God, even when the intent is to point us at him.  What are your idols, and how 
do you see past them to the true object of our devotion and worship?    


