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Grace Presbyterian Church               March 14, 2021 

Psalm 107: 1-3, 17-22; Ephesians 2:1-10;    Lent IV  

John 3: 14-21 

“Self-Denial: After a Year of Pandemic…” 

Pastor Jonathan 

 

We mark a year into this pandemic with a desire to anchor our souls in the 

truth and love of Jesus. Before going to how we do that, let’s just take a 

moment to reflect on what has happened in the last year. There has likely 

never been anything in our lives quite like what we have been through this 

last year. It is difficult to even find parallels in history that are appropriate 

parallels. One preacher has noted this is something like what happened to the 

world during the World Wars. You could say there were many more deaths 

in the World Wars, but still, the loss of everyday life, security, and a sense of 

knowing you might die in the near future, if the government didn’t take 

radical measures as is similar to the World Wars. Our losses have been great 

during this last year. 22,045 people in Canada. 84,935 in Great Britain. 

514,198 people have died in the United States. 2,635,338 people in the 

world have died due to COVID19 in 219 countries and territories as of 

March 11, 2021. You and I both know that these numbers are equivalents to 

cities wiped out in each of the countries mentioned, and the larger world 

number would be like a small country decimated. I can think of no other 

appropriate response but simply to pause now and take a moment of silence 

to grieve the lost. Let us do so right now. 

 

I know silence is unfamiliar to many of us, at least in the middle of sermons. 

I want to take a few moments today to find God in the midst of the massive 

transition we have gone through and are going through in our lives. I 

remember the last time we met in a “normal” service in the building was 

when we were saying Goodbye to Connie on March 15, 2020. I thought we 

would be able to take a few weeks off or have something a little different 

than our regularly scheduled programming. I was way off. We have come 

back and forth here at Grace now in opening the building for a couple of 

seasons while being “shut down” for about six months. We did so wisely, in 

my opinion. This has gone on longer, and the lasting effects of it have gone 

wider than I supposed they ever would.  

 

I will borrow from my fellow pastors, Brett McBride, from People’s Church 

in Toronto and Pete Scazzero from New Life Fellowship Church in New 

York. 
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Brett shared the following thoughts and statistics: 

I remember last year at this time, I thought, it’s going to be weird to have to 

take a couple weeks off church, then it was a couple months, then six 

months, and now it is a year. Christmas online. The last time People’s 

Church met was March 8, 2020. We are one year into a global pandemic and 

many of us are wondering if the hopelessness of it will ever stop.  

 

70% of children and youth are experiencing deteriorating mental health. 

University students are reporting a higher rate of depression and anxiety. 

44% of parents with children under 18 at home reported worse mental 

health. 

Parents are reporting: Increased alcohol consumption, increased suicidal 

thoughts and feelings, increased stress about domestic violence. 

36% of people say working from home is more stressful, because you have 

to live with your spouse, and your children all day everyday which may be 

okay for a while, but not something we are used to living. 

21% report physical consequences of stress increased since COVID started 

last year. 

We all carry our stress differently. Brett noted there were days he couldn’t 

get out of bed. I know I can relate. 

Many of us have strained muscles, grinding of teeth. The pandemic is 

wearing us down. 

It’s ok to not be ok. 

How long is this going to last? Read Psalm 13:1-2. 

The enemy that the Psalmist is facing is an inner enemy, not someone out 

there. 

The Scriptures allow us to be sad, to be downcast. 

The Gospel of happiness is killing us. The idea we have to be happy all the 

time is too much.  

As Christians, we have permission to lament. 

Job experienced family loss, financial loss, and he experienced personal 

suffering, painful boils. His friends came to comfort him. Job 2:12-13. They 

sat quiet for a full week. They practiced a ministry of presence, listening and 

tears. 

We all need someone to help. 

Scripture contains such raw and honest prayer. I find it comforting that 

Scripture records this prayer. Job’s friends try to solve it by talking it out and 

tell Job how he has gone wrong, and in so doing ruin the ministry they 

rightly started with him. God has to discipline Job’s friends in the end, but 
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Job God blesses as Job repents and follows God anew. We too are 

encouraged in the midst of our suffering to trust God anew. 

 

Unfortunately we mainly go to short-term solutions in dealing with our grief, 

such as denying it, distraction, busy-ness, raging, medicating, quitting, and 

many other strategies that we likely are unaware of pursuing. We just cope. 

We do not have a theology of endings and new beginnings, of transitions, 

from seasons to new seasons in world history. What would it means if we 

knew for sure the American Empire is finished and a new one is coming?  

