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 Last week we began our Lenten journey, and I invited us to approach these Sundays 

of Lent as stages in a story. During Lent we’re journeying with God’s people; the people of 

Israel, from wilderness to Promised Land; from slavery to freedom; from death to life. 

That’s our journey during Lent. 

 Last week we began with an age-old human drama; the predicament that we humans 

all want so badly to play God. As we saw in the Garden of Eden “playing God” was a 

matter of wanting to choose good & evil for ourselves; to use the good things of a good 

creation in selfish ways; ways that flatter us & serve our own power, pleasure or prestige 

— instead of responding in worship & trust to the God of our faith.  

 At the end of last week, we saw how Jesus stepped into that age-old human drama 

of “playing God” to reveal a picture of  trust & devotion. When Jesus was tempted to “play 

God” in the wilderness; when he was tempted to bend Israel’s good story of provision, 

protection, and prosperity; when he was tempted to bend that good story to serve his own 

interest; Jesus — the Word made flesh — chose a path of worship & trust. He unveiled a 

picture of full humanity in the presence of God 

 And then I said this; at the end of last week I said, The Good News of our Lenten 

journey isn’t simply that Jesus knew how to avoid the age-old predicament of playing God. 

The Good News, the Gospel, is that Jesus wants to share his life [with us!] as a gift. This 

week we’re invited to explore how just how that gift of new life actually works.  

 That means continuing the story we started last week. It means picking up where we 

left off in the Garden of Eden, because the following chs. of Genesis invite us to see the 
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effects of “playing God” as unleashing a kind of tsunami in our relationship with God & 

the world. After Eden we no longer live in a relationship of worship & trust. After Eden, 

according to Genesis, we live in a world calculation, self-interest, analysis & greed. 

Worship becomes weighing our options — and then deciding for ourselves just how much 

to trust God or anyone else. The picture of the world after Eden is a picture of wreckage 

unleashed and set adrift. It’s an picture, perhaps, not so different than the one we’re facing 

right now when it comes to the debris & wreckage orbiting our planet in outer space.  

 “You never see it in those lovely NASA pictures of Earth, but the [low-orbit] space 

surrounding our [planet] is a cosmic junkyard.”  One recent article, even describes it as 1

“an existential risk for [any] commercialization of space…from tourism, to imaging, to 

pharmaceutical research.”  It’s like trying to work in a pinball machine — where the 2

pinballs move at about 18,000 mph. To make matters worse, there really aren’t any good 

options for getting rid of it. Researchers are exploring options like giant nets that pull stuff 

into the atmosphere where it can burn up. But so far none of them are even close. One 

specialist puts it like this, “It’s very easy to get something into orbit, and it’s the dickens to 

get it out.” Then he says this. “It’s kind of the human way… look at the oceans or the 

environment or anything, and [we] think it’s an infinite resource—and it isn’t.” 

 It’s kind of the human way. Genesis tells the same kind of story about the tsunami of 

wreckage unleashed in the Garden of Eden. The story of Genesis is that it’s so easy to get 

evil & greed into the orbit of God’s good creation, but it’s the dickens to get it out. That’s 
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what we learn in the stories following Eden; stories of the Great Flood & the Tower of 

Babel. They’re both stories about the challenge of getting evil out of God’s creation. The 

Flood is about obliterating everything and starting over. When that doesn’t work, when 

greed & evil not only reappear but intensify in the tower of Babel, God diffuses it by 

scattering people over the face of the earth. But even that doesn’t fix it. All the debris & 

wreckage of greed & evil are still in circulation — and growing. The longer it goes the 

worse it gets. Eventually humanity itself poses a kind of existential risk for God’s good 

creation — right from the beginning, in Genesis! It’s kind of the human way.  

 Then we arrive at today’s reading. 

The Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your 

father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, 

and I will bless you, and make your name great … and in you all the families of the 

earth shall be blessed.” (Gen. 12:1-4) 

 When we arrive at Abraham we arrive at the great turning point in the story of 

creation. Nothing has changed, but everything has changed. Because when God calls 

Abraham in a world full of wreckage & debris, God himself is the one who assumes 

responsibility to bless creation. The commands of Genesis ch. 1 become the promises of 

Genesis ch. 12. God’s commands to be fruitful & multiply; to fill the earth & exercise 

stewardship. Those commands are now assumed by God himself, who says: I will make 

you a blessing for all families of the earth.  

