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IT’S NOT WHAT WE REALLY WANTED 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

Numbers 21:4-9 

The Bronze Serpent 

4From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the land of 

Edom. And the people became impatient on the way. 5And the 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 loathe this worthless food.” 

6Then the Lord sent fiery serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that 

many people of Israel died. 7And the people came to Moses and said, “We have 

sinned, for we have spoken against the Lord and against you. Pray to the Lord, that he 

take away the serpents from us.” So Moses prayed for the people. 8And the Lord said 

to Moses, “Make a fiery serpent and set it on a pole, and everyone who is bitten, when 

he sees it, shall live.” 9So Moses made a bronze serpent and set it on a pole. And if a 

serpent bit anyone, he would look at the bronze serpent and live. 

 

John 3:14-21 

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. 

 

For God So Loved the World 

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 
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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.” 

 

 

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

The world is running out of chocolate. That’s what I heard in an interview on NPR. Some 

of the world’s finest cacao beans are grown in the country of Ecuador in South 

America. But a fungus called witch’s broom has infested many of their cacao trees. 

For decades, there was a growing concern that Ecuador would no longer be able to 

produce the very thing needed to make chocolate. So, 50 years ago a guy by the 

name of Homero Castro began to breed a new kind of cacao tree, not genetically 

altered, but a hybrid from various cacao trees that he collected from all over the 

world.  

 

It took him 12 years, but finally Castro was able to grow a tree that is immune to witch’s 

broom. He bought some land and planted a bunch of them. Each tree produced 10 

times as many pods as the standard tree. It was a chocolate lover’s dream come true, 

and companies like Hershey’s and Cadbury came to Ecuador to see Homero’s trees. 

But the chocolate from his trees tasted sour. Eventually a process was developed 

whereby the sour taste is leached out. It creates a more bland chocolate. Yet, 

chocolate companies in desperation have been gradually using more of the blander 

chocolate every year. At first it made up only 5% of the average chocolate bar, then it 

was increased to 10%, then 20%. They’re hoping that with time no one will notice the 

difference. Speaking for chocolate lovers everywhere, a blander tasting chocolate is 

okay, but it’s not what we really want. 

 

It’s not what we really want. The same thing can be said of John 3:16. Yes, it is the most 

well-known verse in the Bible. Yes, it is the Gospel in a nutshell. Yes, it is the Good News, 

and it’s okay, but it’s not the good news that we really want. God gave us His Son to 

die for us so that we can have eternal life. But that is not our first choice for what we 

want God to give us.  
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What God had given to Israel was freedom, deliverance from slavery in Egypt. But as 

they walked the long way around the land of Edom, what they really wanted from 

God was a rib-eye steak and a tall glass of iced tea. Forty years they had been 

walking through the desert wilderness. Eating not much else besides manna. Forty 

years of eating oatmeal every day. Now they had gotten so close to the Promised 

Land, but the King of Edom wouldn’t let them pass through his lands. They had to go 

the long way around. They were tired. God had set them free and promised them 

freedom in a new land, and that was okay, but it was not what they really wanted 

from God at that moment. God had given them manna so they wouldn’t go hungry, 

and that was okay, but at that moment it was not what they wanted from God. They 

would have sold themselves back into slavery in exchange for a McDonald’s Happy 

Meal.  

 

So, the Israelites complained at God and Moses. Then, God sent snakes among them, 

fiery snakes, venomous snakes. Many Israelites were bitten and died. The Israelites said 

they were sorry. They asked Moses to pray to God to take away the snakes. Moses 

prayed.  God’s response was again probably not what they really wanted from God. 

God did not take away the snakes. Instead, He instructed Moses to put a bronze snake 

on a pole. The bitten Israelites would look up at the bronze snake and be healed. But 

they were still getting bitten. The cause of their fear and pain was not taken away. The 

bronze snake on a pole was okay, but it was not what they really wanted from God. 

 

God gave us His Son. God gives us eternal life. But God does not always take away 

the cause of our fears. He does not always take away our pain. God gave us His Son. 

God gave us eternal life. That’s okay. But what we really want from God is to be 

independent and self-sustaining and to have some measure of success in what we do. 

We want to be spared pain. We don’t want to feel afraid. We want to be happy. We 

have a pretty good idea of how things ought to be at home, at work, at school, at 

church, in our health, and that’s what we really want from God: we want the things in 

our life to be how they ought to be. 
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When you can’t get that from God, no matter what you do, and when you grow tired, 

and when you feel powerless, and when you can’t get God or others to do what you 

want them to do, when your coping reserves are almost exhausted, then despair can 

run through your body like snake venom. Despair. God gives you eternal life through 

the gift of His Son, and that is okay, but what you really want from God is to have some 

say in what is happening in your life right now. 

 

So, God in His perfect love for us, did not ask us whether we wanted Him to send Jesus 

to die for us. God didn’t ask us first before sending Jesus.  

 

He knew that if instead He gave us what we really wanted, that no matter what it was, 

no matter how much success, no matter how much money, no matter how much 

independence, no matter how much happiness, it would not give us life. So, He just 

sent Jesus to save our lives.  

 

So, when God’s people kept asking Jesus for a sign of His authority, after Jesus had 

already given them so many miracles but they obviously had in mind something else 

that they really wanted from Him, the only signs He would give them were about His 

saving death on the cross. Nicodemus spoke to Jesus about His signs. “We know that 

no one could do such signs if God were not with Him.”  

 

Now, if Nicodemus had come to Jesus looking for one more proof, one more sign that 

Jesus really was the Messiah, then the only sign he was going to get was like the snake 

on the pole. Jesus told Nicodemus, “As the bronze snake was lifted up above the 

heads of the people so that every snake bit person who looked up and saw it lived, so 

Jesus would be lifted up above the heads of the people, nailed to a cross, so that all 

who believe in Him will have life.”  

 

The crowds who were fed with the loaves and fish wanted another sign from Jesus. The 

sign He gave them was a graphic description of eating Jesus’ flesh and drinking His 

blood. He was talking about the giving of His flesh and blood on a cross to give them 

life. The Pharisees wanted a sign. Jesus told them the only sign they would get was the 

sign of Jonah. As Jonah was three days in the belly of a great fish, good as dead, but 

on the third day the great fish spat him out on dry land, so Jesus would die on a cross 
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and for three days be dead inside a tomb until His grave could no longer hold him. His 

Jonah-like death and resurrection would give us life. They requested signs. They saw 

Jesus’ miracles, and that was okay, but it was not what they really wanted. They were 

looking for something else, but Jesus kept pointing them to what would really give 

them and us life: His death on a cross.  

 

His death on a cross gives us life. On that cross Jesus died. But on the cross what also 

dies more and more each day is all of our delusions about having control over our lives 

and of having life the way we want it.  From Jesus’ empty tomb rises in us each day a 

growing trust in God, the understanding that we are dependent on God, and a 

growing peace with that.  

 

Being dependent on God is not what we really want. It feels like we are being taken 

the long way around. A blander chocolate is not what we really want, but over time 

we may not notice the difference. Yet, we will notice the difference as our trust in God 

grows over time. Because a trusting dependence upon God, upon the gift He has 

given us in His Son, is life and joy and peace right now, as well as in the new earth to 

come. 

 

Amen.    


