
     Long ago the “little town of Bethlehem” of the Christmas carol fame served as an important cross road.  

Now it was not a great center of trade, there weren’t any big businesses located there, and it was not a capital 

city or a place of royal power.  It was, as the song simply says, a little town.  But on one great night little 

Bethlehem was a cross road where heaven crossed paths with earth.  Night was turned to day as the sky lit up 

with a host of heavenly angels announcing, “Glory to God in the highest” as the Son of God and Mary’s son 

was born in a humble stable. 

     Some 33 years after that night another cross road was marked out on a hill outside of a greater city not far 

from Bethlehem, the city of Jerusalem.  There again on that hill, heaven crossed paths with earth as the Son of 

God and Mary’s son hung on a cross, suspended between heaven and earth.  This time there were no angels to 

light up the sky to turn night into day.  Instead, daylight turned to darkness as Jesus, the Son of God and Son of 

Man, suffered the penalty of death for human sin. 

     If you go back through the Bible, throughout the centuries, you will see that God provided several pictures or 

what you could call “previews of the coming attraction” of how God’s punishment for sin in order to make us 

holy and acceptable before Him would be accomplished on that cross road outside of Jerusalem.  In the early 

days of the Old Testament when God told Abraham to sacrifice his only son, Isaac, God provided instead a 

substitute sacrifice of a ram.  Joseph, betrayed and sold by his brothers, was raised from slavery to a position of 

power in Egypt and as a result he was able to save his brothers from death during a terrible famine.  The people 

of Israel, held in slavery in Egypt for over 400 years, were finally set free on the night of the first Passover, 

when the blood of lambs protected them from the angel of death. 

     All of these accounts point us to Jesus, the coming Messiah and Savior.  Like the ram given to Abraham, the 

only Son of God would be the substitute sacrifice for our sins.  Like Joseph, Jesus would be betrayed and sold 

by his own people, but He would be raised with power over death in order to save all people.  Like the lambs of 

the Passover, Jesus would be the Lamb of God whose blood on the cross would save us from eternal death.  

Even tonight’s Old Testament reading provides another preview of the Messiah’s work and an image of the 

kind of death he would die. 

     If you have ever traveled a long distance with your family and have had to endure the complaints that 

families often hear in the car, such as: “Are we there yet?  I’m hungry.  When can we stop?” then you can 

probably relate to the challenges Moses faced as he dealt with the complaining Israelites when they were 

making their way to the land that God had promised to them.  Even though God provided them with bread in the 

form of manna, meat from quails that rained from the sky, and water that gushed out of rocks, the people still 

complained that they wouldn’t have enough and would probably die.  What is worse, they not only complained 

against Moses, but against God himself.  Therefore, as a punishment for their complaining and rebellion against 

God, God sent poisonous snakes among the people.  Many people were bitten and died.  But the people 

repented and asked Moses to intercede with God for them.  Moses did so, and God told Moses to make a bronze 

snake and to set it up on a pole before the people.  Anyone who was bitten could look up at the bronze snake 

and they would live. 

     Every day we rebel against the kindness and mercy of God just as surely as the people of Israel did.  The 

poison of sin infects our lives and proves just as deadly as the poison of those snakes.  We feel the bite of sin in 

angry arguments with family and friends.  We feel the bite of sin as we desire to hurt others as we have been 

hurt by them.  We feel the bite of sin when we refuse for forgive others.  We cannot save ourselves and the 

penalty for our sin is eternal death and separation from God forever.  Just as it was for the people of Israel, the 

only answer for us is to cry out to God in repentance.  Therefore, as God brought healing and life to the people 

of Israel through the bronze image of a death-dealing snake lifted up in the wilderness, so God brings 

forgiveness and life to us through the death of His Son, Jesus, on a cross lifted up outside of Jerusalem. 

     Jesus then used the story of the bronze snake in the wilderness to point to the kind of death He would die 

saying in our Gospel reading for tonight, “As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of 

Man be lifted up.”  Jesus, the Son of God and Son of Man, would be nailed to a cross and lifted up between 

heaven and earth at the cross road called Calvary.  Just as the Israelites could look to the bronze snake and live, 

despite their sinfulness; you and I look in faith to the crucified Savior and receive the gifts of forgiveness and 

eternal life:  “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not 

perish, but have eternal life.”   

 


