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The gospel lesson for the Fourth Sunday in Lent comes from The Gospel According to John, 

chapter 3, verses 14 through 21. Please stand as you are able for the Gospel. From John 3, 

beginning at verse 14, we read in Jesus’ name. 

14 “And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted 

up, 15 that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. 

16 “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him 

should not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to 

condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 18 Whoever 

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

because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. 19 And this is the 

judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than 

the light because their works were evil. 20 For everyone who does wicked things hates the 

light and does not come to the light, lest his works should be exposed. 21 But whoever 

does what is true comes to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that his works have 

been carried out in God.” 

Father, these are your words. Sanctify us in the truth. Your Word is truth. Amen. 

You may be seated. 

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 
God loved the world. That sounds a bit strange, doesn’t it? But that’s what the Scripture says. 

“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son” (3:16). And what’s strange about that 

statement? It’s the past tense, right? God loved the world. It kind of makes you think, Doesn’t he 

still love us? Imagine a husband saying to his wife, or a parent saying to a child, “I loved you.” 

They respond, “I love you too … Wait, did you just say that you loved me‽ What happened‽” 

This is kind of a weird text. It might be the most familiar text in the entire Bible. Or at least it 

contains the most familiar verse in the Bible: “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only 

Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (3:16). That’s the 

Gospel in a nutshell. But it’s also kind of weird. But it’s weird in a good way. 

The first weird thing, or at least the first weird thing that we notice, is the past tense of the 

word “love.” God loved the world. Why does it say that? 

We need to understand the biblical meaning of the word “love.” The word “love” is on the 

very short list of words that are extremely important to understand. Love is an action word. To 

love means to do what is best for another person, especially when that action may hurt you. Love 

sacrifices for the good of another person. 

This is very much different from how the world uses the word “love.” The world understands 

the word “love” mostly to refer to emotions. And this leads to a consumeristic attitude 

concerning love. To love something, or to love someone, means that you really, really like them. 

In romantic relationships, it’s just the next level beyond like-liking someone. If you don’t know 
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what that means, that’s okay. You’re not missing out. This is the definition of love that comes 

through our screens. Disney catechizes our children in this definition of love from the time that 

they’re toddlers. And it’s not a good thing. 

Stories have an incredible power to persuade. That power is even greater if you turn those 

stories into pictures or, especially, video. You can create a fictional reality, one that has no actual 

correspondence to the real world. But if we consume enough of this fictional reality, we will be 

persuaded into thinking it’s real, without even knowing we’ve been persuaded of anything. This, 

I think, is the primary means the sexual revolution has used to advance their cause. You don’t 

have to make a rational argument for a different way of life. You just have to put it on the screen 

enough times, and it blends into our perception of reality. 

So we especially get this false definition of love where someone “falls in love.” And you 

can’t really control this thing of falling in love, but when you feel it, you just have to pursue the 

object of your desire. And if you get it, you live happily ever after. This outcome is completely 

unrealistic. If you think that getting the person you want will make you happy, that pretty much 

guarantees that it won’t, because you’re just using that person for your pleasure. And that person 

is probably using you for their pleasure. So it might work for a little while, but, eventually, one 

or both people become dissatisfied with being used, or they get bored, or they discover that they 

“like-like” someone else more, and they “fall out of love.” The reality is that love was never 

there in the first place. Because love is not an emotion. It’s an action. What the people on our 

screens have is not really love. They have desire. So we’re really being catechized to follow our 

desires. This is presented as virtuous by calling it “love,” when it is really quite evil, because it 

consumes other people for our own pleasure. That is not love. 

Love cannot be something that comes and goes. Whether we’re talking about romantic love, 

or the love a parent has for a child, or the love God has for his children, that love cannot come 

and go, because it’s not a feeling. It’s an action. It is continual, committed action for the benefit 

of another person. So in marriage, if one person comes to the realization that they don’t love 

their spouse anymore, the solution is not to leave. The solution is to change your definition of 

love, and start loving them again, probably in the way that you never did before. You put your 

feelings last and the other person first. Eventually, your feelings will probably catch up to your 

actions, but that’s not even the goal. The goal is to love the other person by continual, committed 

actions of love. Love is an action. 

So in this way, a husband can use the past tense of the word “love” and say, “I loved my wife 

by washing her car,” or, “I loved her by giving her a hug and a kiss when she got out of bed.” 

The past tense does not mean he stopped loving her. Rather, it pinpoints an action of love. And 

that’s what John 3:16 is doing when it says, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only 

Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.” It does not mean God 

stopped loving us. Rather, it pinpoints his action of love. He “gave his only Son.” 

 
One more quick grammar thing that helps us understand this verse: the word “so” does not 

mean, “God loved the world so much.” Sometimes we use the word “so” to intensify a statement. 

But that’s not how it’s used here. The Greek word (οὕτως), when it’s used as an adverb, as it is 

here, means “so,” in the sense of, “in this manner.” It connects the verb “loved” with the other 

phrases around it. So another way to translate it would be, “For in this manner God loved the 

world, that he gave his only Son.” And this also helps us see that when this verse says, “God 

loved the world,” it’s describing his action of love. God loved the world by sending his Son. It’s 

not, “God loved the world so much,” that is, “He had such strong feelings of love, that he just 
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had to give his only Son.” That’s not it at all. Giving the Son was not caused by his feelings of 

love for us. Giving his Son was his action of love for us. 

And this shows that the motivation for sending Jesus was not any goodness in us. It’s not like 

our cuteness or goodness just gripped God so much that he felt compelled to give his Son for us. 

