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Text 
Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 

15 
that everyone who 

believes in him may have eternal life. 
16 

"For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, 

that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 
17 

For God did not send his Son into the 

world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. 
18 

Whoever believes in him is not 

condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the 

name of God's one and only Son. 

 

Introduction 
 How many of you have ever seen a professional sports game and noticed a guy in 

the crowd holding up a sign that says “John 3:16?”  It’s probably one of the most famous 

Bible passages.  How many of you can recite John 3:16 by heart?  “For God so loved the 

world that he gave his only begotten son that whosoever believeth in him should not 

perish but have eternal life.”  That’s the KJV.  Now this is the most widely known and 

recognized Bible verse because it explains in the simplest of terms the Christian message.  

But because of its popularity I think it has become clichéd.  We can hear it without really 

hearing it and so I want to focus on it and try to really let the simplicity and the sheer 

delight of the Christian message sink in.  And, I hope to show you, there’s even more 

here than meets the eye.  The full impact of this most beloved of all Bible verses is not 

fully appreciated by most people; they don’t see something very important. 

 

Before we look more closely at this passage, would you please pray with me?... 
 

The Context 

 John chapter three recounts the story of a religious leader in Jesus’ day – 

Nicodemus – coming to Jesus at night.  Nicodemus is intrigued with this Jesus guy, but as 

Jesus talks to him about what it means to be right with God it becomes obvious that he 

doesn’t get it.  He’s a religious leader, a Pharisee, Israel’s teacher yet he did not 

understand.  Jesus’ words to him were nonsense.  Jesus was telling him that “no one can 

see the kingdom of God unless he is born again” (v. 3).  Nicodemus said, “How can a 

man be born when he is old?...  Surely he cannot enter a second time into his mother’s 

womb to be born!”  That is nonsense.  But Jesus was referring to a spiritual rebirth.  We 

are all born as sinners into a world of sin doomed to destruction.  If we’re going to escape 
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our sin, its effects, and the punishment that it deserves, we are going to have to be made 

completely new from the inside out.  And that only God’s Spirit can do. 

 Isn’t it the case that many times the most religious of people have completely 

missed the boat when it comes to what Jesus is all about?  It’s the religious people who 

construct an elaborate system of dos and don’ts and rituals and customs and totally miss 

Jesus’ clear teaching that that doesn’t cut it.  You have to be born again.  That’s like 

putting make-up on a cadaver.  It just masks the problem.  What you need is a completely 

new body, a new start, a new life.  Jesus says the Spirit of God can do that to us. 

 This doesn’t make any sense to people who depend on their religion.  Ironically, 

many evangelicals who are popularly referred to as “Born Again Christians” are just like 

Nicodemus.  It’s possible to be an evangelical and do all the “Christian” stuff and yet be 

completely mistaken and miss the point of what Jesus was all about.  I want to start off by 

saying: don’t let religion get in the way; don’t think you’ve got this whole Christianity 

thing figured out and ignore what Jesus has to say today in this passage that you may 

think is so simple.  You’ve heard it a thousand times. 

 

The Snake in the Desert Allusion 
 Well, let’s look at the passage.  It starts in v. 14 by saying, “Just as Moses lifted 

up the snake in the desert…”  Let’s stop right there.  What is this referring to?  It’s 

referring to an instance found in the OT book of Numbers.  Moses had led the people out 

of Egypt, through the Red Sea.  But the people quickly sinned by worshipping an idol 

instead of the God who had just delivered them.  In return, God made them wander in the 

desert for forty years before entering the Promised Land.  In Numbers 21 we read: 

 

They traveled from Mount Hor along the route to the Red Sea, to go 

around Edom.  But the people grew impatient on the way; they spoke 

against God and against Moses, and said, “Why have you brought us up 

out of Egypt to die in the desert?  There is no bread!  There is no water!  

And we detest this miserable food!”  Then the Lord sent venomous snakes 

among them; they bit the people and many Israelites died.  The people 

came to Moses and said, “We sinned when we spoke against the Lord and 

against you.  Pray that the Lord will take the snakes away from us.”  So 

Moses prayed for the people.  The Lord said to Moses, “Make a snake and 

put it up on a pole; anyone who is bitten can look at it and live.”  So 

Moses made a bronze snake and put it up on a pole.  Then when anyone 

was bitten by a snake and looked at the bronze snake, he lived. (Number 

21:4-9) 

 

 Because of sin, there was this plague of poisonous snakes unleashed on the 

people.  Everyone was getting bit.  The venom was going to work, attacking the nervous 

system, shutting down people’s hearts, killing people.  Quickly they plead with Moses to 

pray to God to stop the pandemic.  God tells Moses to make a snake, stick it up on a pole, 

and lift the pole high.  The people who are bitten by the snake can look at this bronze 

snake up on the pole and they will live.  It’s kind of weird, but Moses does it and it 

works.  That’s what Jesus is referring to in v. 14 when he says, “Just as Moses lifted up 

the snake in the desert.” 
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 “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted 

up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life” (vv. 14-15).  That 

occurrence in the OT was designed by God to foreshadow what he was going to do in 

Jesus.  In the book of John the phrase “lifted up” is used to refer to Jesus’ crucifixion 

when he was hoisted up on to the cross for all to see and mock (cf. 8:28, 12:32, 12:34).  

