Sunday before the Exaltation of the Holy Cross
(Jn. 3:13-17)
1
		Christ is in our midst!  He is and ever shall be!
In the Name of the Father, and of the + Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
“Jesus answered and said unto [Nicodemus], ‘And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up, . . . .’”
If we recall the setting of this Gospel pericope this morning, it is the expansion on a conversation between our Lord and a ruler of the Jews named Nicodemus who takes increasingly keen interest in this Jesus throughout the Theologian’s Holy Gospel.  He is one soul whose spiritual journey we can actually follow throughout St. John’s Evangel and behold his progression as he grows up into the faith of Jesus Christ, moving from being an inquirer who approaches our Lord under cover of darkness to being a full-fledged disciple of the crucified and risen Master.  
In verses just before our Gospel reading, Jesus has instructed this ruler of Jews in the sacramental realities, that is, in the Mysteries of Holy Baptism and Chrismation, when Nicodemus questions Him about being “born again,” thinking that perhaps Jesus was talking about the possibility of a second physical birth like unto the first!  “’Verily, verily I say unto thee, unless a man be born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter into the Kingdom of God’” (Jn. 3:1-8).  Nicodemus, perplexed and baffled by the Master’s mystical answer, wonders aloud just how these things can be of which Jesus speaks, to which our Lord answers, “’And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up, . . . .’”
Jesus points Israel’s teacher back to the Old Testament account of equally mystical significance found in the Mosaic Book of Numbers.  As the people of Israel wandered in the wilderness for 40 years, “the soul of the people was much discouraged because of the way,” the prophet writes, “and the people spoke against God and against Moses: ‘Why have ye brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness?  For there is no bread, neither is there water; and our soul loatheth this light bread,’” which was the manna the Lord provided His people.  We have to understand that despite all that God has been blessing His people with, they were ungrateful and bitterly complained against both God and His servant, Moses.  And so, “the Lord sent fiery serpents among the people,” the prophet writes, which bit the people so that many in Israel died from their venomous wounds.  “Therefore the people came to Moses and said, ‘We have sinned, for we have spoken against the Lord and against thee.  Pray unto the Lord, that He take away the serpents from us.’”  In response to His peoples’ humble repentance and Moses’ priestly prayer on behalf of those who had bitterly complained against him and against God, the Lord doesn’t remove the fiery snakes from them, but rather He provides for them a remedy.  The Lord instructs His prophet to fashion a bronze serpent which he is to affix to a pole.  “’And it shall come to pass,’” declares the Lord, “’that every one who is bitten, when he looketh upon it, shall live.’”  And so it came to pass according to the word of the Lord, “that if a serpent had bitten any man, when he beheld the serpent of brass he lived” (Nm. 21:4-9). 
‘”[A]s Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have Eternal Life.’”  In this story of the bronze serpent, the Church sees a type, a shadow, or prefiguration of what was to transpire on Great and Holy Friday wherein the Son of Man and Son of God is nailed to the Cross and is lifted up from the earth “on behalf of all and for all” (Jn. 12:32-33).  If God can bring about healing through the bronze image of a fiery serpent fixed to a pole, how much more healing, then, can He do and will He do through His only-begotten Son, Who, “being the brightness of [the Father’s] glory and the express image of His Person” (Jn. 1:1, 14, 18; 2 Cr. 4:4; Co. 1:15; Hb. 1:3) is affixed to the hardwood of the Holy Cross itself?  The first brought about a temporary physical restoration to all who had been injected with the poisonous venom of the fiery serpent; the second gives Eternal Life to all who, having experienced the ancient serpent’s poisonous venom of sin and spiritual death, look in faith to Him lifted up upon the Holy Cross (Rv. 12:9; 20:2)!   
It is the Holy Cross, dearly beloved, energized by the Holy Spirit which gives divine and heavenly power to the sacramental Mystery of Holy Baptism of which our Lord tells Nicodemus, “’Verily, verily I say unto thee, unless a man be born [again] of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter into the Kingdom of God’” (Jn. 3:3, 5).  St. Paul links as well the Holy Cross and the crucified Son of God with Holy Baptism.  “Ye are buried with Him in Baptism,” the Apostle writes to the Church at Colossae, 
wherein ye also are risen with Him through the faith wrought by the operation of God, Who hath raised Him from the dead.  And you, being dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your flesh, hath He quickened together with Him, having forgiven you all trespasses, blotting out the handwriting of ordinances that was against us, which was contrary to us.  He took it out of the way, nailing it to His Cross; and having despoiled principalities and powers, He made a show of them openly, triumphing over them in it (Co. 2:12-15).  

By the Holy Cross in Baptism, we have been crucified with our Lord Jesus Christ to the powers of sin and death, and we are raised up in the power and strength of His most glorious Resurrection by the Holy Spirit Who raised Him up from the dead (Rm. 1:4; 6:1-11; Ga. 2:20)!  In the Holy Cross of the crucified and risen Lord of Glory, therefore, we boast because in Him and through it we are crucified to the world and the world to us, which is to say, we die to the allurements of the world and its ways of death and destruction so that we may be raised to live in the Kingdom of God and to walk according to His ways of Eternal Life (Ga. 6:11-18).
	Brethren, we must enter the Kingdom God by being born again from above by water and the Holy Spirit, even as our Lord has said.  But, it is our faith in Him which makes use of sacramental grace “’that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have Eternal Life.’”  The Apostle and Evangelist St. Mark says as much when he records our Lord as saying, “’He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved; but he that believeth not shall be damned’” (Mk. 16:16), which is to say, if we are baptized and do not believe, that is, if we do not live by faith in Him Who was crucified for us, then we receive the grace of God in vain and not to our salvation (Jn. 3:18; Rm. 1:17; 2 Cr. 6:1).
	“’And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whosever believeth in Him should not perish, but have Eternal Life.’”  Beloved, let us understand that this Eternal Life is God’s gift to us.  “For the wages of sin is death,” says the Apostle, something we earn, “but the gift of God is Eternal Life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rm. 6:23).  It is not something which is ours by nature.  In other words, we’re not born with it; it’s not something lying dormant in us waiting to be activated.  It comes to us outside of ourselves from God Who created us to share in it by the grace of His adoption through the Holy Spirit (Jn. 1:12-13; Rm. 8:15; Ga. 4:5; Ep. 1:5).  For Eternal Life, beloved, is more than simply getting to live forever with God in Heaven instead of experiencing death forever in Hell.  It is to be growing up into the image and likeness of God Himself and partaking of the Life of the Eternal One even now (Gn. 1:26-27; WS 2:23, Ep. 4:24; Co. 3:10), a Life which transforms us from within spiritually and transfigures us with the glory of the Kingdom of God which dwells within us by the grace of the All-Holy and Life-creating Spirit (Lk. 17:21; Rm. 14:17; 2 Cr. 3:18).  It is our deification, to use a peculiarly Orthodox word, of which the Chief Apostle St. Peter writes, “that . . . you might be partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world . . . .” (2 Pe. 1:4).      
’And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up, . . . . For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have Everlasting Life.  For God sent not His Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be saved.’  

	Through the prayers of our holy Fathers, O Lord Jesus Christ our God, have mercy on us and save us.  Amen.
	Glory to Jesus Christ!  Glory forever!
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