 Here’s the amazing thing: God’s promises to Abraham don’t actually remove any of 
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of the evil or greed — they actually heighten the drama by shining a light on all the 

wreckage that’s already here. According to one theologian, “This is not a story about 

human potential. This is a story about what God did in the life of a man and woman who 

had no human potential—that’s the whole point.”  We’re simply invited to sit back and to 3

marvel at how God begins working with the wreckage of our world; how God begins using 

even our worst junk(!) to extend life & blessing to all creation. And it happens for no other 

reason than this: the God of our faith is supremely a God of blessing. 

 Here’s how it works. God starts using our cosmic junkyard right right away. He 

begins with Abraham. Two times in Genesis Abraham tries to pass off his wife Sarah as his 

sister to save his own skin. It’s deplorable — but God uses it to extend blessing. 

Abraham’s grandson Jacob steal’s his brother’s birthright and then runs away to escape. 

It’s shameful — but God uses it to extend blessing. Ten of Jacobs sons sell their brother, 

Joseph, to a caravan of traders and then cover it up by telling their father he was 

slaughtered by a wild beast. It’s atrocious — but God uses it to save lives & extend 

blessing.  

 After Joseph, they become slaves in Egypt for 400 years until Moses shows up and 

leads them into the desert. When they begin their journey we hold our breath to see how 

these freed slaves will respond to a fresh start from the God who saved them. We hold our 

breath as God leads them with a pillar of cloud by day & a pillar of fire by night — and 

invites them to live as a kingdom of priests in worship & praise. He invites them back to a 

life of adoration, almost like we found in Eden. 

 Rutledge, “The Lord Spoke to Abraham,” in And God Spoke to Abraham, 313
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 But just a few steps into their journey, they’re already complaining; falling back into 

the same wreckage of evil & greed, grumbling & complaining and using every opportunity 

to play God. More than once God is ready to give up. More than once God tells Moses to 

step aside so he can wipe out the wreckage & try again. He even offers Moses a new start. 

But Moses says no and God relents. And together Moses & God wrestle with these 

stubborn people for 40 years. They do it for no other reason than this: the God of our faith 

is supremely a God of blessing. 

 It all comes to a head in one of the most bizarre stories of Hebrew Scripture. All the 

grumbling & complaining comes to a head in a truly strange story where God afflicts the 

people with “fiery serpents.” The 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. 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.” [That’s it. It’s just that strange & cryptic: they shall look at it and live.] So 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 (Num. 21:7–9). 

 After 40 years of wandering, after centuries & generations before that, it’s as if God 

is confronting his people with the consequence of humanity’s wreckage; all our evil & 

greed. It’s almost like God is taking them back to the Garden of Eden & showing them 

what humanity unleashed when they listened to the voice of a serpent. The God of blessing 

is confronting them, but ultimately inviting them to live.  
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 It’s a strange story that we’d be happy to forget — except Jesus won’t let us. 

Because that utterly strange story of a snake on a pole is the one Jesus uses to describe the 

way his gift of life actually works. In today’s Gospel he says:  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 (John 3:14–15). 

Just like the serpent, the cross of Jesus confronts us with the wreckage of evil & greed.  

Just like the serpent, the cross offers a sign of divine mercy. 

Just like the serpent, the cross invites us to trust the promise of God’s blessing. 

 The cross of Jesus is just that strange & cryptic — and beautiful. We’re invited to 

look at it & live. That’s it. Because we believe that on the cross any of the wreckage & evil 

in our world, was somehow allowed to exhaust itself on Jesus. When we see Jesus on the 

cross — lifted up in glory— “what we are looking at is the result of the evil in which we 

are all stuck. And we are seeing what God has done about it. We are seeing, in particular, 

what God’s own love looks like.... All we can do, just [like Israel], is to look and trust.”  4

 The cross is just that strange & beautiful. We’re invited to look & trust, that on the 

cross God absorbs any wreckage that threatens our world. We’re invited to look & trust, 

that on the cross we see the clearest picture of God’s love. Look & trust, that on the cross 

we find the promise of God’s blessing. Look & trust, that we discover our greatest joy & 

greatest hope as we allow the cross to become the defining shape of our lives, leading us in 

humility & devotion to worship the God “who gives life to the dead and calls into 

existence the things that do not exist,” (Rom. 4:16–17). Look & trust. Amen

 Wright, John for Everyone, 33-344


