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 From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to 

go around the land of Edom; but the people became impatient 

on the way.   

The people spoke up against God and against Moses, “Why 

have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness?   

For there’s no food and no water, and we detest this miserable 

food.”   

Then the Lord sent poisonous serpents among the people, 

and they bit the people, so that many Israelites died.   

The people came to Moses and said, “We’ve sinned by 

speaking against the Lord and against you; pray to the Lord to 

take away the serpents from us.”   

So Moses prayed for the people.   

And the Lord said to Moses, “Make a poisonous serpent, 

and set it on a pole; and everyone who is bitten shall look at it 

and live.”   

So Moses made a serpent of bronze, and put it up on a 

pole; and whenever a serpent bit someone, that person would 

look at the serpent of bronze and live. 

 

 Do you want it for here or to go?  Is that credit or debit? 

Do I wear flats or heels?  Should we take the subway or Uber?   

Should I go to the gym or Dunkin Donuts?  Do we want to see 

Black Panther and have fun or The Shape of Water and feel 

sophisticated? 

Most of our decisions do not require a lot of thought.  Even 

the big ones—do you go to college far away to get away from 

your parents?  Do you stay on your present career track or 

consider the fast-paced, rewarding world of ministry?  Do you 

stay in New York or move some place with family-sized 

apartments? 

Even the important decisions do not seem permanent.  If 

we do not like the college we choose we will transfer.  If we do 

not like our job we will find another.  If we do not like where we 



live we will move.  Our decisions seem temporary.  It is easy to 

forget that the choices we make have consequences.   

 After the psychologist Sam Keen spent a sabbatical 

exploring the human potential movement, he wrote:  “There are 

so many lives I want to live, so many styles I would like to 

inhabit.  In me sleeps Zorba’s concern to allow no lonely woman 

to remain comfortless, Camus’ passion to lessen the suffering of 

the innocent, Hemingway’s drive to live and write with lucidity,  

and the unheroic desire to see each day end with tranquility and 

a shared cup of tea.   

“I am so many, yet I may be only one.  I mourn for all the 

selves I kill when I decide to be a single person.  Decision is a 

cutting off, a castration.  I travel one path only by neglecting 

many. 

“So I turn my back on small villages I will never see, 

strange flesh I will never touch, ills I will never cure, and I 

choose to be in the world as a husband and a father, an explorer 

of ideas and styles of life.   

“Yet perhaps Zorba will not leave me altogether.  I 

wouldn’t like to live without dancing, without unknown roads to 

explore, without the confidence that my actions were helpful to 

some.”  

 Sam Keen describes the world of decisions we face each 

day.  Choice is built into the very essence of our existence.  We 

cannot have it all.  From the moment we are born it is clear that 

there is more to see than we can ever see, more to do than we 

can ever do.  We have more options than we can fathom.   

 Every time we choose a path we miss countless others.   

Every decision is the death of the alternatives.  The power of our 

decisions is so overwhelming that some decide that we must be 

mistaken.  Our decisions cannot be as important as they appear.   

It is tempting to want to deny any permanency to our decisions.   

Former vice-president Dan Quayle said, “I believe we are 

on an irreversible trend toward more freedom, but that could 

change.”   



We find it difficult to admit that some directions are 

irreversible, some decisions cannot be changed.  That is why we 

find it hard to bring ourselves to say, “This one thing I do.”   

Like Robert Frost, we stand at junctures where two roads 

diverge before us, and try to go down both at once or try to 

avoid choosing.  It is painful to decide to do this when we know 

it means we will never be able to do that. 

 It is simpler to try to convince ourselves that everything 

will turn out the same in the end, but that is not true to our 

experience or our observations of others.  Some decisions build 

fences that are permanent.  Careless choices harden.     

 When theologians address questions of eternity, they are 

uncomfortable with the idea that people make decisions that are 

of eternal significance.  Why do you think so many people are 

attracted to predestination—the idea that eternal destiny is 

unrelated to human choice?  Their thinking is that big decisions 

should not be left to human beings, so God makes the decisions.   

In much the same way, universalism, the belief that God 

accepts everyone into eternity unchanged, is attractive because it 

lessens the significance of our decisions.  It is hard to take the 

choices we make seriously.   

This story in the book of Numbers, this strange, striking, 

scary, unsettling, unseemly, and slimy story is about decisions 

and their consequences.   

Moses is getting frustrated with the Israelites.  They are 

always whining.  They have the gall to complain about being set 

free.  They describe captivity in Egypt as if it was Wakanda.   

This story begins like others.  The people are dissatisfied.   

Their impatience turns to impertinence as they grumble about 

the wilderness, the lack of food and water, and the food they do 

have.  Manna is like frozen bagels—never especially appealing 

and after years of the same thing going hungry does not seem so 

bad.   

 What usually happens at this point in the story is that 

Moses intercedes with God, who graciously meets the needs for 



food or water or security or whatever they want, but this time 

complaining about the menu prompts God to send poisonous 

serpents. 

 The snakes seem way, way out of proportion to the crime.   

They are just grumbling about the food:  manna yesterday, 

manna today, and more manna tomorrow.  Who can blame them 

for complaining?  We like a little variety. 

According to the Jewish Talmud, the snakes are an ironic 

retribution.  The rabbis explain that from creation, snakes have 

eaten only dust, and yet they have done so without a word of 

complaint.   

