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Jesus lifted up       St. John’s Church, NF     Mar. 16, 2014 A 

The encounter between Nicodemus and Jesus in John’s gospel contains one of 

the best known verses in the NT, 3:16, but it is always important to see a verse 

in context and in this case, it is preceded by a puzzling allusion to the OT in v. 

15, “And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so the son of 

Man must be lifted up.” This is the only reference in the NT to that strange 

story from Numbers, which you heard this morning. What a juxtaposition of 

ideas! I’ll try to unpack these two readings in the few minutes I have. 

 First thing to note about the story of Nicodemus is its structure, a very 

common one for the writer of John’s gospel. Someone asks Jesus a question, 

Jesus answers with a statement, his answer is taken literally and therefore 

misunderstood, and Jesus then clarifies his statement. This pattern of dialogue 

in John shifts the meaning from literal to metaphorical understanding of Jesus’ 

words: Nicodemus, for whatever reason (he is either dense or sarcastic, or 

both), takes Jesus’ words literally, asking if a man can return to the mother’s 

womb to be reborn; Jesus’ second answer points to a metaphoric understanding 

of his spiritual words, one must be born anew, “from above.” The writer and 

Jesus both remind us that when it comes to spiritual matters, we are in the 

realm of metaphor and poetry to describe experiences of the divine. 

 And metaphoric understanding can be the only way to approach this odd 

OT story of Moses and the Israelites wandering in the desert. Freed from 
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bondage in Egypt, the Israelites begin to complain about the conditions of their 

travel (having led teenagers and adults on tours of Europe, I can empathize with 

Moses). As punishment for their attitude they are bitten by snakes; they repent, 

so God instructs Moses to lift up a brass serpent on a stick, that all who have 

been bitten will be cured when they look at it. The practical reason to lift the 

object on a stick may simply be visibility — so people can see the brazen serpent 

at a distance. However, a pole, or staff, is also a symbol of authority and 

leadership, which is why bishops carry their shepherd’s crook. In this story, the 

pole probably represents God’s authority and leadership, to which the people 

must look if they are to live.  

 Metaphorically, the brass serpent raised up high on a stick suggests that 

in the midst of suffering there is the promise of healing; in the midst of death 

there is life. Since the snake is the origin of death in the story, then the symbol 

suggests that the cure for death is death. When Jesus applies the phrase “lifted 

up” to himself, the usual quick connection in everyone’s mind is to his death, of 

course, but the reference shouldn’t be limited to the image of a man on a cross. 

For Jesus “lifted up” can mean that he is raised up, elevated, exalted, above the 

rulers of this world, especially Caesar; indeed, God has made him Lord of all by 

lifting him up to sit at God’s right hand. As well, he is held up as an example, a 

way of life, to be followed, to be believed. Remember how Jesus was “lifted up” 

during the story of the Transfiguration a couple of Sundays ago. His disciples, 
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his followers, you and I, are asked to “listen to him,” to believe in him, to trust 

him, to follow his way, mindful that his way of loving God, of pursuing justice for 

his oppressed people, ended on a cross; he was committed so strongly to his 

divine understanding that he was willing to die for his vision, to die for others. 

Belief in Jesus doesn’t mean belief in correct doctrine about Jesus, but rather 

“beloving” him; it means commitment, loyalty, faithfulness, allegiance to this 

beloved and trust in his way. Every Sunday we symbolically enact this very idea 

found in Jesus’ allusion, for during the procession and recession the choir, 

servers and clergy, representing the people, follow the crucifer who lifts high 

the cross. Our procession symbolizes that we are followers of his way, we are 

people of the cross; we pay allegiance to the Way of the cross, not the way of 

the sword. Jesus’ death on a cross calls us to follow him with the same passion 

for justice and commitment to peace and love that his entire life demonstrates. 

 Mindful of all this, we can return to Jesus’s comment in 3:16; it states 

that God loves the world, all peoples and nations, all creatures great and small, 

the whole world. He loves so much that he “gave his only Son,” that is, God 

loves the world so much that God incarnate in Jesus became part of the world, 

vulnerable to it, partaking of it. To love the world means to love the world as 

God in Jesus loved the world, to give one’s life for it. As he tells Nicodemus, to 

be born anew from above. All who look on him—lifted up, followed, beloved--

shall be part of the age to come, that is, shall be citizens of God’s kin-dom, 
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experienced and lived in the here and now. We are to be born anew, again and 

again and again, daily, hourly, constantly renewed by the renewing of our mind 

in the peace and love of God, living by the Spirit rather than by physical needs 

and desires. We are to die to this physical way of life and be lifted up to the way 

of heaven; to refer to the symbolism of the brass serpent in the wilderness, the 

cure for death, for mortality, for a dead way of living, is the death of a 

committed man on a cross showing us a life led by the Spirit. “Let the dead 

bury the dead . . . come and follow me.”  

 Finally, just as Jesus is “lifted up” for all of us to follow, so too must we 

“lift up” each other. If we are truly the church in the world, the “fruit of the 

Spirit,” as St. Paul said in his letter to the Galatians, should be evident among 

us: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and 

self-control. Especially in this time of our parish life, it is more important than 

ever that we be patient and kind with each other; we are worshipping and 

working under conditions of dis-ease and some are on edge because of the 

uncertainty of the times and our way forward. We are not unlike most churches 

with dwindling numbers and aging buildings. But the church’s debt in addition to 

the search for a new rector, places extra anxious strain on all of us. So we must 

raise each other up, we must support one another, love one another, in this 

wilderness filled with snakes in the grass. We must lift Jesus high for all to see—

outside the church and inside—for all to follow his way of truth and life. 