Jesus is talking about his crucifixion and likening it to the Numbers 21 snake in the 

wilderness. 

 Do you believe that the entire human race is suffering from a pandemic more 

deadly than snakes, more scary than SARS or bird flu and that it’s called sin?  Do you 

believe that we’ve all sinned against God?  We’ve all grumbled against him and wanted 

our own way.  And do you believe that our sin justly calls for punishment from God, the 

ultimate penalty being physical and spiritual death?  That’s what the Bible says.  We’ve 

all been bitten and infected with a deadly disease.  We’re all terminal, destined to live out 

our few remaining earthly days sick and contaminated.  And when we die the pain goes 

on forever; it doesn’t let up, it only worsens.  We are not well and we will not get better 

on our own or with our own homemade remedies.  Do you believe that this is the 

condition of the world and everyone living in it? 

 Let me put it this way…  When you watch the news, what do you see – rape, 

murder, terrorist attacks, government corruption, suicide, little girls getting killed by a car 

that runs the stop sign and speeds off.  That doesn’t look too pretty.  But you’ve got to 

make it more personal.  Is your life perfect?  Have you ever experienced pain – abuse, a 

broken marriage, rejection, loneliness, been hurt by somebody?  Has your life been rosy 

all the time?  What accounts for these things?  People’s sin, right?  Or to put it in simpler 

terms: people’s selfishness, their destructive addiction to self.  Now be honest, have you 

been completely innocent in all this?  Have you ever been partly responsible for a severed 

relationship, has your selfishness caused others pain, have you ever treated someone 

wrongly.  Do you feel free?  Or do you feel enslaved to certain addictions – can’t control 

anger; can’t stop looking at pornography; can’t be content at work; can’t make it through 

life without watching tv, spending money, playing video games.  If you need these things 

to deaden the pain and distract you you’re not free; you’re caught in a web of sin.  You 

have sinned and been bitten by its effects and they’re toxic.  Sin has contaminated the 

whole world and we’re all in the process of dying, physically and spiritually. 

 Jesus is saying that the antidote is found in looking to him on the cross in faith.  

That’s the only cure.  Just as those in the desert who were bitten by the venomous snakes 

looked at the snake on the pole and lived, so those bitten by sin and suffering the 

physical, emotional, and spiritual consequences can look at Jesus on the cross and live 

eternally.  Like the bronze serpent, fashioned in the image of the very thing that was 

killing them, Jesus on the cross took on sin – defiled, polluted, contaminated – and 

suffered as a sinner.  He became the very thing that was killing us and experienced the 

full bite of sin.  2 Corinthians 5:21 says, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, 

so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”  1 Peter 2:24 says, “He 

himself [that is Jesus] bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins 

and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.”  If we look to Jesus on 

the cross and trust that he was dying for our sins and suffering the wrath of God for our 

transgression, then we can be healed.  The poison is sucked out of us and poured onto 
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Jesus and expunged there.  That’s a pretty amazing picture, isn’t it?  That’s what Jesus is 

all about. 

 

John 3:16ff 
 Now we come to the verse that everyone seems to latch onto.  When we learn this 

verse, we don’t learn the whole Moses and the snake thing, do we?  But it’s clearly set in 

that context and that makes it make so much more sense.  Jesus stops talking in v. 15 and 

John cuts in with his own commentary on Jesus’ words.  He wants to elaborate a little 

more on this whole Moses/snake, Jesus/cross analogy.  “Just as Moses lifted up the snake 

in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, [in order] that everyone who believes 

in him may have eternal life.  For [John interjects; this all happened because] God so 

loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not 

perish but have eternal life” (vv. 14-16).  This is the reason why v. 14 is true, the ground 

clause – “for.”  The Son of Man must be lifted up in death to save dying sinners…  Why?  

Because God loves the world. 

Do you see how John 3:16 is connected to the snake analogy that comes before it?  