Therefore God declares:  “Let the serpent which does not 

complain about its food come and rule over these people 

complaining about theirs.” 

 According to this ancient theory, the snake is an object 

lesson that teaches humility and patience.  The problem with this 

pedagogical strategy is that it is unlikely anyone would stop 

squirming long enough to figure it out.   

Snakes demand our full attention.  When someone says, 

“There’s a snake!” we do not ask, “What helpful lesson can I 

learn from this experience?”   

When there is a snake in the room, we climb on furniture, 

over one another, and out the door to get away. 

 The Israelites, not surprisingly, scream for help.  They have 

had a change of heart.  They confess their grievous wrongdoing 

and beg Moses to beg God to get rid of the snakes.   

God is eager to help, but their prayers are not answered in 

the way they had requested.  The consequences of their actions 

do not disappear.  The dangers remain, and the people continue 

to suffer from the death-dealing snakes. 

 God does not cancel the plague, but commands Moses to 

make a copper snake.  Moses thinks it is strange, but when you 

are up to your ankles in adders, you do not ask questions.   



The promise is that everyone who chooses to take a look 

will be fine.  It works like a charm.  The snake on the pole, this 

distasteful sight lifted up, brings healing.   

 Most Old Testament scholars protect their reputation by 

ignoring this story.  The ones brave enough to comment or 

unfortunate enough to be assigned the book of Numbers go to 

great lengths to say that the writer is not saying that the snake 

heals anybody.  The people’s decision to look is what matters.   

The author’s point is that when people look to God, they find 

healing.   

 But even if you get rid of the bizarre stuff—manna, 

poisonous serpents, and snake on a stick—this story still sounds 

peculiar, because the difference between life and death is one 

decision.  That seems unfair.  

 The writer of the Gospel of John remembers this story and 

says that it is almost like that copper snake when Christ is lifted 

up so that we can see God’s love.  The cross itself is strange, 

striking, scary, unsettling, and unseemly.  The sight of the cross 

is so disconcerting that it is easy to miss the point.   

Christ’s death reveals the extent of God’s mercy for all of 

us who are snake-bit by the power of death.  The cross does not 

heal us.  The love behind the cross heals us.  These two strange 

stories, the snake and the cross, are about God’s love.   

For Christians, Jesus is the defining revelation of God’s 

love.  That does not mean that Christians believe that no one 

else knows God, but it does mean that in Jesus we see God’s 

mercy.   

This verse many of us have known from childhood, John 

3:16—the one Martin Luther called the gospel in miniature—

promises that God loves the whole world, not just those who 

gather on Sunday, not just the religiously inclined, not just those 

who have heard the name of Jesus, but the whole world, so God 

through Christ shows the way of life in the midst of death, the 

way of peace in a violent world.    



 God’s love has the positive and negative effect of calling us 

to choose.  A stepping stone can also be a stumbling block.  A 

healing presence can be a disturbing presence.  Every light casts 

a shadow.  We have to decide how we will respond to God’s 

love. 

 God comes to our death-bound situations, but we have to 

decide to look up and see the life God offers.  The outline of the 

snake-bit story and the outline of the gospel reading is found 

throughout scripture—sin, consequences, repentance, and grace.   

People make their own path, experience the consequences, 

confess their mistakes, and find their way to God’s love.   

This is the pattern of the Christian life.  We go in 

meaningless directions, know the penalty of emptiness, confess 

our foolishness, and remember God’s grace. 

 Sometimes we make foolish decisions that make no sense.   

We do what is stupid, and hate ourselves for doing it.  We hang 

on to grudges, even as we wish could let our anger go.  We 

value our independence, even as we wish we cared more for 

others.  We stay in a dark but comfortable corner, even as we 

wish we lived in the light.  Our story from beginning to end is 

selfishness, mistakes, repentance, and life. 

 God has given us the wonderful, painful gift of choice.   

When we do not have the courage to choose what is best, but act 

as if our choices do not matter we make no progress even on the 

smoothest path, but when we choose courageously we go 

forward even on the roughest road. 

 C.S. Lewis writes, “People often think of Christian 

morality as a kind of bargain in which God says, ‘If you keep a 

lot of rules, I’ll reward you, and if you don’t I’ll do the other 

thing.’  

“I don’t think that’s the best way of looking at it.   

“I would much rather say that every time you make a 

choice you are turning the central part of you, the part of you 

that chooses, into something a little different from what it was 

before.   



“And taking your life as a whole, with all your innumerable 

choices, all your life long you are slowly turning this central 

thing either into a heavenly creature or into a hellish creature:  

either into a creature that is in harmony with God, and with 

other creatures, and with itself, or else into one that is in a state 

of war and hatred with God, and with its fellow creatures, and 

with itself.  To be the one kind of creature is Heaven:  that is, it 

is joy, and peace, and knowledge, and power.  To be the other 

means madness, horror, idiocy, rage, and eternal loneliness.   

“Each of us at each moment is progressing to one state or 

the other.” 

 From the first choice we make in the morning until we 

choose to go to sleep at night, we are making the decisions that 

form our lives.  We choose in the words we speak, the words we 

do not speak, the people we love, the people we do not even see, 

the thoughts we entertain, the ideas we hold, the deeds we do, 

the deeds we leave undone.  We choose to build up or tear 

down, love or ignore, heal or hurt, bless or curse.  We choose 

death or life.   
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