 

In the past, individuals in many cultures would wear black to signify their 

grief for days, weeks, months, years and even to the end of their lives, 

showing they were never the same, and choosing to show that to others. 

While we may see this as “being stuck in the past,” we have likely gone to 

the opposite extreme of treating too lightly our losses. There are many 

transitions and losses in our lives beyond the pandemic ones: deaths and 

other diseases, job losses and changes, having children, adopting children, 

not being able to have children, life dreams shattered, businesses lost, 

betrayal by friends and family, divorces, relationships cut off, and you likely 

can name other ones. How do you deal with your losses and transitions?  

 

Ultimately, we will move from this life to the next. Our world will move 

from this time to Jesus’ second coming, judgment and the new heaven and 

new earth. Scripture warns us that the last days will be difficult ones. We are 

in the last days, as we have been since Jesus’ ascension. Jesus in Mark 13 

reminds us to be on guard, to be alert and to watch. Matthew also reminds in 

chapter 24 to keep watch, because we don’t know when the Lord will return. 

We know the Gospel must be preached to the whole world as a testimony to 

all nations, before Jesus comes again (Matt. 24:14). So if you want to keep 

up on that news, be aware of the number of languages into which the Bible 

is being translated, and the number of people groups left with which to share 

the Good News. 

 

Meanwhile, God tells us, “Do not be afraid.” He consistently says that to us 

every time He sends a messenger, an angel or someone to tell you what to do 

in the midst of losses. And He leads us back to the Gospel. But such an 

exercise is not merely intellectual. It is not merely a matter of getting your 

fire insurance and life insurance in order spiritually. It is truly being rooted 

in relationship with Jesus, our only Hope in the midst of suffering and loss. 
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In the midst of the confusing in-between of life, in the liminality of our not 

yet being out of the pandemic, but also not yet being able to see how life will 

have changed once the virus is effectively defeated. How will we be 

changed? How can we now address the changes we need most in our lives? 

 

This is where we come back to the Scriptures, for the answers to our deepest 

life questions. You and I both know that John 3:16 is more than a code that 

someone puts in between the goal posts on a football field, or indeed have 

painted on their face, as in the case of Tim Tebow. 

 

It is a Bible reference that takes us to one of the most beloved and relevant 

passages of Scripture in the Gospel of John. “For God so loved the world…” 

and many of us can finish the quotation. It is the love of God to which we 

turn in the midst of our suffering and unanswered questions. In fact, we 

choose to go to Jesus to see what He has to say, just as Nicodemus did 

nearly two thousand years ago, that one night. He didn’t want to be seen 

going to Jesus, but he wanted to ask him an important question. But it seems 

as though Nicodemus never got to ask it. He simply affirms Jesus as a 

teacher or rabbi from God, a performer of miracles, thus showing not just by 

words but by deeds that God is with Jesus. 

 

And instead of answering these comments with a statement about Himself 

immediately, Jesus blatantly begins the conversation with the fact that no 

one can see the kingdom of God without being born again. And Nicodemus, 

with all his Scriptural knowledge and theological education does not get it. 

Just like the crowd in John 6 thought Jesus was talking about cannibalism, 

so Nicodemus thinks he is being invited to crawl back into his mother’s 

body. Nothing could be farther from the truth. A new birth is a new 

beginning, a radical transition, a messy event, and a painful yet wonderful 

and joyful event. A spiritual re-birth is the same. Jesus uses the word 

pictures in John to help us understand our ultimate spiritual hungers and 

thirsts can only be satisfied in Him. Jesus begins this way with Nicodemus 

and tells him if you don’t get this, you won’t get anything else about the 

kingdom of God, God’s mission, God’s love, God’s truth which is what 

Jesus is introducing in a way no one else could. Accepting Jesus’ love and 

truth, turning from our sins, and receiving the gift of His salvation is how we 

receive that second birth. If you haven’t asked Jesus for that gift, if you 

haven’t given yourself totally to Him, do so today. 
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And thankfully for us, Jesus keeps teaching Nicodemus, (John 3:5-8) on the 

Holy Spirit, and on himself. Jesus even wonders how Nicodemus can be a 

teacher in Israel, in fact, a member of the Jewish Supreme Court, yet he 

doesn’t understand most of what Jesus is saying. (vv. 9-13) Jesus self-

identifies as the Son of Man in v. 13. He then goes into the passage we read 

today that begins with the obscure reference to the snake in the desert. (v. 