The word “so” we usually understand to mean “God SOOOOOOOOO loved the world” – 

emphasizing “the intensity of the love.”
1
  It’s true, God really, really, really loves the 

world, enough to give his only Son to take on its disease and die in order to cure it.  But 

the “so” here could also mean “in this way,” referring back to the whole Moses and the 

snake thing.  It could be an adverb describing how God loves.  Jesus is lifted up like the 

snake… for God loves the world so/thusly/in this Moses and the snake manner, so that all 

who all who look to him wouldn’t have to die.
2
  Either way God’s deep love is 

highlighted and it’s connected back into the whole Moses and the snake analogy that 

Jesus uses to describe his own death. 

 Think about that.  God – the holy, righteous, infinite, self-sufficient God, who 

would be justified in condemning the whole world to death and punishment – loves the 

world and devises a cure, a way out, a way for people to be healed and live forever with 

him while still remaining just and punishing sin.  He loves the world enough to send his 

one and only Son in the person of Jesus to willingly be lifted up on a cross as a snake, as 

a sin offering, so that people would not have to perish but could look to him and live.  

Romans 5:8 says, “God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still 

sinners, Christ died for us.”  What love!  That God would send his Son to earth knowing 

that he must be killed in order for the infected human race to be saved.  “Amazing love! 

how can it be that Thou, my God, shouldst die for me?”
3
 

 John goes on to say love was truly the motivation because/for “God did not send 

his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him” (v. 17).  

Jesus came purely on a rescue mission.  He didn’t come to condemn.  In today’s 

pluralistic setting when Christianity claims what Jesus claimed when he said, “I am the 

way, the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me” (Jn. 14:6), 

it’s presented as or it comes across as, “Jesus is in the way of people coming to God.”  

Jesus did not come to condemn the world and keep people from salvation.  He came, 

propelled by the infinite love of God, to open a way to the Father whereby people could 

look to his sacrifice and have life eternal with God, in his presence. 

 “Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands 

condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son” 
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(v. 18).  Jesus doesn’t have to condemn the world.  It stands condemned already.  You 

can’t walk into the Stage IV Oncology Ward at the hospital and give people terminal 

cancer.  They’ve already got it.  Jesus is kind of like a guy with the type O blood walking 

in to the ward and saying, “You can have all my blood, all my bone marrow, my heart, 

my lungs, my brain and a transfusion or transplant would cure the cancer patients and 

give them completely new bodies, while killing the donor.  I said kind of like, because of 

course the analogy breaks down… in many places.  But you get the point that Jesus 

comes as the cure, not the infection.  Humanity is already infected and dying.  God loves 

the world so much that he refuses to stand by and watch everyone suffer.  He sends his 

Son to die on the cross so that people could look to him in faith and be spared, not perish. 

 

Conclusion 
 So the question then becomes, “Do you want to admit that you’re sick or do you 

want to stubbornly refuse treatment?”  Will you say, “We have sinned against the Lord” 

(cf. Nu. 21:7) and look to Jesus and the answer?  Or will you love darkness instead of 

light and resist letting the light expose your pitiable state and refuse to believe in Jesus 

(cf. vv. 19-20)?  If you do so you will surely perish.  But if you realize how bad of a 

predicament you’ve gotten yourself into and take ownership and simply look to Christ, in 

faith, you will not perish but have eternal life.  Perish or have eternal life? 

That eternal life starts now, when you are born again, made new on the inside.  

Jesus says, “I am the resurrection and the life.  He who believes in me will live, even 

though he dies” (11:25).  Our are bodies will still die, but just as our souls are reborn 

when we look to Jesus and our souls remain with Jesus when we die, so our bodies will 

be resurrected after death when Jesus returns and we will live as perfect people in perfect, 

incorruptible bodies forever with the Lord.  Think about that.  You can live forever in a 

body that will never get sick, feel pain, cry, or die.  Sin and its effects will be banished 

completely from your surroundings and your heart.  And you will be in God’s 

unmitigated presence where there is fullness of joy and pleasures evermore (cf. Ps. 

16:11).  That’s the promise of Jesus. 

Jesus is saying to everyone here today, “Look at me!  Look at me… and live!”  

Will you look to Jesus?  Will you fix your eyes on him?  Are you gazing adoringly at 

him, experiencing the life and the freedom and the joy that he gives?  May we all look at 

Jesus, high and lifted up, and find in him the cure to our disease.  “Surely he took up our 

infirmities and carried our sorrows,… he was pierced for our transgressions, he was 

crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his 

wounds we are healed” (Is. 53:4-5). 

 

Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
May you “keep yourselves in God’s love as you wait for the mercy of our Lord Jesus 

Christ to bring you to eternal life” (Jude 1:21). 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, June 4, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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