
 
SERMON 
 
A couple of nights ago, the ABC had a story on young footballers who are 
working at changing the culture from that of heavy drinking and other abuses.  
They each have a  plastic wrist band with a pair of eyes drawn on it.  The 
eyes are a reminder that their behaviour is on show.  They are reminded of 
their need to behave responsibly. 
 
Signs and symbols can be powerful instruments for good.  When the Israelites 
in the desert had turned against God and in punishment had been beset by 
poisonous snakes, they regretted their actions.  God did not remove the 
snakes because he wanted each person to turn to God.  On a previous 
occasion the people had repented but had again gone against God so they 
had shown they were not to be trusted.  What God did was to ask Moses to 
have made a bronze serpent on a pole so that it could be held up.   In 
Hebrew, the words for serpent and bronze were very similar so there was a 
neat piece of word play there.  When the people looked at the bronze serpent 
they would live and  would be reminded of their need to turn to God and 
repent.  This worked for some time but after a few centuries, King Hezekiah 
found that the bronze serpent was being worshipped as a divine thing in itself.  
So he had it destroyed.  Worship of idols is strictly forbidden in the Ten 
Commandments.  It is easy for a symbol to become mistaken for the thing it 
represents.  But nevertheless, symbols are powerful. 
 
Jesus referred to the bronze serpent when he was talking to Nicodemus.  He 
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”.  
In this case Jesus is lifted up twice – lifted on the cross and then lifted up in 
the resurrection.  And so we have the sign of the empty cross.  When we see 
Jesus on the cross we are seeing the result of the evil among all people.  
Because of the evil of the world, Jesus who worked and spoke out against the 
evil, was crucified.  Even so, God’s love shone through because Jesus and 
God resisted all temptation to be untrue to God. 
 
John’s gospel then gives those famous words : “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”. 
 
God loved the world.  It wasn’t just Israel that God loved.  Nor was it the 
eastern Mediterranean.  Not even the known world, but ‘the world’.  That has 
to be believed.  God loved all people in the world.  Not just holy people of one 
nation but everyone!  God loved good and bad people everywhere. But, in 
order to have eternal life, the people must turn to God.  The choice is ours.  
The way to God is through following the way set by Jesus, the only son of 
God. 
 
The theologian, Hans Kung,  points out that Jesus never called himself God.  
It was only after Jesus’ death and after the various signs of resurrection that 
people began to believe that he’d been taken up into God’s eternal life.  What 
Jesus had done was to teach that God should be regarded as the Father of all 
human beings.  He taught the prayer starting “Our Father”.  Kung and others 
believe that God anointed Jesus as son at the resurrection rather than at birth.  
The sonship is an Easter thing not a Christmas thing. 
 



For God so loved the world that he gave his only son.  Only son.  The non- 
Christian world was accustomed to using the phrase ‘son of god’ to claim 
divinity for their king or emperor or Caesar.  Even the Gnostics developed the 
idea that there could be multiple demiurges or lesser deities.  Finally the 
creeds had to assert that there was only one son.  But even as early as 
John’s gospel, some of the ideas of the Gnostics were starting to form.   
 
Joan Chittister points out that the idea of Jesus as God’s son and calling God 
Father was not meant to assign a gender to God or to stress the maleness of 
Jesus as though only men could relate to God.  God is beyond gender but the 
relationship Jesus had with God was like that of a child.  And because Jesus 
had that relationship so too can we.  
 
As to being the only child, Chittister says “This God was not a potentate and 
this Jesus had no desire to be anything so paltry as a bureaucratic king.  This 
God was not one among many and this Jesus was not a politician pretending 
to be divine, this Jesus was not just anybody.  On the contrary.  This was a 
relationship unlike any relationship the world had ever known.  The cosmic 
God had brought forth Godness itself in human embryo.” 
 
Each of us has the right to a unique relationship with God.  We can truly pray 
“our father…”  Good parents nurture and guide and love.  God nurtures and 
guides  and loves us.  If we recognise God as our parent then we will form 
that nurturing relationship. 
 
Sadly, as Jesus recognised, too many people don’t want to face God.  People 
think that Jesus was sent to judge us and if we face God, our sins will be 
found out and we will suffer.  You’ve heard the joking comments of some 
people who say that if they entered a church they would bring some calamity 
on it.  Or God would strike them.  What a strange warped view of God.  “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.  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.  …..  And this is the judgement, that the light has come 
into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their 
deeds were evil.” 
 
The Israelites in the desert could not be saved from the snakes en masse.  
Each individual had to show faith in God.  That need for each of us to turn to 
God continues to the present day.  Those who accept Jesus as the way are 
saved.  They have eternal life.  People who choose to do the wrong thing 
have only themselves to blame.  But we all fail to keep constantly to the ideal 
way.  Like the footballers, we need a constant reminder.  We have the story of 
Jesus and the symbol of the cross.  The cross reminds us that God sent his 
son to show the way and that many people still rejected that and went their 
own godless way.  The cross reminds us that we have to keep on turning to 
God.  It is not a once only and we live happily ever after matter.  This is a 
relationship with God.  Like all relationships, it has to be worked at.  But we 
can.  We can all work at it.  We can all claim God as our loving nurturing 
parent. 
 
In Lent, we think especially of our own individual relationship with God.  It is 
not easy but the rewards are great.  Let me finish with a poem written by Ann 
Weems on the journey of reflection in Lent.  It is called The Walk. 
 