14)  

 

If you remember, Moses was leading the people through the desert for forty 

years, because they had chosen to not enter the promised land, on the basis 

of the majority report of the spies who said it would be too hard, and not the 

minority report of Joshua and Caleb who said they could it, but only with 

God as their leader. So they were going through the desert and they were 

grumbling against the Lord, to Moses saying, we don’t have bread or water 

and we detest this manna! (Numbers 21: 5). All of a sudden poisonous 

snakes camp into the large camp of maybe two million people. The 

Scriptures record 600,000 men in Exodus 12:37. Numbers can be disputed, 

but the point is there a lot of people in the desert, and poisonous snakes bite 

many of them. They are dying. The people once again in their suffering turn 

back to the Lord and ask Moses to pray for them. The LORD says a strange 

thing to Moses as an answer. It sounds quite out of the Ancient Near East, as 

it is. God tells Moses to make a bronze snake (you wonder about the bronze 

foundry and the artistry and technical ability and time to make such an 

object) and put it on a pole, and if a person is bitten by a poison snake, they 

can look up in faith to that snake on the pole and be healed and live. 

(Numbers 21: 8-9) But what does this mean? 

 

Perhaps you know that a poisonous snake has bitten us too, just as Eve and 

Adam were bitten in the garden. And the venom of sin is in our veins, and 

we are unable to stop its poisonous goal. Our death is sure. The only way for 

us is to look to the One who has been lifted up for us. In the desert it was a 

bronze snake that brought healing and life. On the cross, we see the Lamb of 

God, the Son of Man who takes away the sin of the world. All we need to do 

accept what Jesus has done for us, look up to the Cross for the life and 

healing that flows from that place. We choose to hear God telling us He 

loves us. He does not want to condemn us, but save us from our sins, and 

rebellion against Him. He wants this for as many as will accept it. Today is 

the day to accept Jesus. Look up to Him. Receive Him. Give yourself to 

Him. 
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So what is the answer to all the fear and suffering and pain that is happening 

to the world right now through the pandemic? The same answer that was 

addressing our personal and community and worldwide spiritual need before 

the pandemic: Jesus.  

 

In fact, the Gospel of John presents Jesus as the answer to the question: 

What must we do to do the works God requires? (John 6: 28-29)  

The work of God is this: to believe in the One he has sent. 

 

Our work is simply trusting Jesus, believing Him, listening to Him and 

following Him. Now you know that is not something new. But how well are 

you believing/trusting in Him? One of the biggest tasks we have in this life 

is simply “Relaxing in Jesus.” This is another way to translate “believing” or 

“trusting” Him. Do you believe He holds you more strongly than you hold 

Him? Being held by Jesus is the goal of everything we hold dear as 

Christians. Without that, we have nothing. And I know it is easier to talk 

about it than to experience it. We have a hard time believing that everyone 

the Father gives Jesus will come to Him and never be driven away by Him. 

But that’s what John 6:36 says. We need to relax in the sovereign will of our 

loving Father God. Of course, this does not mean we have nothing to do, and 

no responsibility for telling others. We do. But we do it out of a sense of 

knowing God really is in control, and not baffled by the pandemic or any 

other aspect of our lives.  

 

We need to deeply know we are saved by grace and that not of ourselves, it 

is the gift of God, as Paul says twice in Ephesians 2. This gift needs to be 

received everyday. We need to not only relax in Jesus, but also detach from 

worldly things, possessions, accomplishments, losing our lives daily to find 

them in Him, taking up our cross daily, living for Him. And finally we need 

to be listening to Him daily. These are not new ideas. But they are the way 

we anchor to Him who is our Master and Life. Pete Scazzero has taught well 

on this and there is much more to say. Let me simply ask you how you are 

doing in relaxing in Jesus? Does He have the central place in your life? Are 

you okay with letting go of things in His direction? Your things, your 

possessions, your accomplishments, your letting go of all things to come 

under His direction…that’s a lifelong process, and many of us are still not 

ready for our having to give it all up at the end of this physical life. Finally, 

how are you doing at listening to Him? Do you read His Word, regularly, 

faithfully? Are you learning more about your relationship with Him and are 

you able to communicate with others what you are learning?  
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Turn to Jesus anew today, a year into the pandemic, into another new 

season, forty years into our congregational history, who would’ve imagined 

it? The message stays the same. Jesus is faithful. 

 

Let us pray. 