Before sending Jesus, the only thing God saw in us was our wretchedness. There was nothing 

cute or good in us to captivate God’s heart. The virtue that caused God to give his Son was 

entirely his own. He gave his Son, not because we are good, but because he is good. He saw that 

we were wretched, and we needed his love. We did not deserve it; we needed it. And that is why 

God loved us. When we recognize this, that God loved us because we were wretched and needed 

his love, this reveals God’s love to be even more splendid, because it was entirely selfless. It was 

entirely sacrificial. It’s one thing to love someone who deserves your love. It is something else 

entirely to love someone who does not deserve it. That’s God’s love for us. God loved us by 

giving his Son. 

 
The other weird thing in this text, and this one is really weird, is the Old Testament analogy 

Jesus makes. He says, “As Moses lifted up the serpent in wilderness, so must the Son of Man be 

lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life” (3:14-15). He’s referring to the 

passage we read for the Old Testament lesson (Num. 21:4-9). 

It occurred while Israel was dwelling in the dessert, waiting for God to lead them into the 

Promised Land. They got sick of the food God was giving them, so they grumbled against God 

and against Moses. They complained about having no food or water. The water thing might have 

been true, at least for a short time. Occasionally they would come to a place with no water, but 

God would cause water to come out of rocks for them (e.g., Ex. 17:1-7; Num. 20:2-13). We 

know the lack of food wasn’t true. God gave them manna six days a week. Manna was a sweet, 

wafer-like bread that just appeared on the ground in the morning. We also know it from their 

own words. They say, “There is no food and no water, and we loathe this worthless food.” It’s 

like when you stand in the kitchen, staring at a half-full refrigerator, and you say, “There’s 

nothing to eat,” while there’s a carton of eggs, some cheese, left over spaghetti, some spinach, 

and three half-used bottles of ketchup. What you really mean is, “There’s no cake, and I want 

cake.” The Israelites were really just getting tired of eating the same thing every day. So they 

grumbled against God. 

And God sent a plague of snakes to discipline them. The Bible calls them “fiery serpents.” 

They may have been fiery in the sense that they looked fiery, like with red and yellow skin. But 

most likely, their bite felt fiery. And many of the people died (Num. 21:6). 

So the people confessed their sin and prayed that God would take the serpents away. God 

answered their prayer, not by taking the serpents away, but by giving them a cure. And the cure 

was really weird. God said to Moses, “Make a fiery serpent and set it on a pole, and everyone 

who is bitten, when he sees it, shall live” (21:8). 

Now this is weird in at least three ways. First, this is not the typical way to treat snakebite. If 

you get bitten by a snake, and your doctor says, “Here, look at this statue of a snake,” you should 

find another doctor, and fast. 

Second, this seems to be a violation of the first commandment. God said, “You shall not 

make for yourself a carved image” (Ex. 20:4). But now God tells Moses to make this carved 

image, and the people are supposed to look to it for healing. This is weird. 

Third, and this is the one that makes it really weird, the snake is the image of the devil. The 

devil took the form of a serpent when he tempted Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:1), and God cursed the 
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serpent because of it (Gen. 3:14). You should never look to an animal statue for salvation. But if 

you do, at least don’t use the one that represents the devil. So this thing about looking to a snake 

statue for healing is really weird. 

And I don’t think we would know what to make of this if Jesus didn’t bring it up again in 

John 3. When Jesus makes this comparison, I think it gets even weirder, but if we hang with it to 

the end, it makes beautiful sense. Like that snake set on a pole, Jesus would also be set on a pole 

and lifted up. This, of course, is a reference to the cross, where Jesus was literally lifted up on a 

pole. And everyone who looks to him on the cross and believes in him will have eternal life 

(6:40). 

The reason for the image of a snake then, is that Jesus became a curse for us. Galatians 3:13 

says, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, 

‘Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree.’ ” The serpent is the image of the curse in Genesis 

3, and that is exactly why Jesus accepts that image for himself. He became the curse in order to 

redeem us from the curse. 

So in Numbers 21, when the people looked to the image of a serpent on a pole, that was a 

prophetic picture of Jesus. The curse was set on a pole for our salvation. Jesus accepts the curse 

for our sake. That means that he accepts our sin as his own, and he accepts the condemnation that 

sin deserves. So we look to a cursed man, filled with sin, dead on a cross for our salvation. That 

is what Jesus became for us. 

It’s interesting how there are different animals Jesus is compared to. He is called the “Lamb 

of God” (1:29, 36). This emphasizes that he is the pure sacrifice. He is called the “Lion of the 

tribe of Judah” (Rev. 5:5). This emphasis his power and royalty. And we add to that list the 

“Serpent on a Pole.” This emphasizes that he became filled with our depravity and was cursed 

for our sake. 

 
So this is what John 3:16 is talking about when it says, “For in this manner God loved the 

world.” God gave his Son to bear our sin and become a curse for us, so that everyone who looks 

to him in faith will not perish, but have eternal life. 

You and I are like those Israelites, snake-bitten because of our sin. We are dying. But God 

loved us by providing a serpent in our place, so that we might look to him in faith and live. 

This is how God loved us. This act of love is done and in the past. He has not stopped loving 

us. But we will forever say that this is how God loved us, because this was the greatest act of 

love. It can never be topped. Jesus accepted our sin as his own, and he was cursed for our sake. 

He is our serpent on a pole. Amen. 

 
Now may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). Amen. 


