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[bookmark: _GoBack]Numbers 21:4-9	
4From 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. 5The people spoke against God and against Moses, “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we detest this miserable food.” 6Then the LORD sent poisonous serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that many Israelites died. 7The people came to Moses and said, “We have 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. 8And 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.” 9So Moses made a serpent of bronze, and put it upon a pole; and whenever a serpent bit someone, that person would look at the serpent of bronze and live.
John 3:14-21
14And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. 16“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.17“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. 18Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God. 19And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil. 20For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. 21But those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God.”

The Action of Belief
Typically at Easter and at Advent – and whenever there is no series being worked on, it is common to drop into using lectionary readings which are set of readings which have been used for many years and are used today by people all over the world.  It is good to think that today we read these verses and that they will be read in many churches throughout the world by people of lots of different denominations,   there is a sense of connection and a sense of unity with those who soon will be waking up to a new day of worship. 
We have not recited a creed today, but all over the world people today will be affirming, if not in the actual words, in spirit and faith: I believe in God, the Father Almighty, creator of heaven and earth. I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.
This year the lectionary focusses on the book of Mark for the gospel readings.  The lectionary rotates over three years majoring in on either Matthew, Mark or Luke.  Where does John come in then I was recently asked.  It seems as though there are times in the year when readings from John are picked up and so in a three year cycle you read all of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  Here is one of those examples.  Where we drop into John and classic phrases which might be familiar, but which we certainly do not want to just wash over us because they are familiar.  These words remind us of the center of our faith.  Reading John 3:16 in its context rather than a proof-text adds richness and challenge.  We see that belief has never been separated from behavior.  Belief is not just about praying the right words in a prayer, belief is about a way of life which walks daily in the light.
Nicodemus a Pharisee came to Jesus by night and enquired about life and faith.  There follows in John 3 one of the most loved narratives in scripture.  Jesus tells Nicodemus that he must be born again Nicodemus can’t understand how a grown man can go and be born again.  The evangelical movement spear-headed by Billy Graham picked up the catch cry, you must be born again.  Jesus explains that this is a new birth in the spirit not in the physical sense.  How can one be born again? Our passage elaborates emphasizing belief and behavior.
The reference to Moses lifting up the serpent in the desert is reference Numbers 24 where the people grumbled against God and against Moses and so God sent serpents among them and many were poisoned. God told Moses to make a serpent put it on a pole and everyone who looked at the serpent – which he made out of bronze - lived.  This image has been a common one around hospitals through the years hasn’t it. 
In the same way because of stubbornness against God people have been bitten by a serpent – a serpent called sin has sunk its teeth in and the result is that all face eternal death. But as Christ is looked to in faith there is healing from sin’s poison, forgiveness and life eternal.
The order of the sentence in John 3:16 is striking.  The emphasis is on God who makes the first move.  God so loved that world.  The gospel is a gospel of love.  That he gave – it is God’s nature to give and what God gives is himself, his only, beloved son. Now that’s the big part of the picture, but it is not the whole picture, there is also a call to respond, so that anyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.  
God’s love requires a response.  People can’t receive God’s love through Jesus if they do not want it.  People can’t gain eternal life through Jesus unless they place their faith in him.  
Its like there is an offer which needs to be taken up, received. We had a courier parcel sent to us, it arrived at home when we weren’t there and it was one of those parcels which they couldn’r just leave at the front door, so we had to go down to the East Tamaki mail centre to collect it.  We knew that the parcel had arrived, we knew it was for us, but it wasn’t actually ours until we acted to go and receive it.  In John 1 another favourite evangelical verse - to any who received him – Jesus – he gave the power to become children of God.  Eternal life has been given to us through Jesus.  The way to pick that up is through belief in him.  We have to take him at his word.  He can and does give eternal life and we have to place our trust in him.  
Now immediately questions arise: what about those who don’t believe? What about those who never have a chance to believe or have such a bad experience of Christians that they are put off forever?  Maybe in the times of the evangelical crusades there might have been a sense that if only people had the opportunity, if everyone had salvation clearly explained to them then all would believe.  There was a great sense of optimism.  However today we see Christianity as a fading light in many countries.  It’s not going to die out, but in the immediate future anyway it looks to being pushed to the edge of society rather than to the centre.   
One of my standard replies to the issues here is: we don’t judge anyone – it is only God who has all the knowledge to judge a person’s soul, in fact as we read on, God in one way judges no one because everyone judges themselves depending on their response to Jesus.  Jesus didn’t come ‘into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.’   Jesus who said I am the light of the world.  People who respond to him with faith come to him like stepping from darkness into light.  Those who reject him make their own choice and remain in the darkness.  
We are not in someone else’s shoes, what we have is the offer of eternal life through Jesus and we must respond to the light which we have been given.  Believe and you will be saved. 
So God sees and God knows and our way is be evident to him.  Darkness is not dark at all to him. God knows our hearts. God knows our actions and whether they are done for him as a response to faith, or whether they are done out of selfish desire and motivation to exalt self-first. Belief affects behavior. The behaviour of belief is behavior we are happy to have the light shone on.  Behaviour of belief is not hidden or in darkness.  The behaviour of belief is done to honour God with our lives.  
Yes we might have gone forward at a rally, yes we might have prayed a special prayer to receive Jesus into our lives, (I did, I have) but belief and behavior have never been separated.  Faith is supported by works and works flow from faith. 
The call today is for on-going belief in Jesus who gives eternal life.  And it is for a commitment to living a life which is worthy of the salvation which is ours as sons and daughters of God and brothers and sisters of Jesus. 

Prayer of response
