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	Only a week and a half ago, Rose and I were headed south on Route 1 in central California- that beautiful coastal highway that snakes along the Pacific Ocean with its winding curves and incredible vistas.  Having left Carmel, we were on our way to San Simeon to visit the Hearst Castle, the famous get-away of newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst and where throughout the 1920’s, 30’s, and 40’s, he entertained some of the world’s most celebrated figures.  I’d been there once before many years ago when I lived in California but this was going to be Rose’s first visit to one of the state’s most popular tourist attractions.  
	Several miles south of Big Sur, we passed the large sign at the entranceway to the Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park and I told her about a rather forgettable experience I had had there back in the mid-70’s while still a college student.  One of my classmates—Albert Groebli—asked me to go hiking with him at that park and turning it into a spiritual retreat of sorts.  After borrowing a friend’s sleeping bag, Al and I took off on Friday morning from Santa Cruz with the plan of hiking those steep mountain trails over the course of the next two and a half days.  Well it never occurred to me to ask what he had in mind for our meals until we had already been walking for a number of hours.  Somewhat naively, I had assumed that he was carrying food and drink for the both of us in his backpack.  It was then he informed me that if Jesus and John the Baptist could endure long fasts during their own treks through the wilderness, then we could do the same.  He was confident that being deprived of food and water would heighten our spiritual experience.  Needless to say, my response was anything BUT happy.  “Al,” I told him, “I hope you’re kidding about this.  There had better be a McDonald’s at the end of this trail somewhere.”  The idea of trekking for miles through the Ventana wilderness under that hot, broiling sun with nothing to eat or drink was not just crazy, it was SUICIDAL.  What proved even MORE ominous was the growing number of vultures that circled directly overhead while we walked.  
	Now by nature, I’m not a complainer, but I have to tell you that as we continued our march with both of us growing weaker from exhaustion and dehydration, my objections to this senseless ordeal only grew louder and more vehement as the day wore on.  Finally, I told him regardless of whatever spiritual benefits he thought there might be, I had had enough.  If he wanted to continue on, he was free to do so but I was turning around and heading back to civilization where I knew hot food and a nice warm bed awaited me.  Because it was already getting late, he agreed that it would probably be best to spend the night right where we were and then we could both start back at the first light of dawn.  Well that night turned into one of the longest, coldest, hungriest nights of my life.  
An experience like that can give one a small inkling of what it was those Israelites had to endure as they journeyed through the Sinai wilderness en route to the Promised Land, the land of Canaan.  Impatient and exhausted from their years of wandering, they were now tired of their daily diet of manna which God had faithfully provided them since the beginning of their exodus.  Thus they complained against God and 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.”  Their enslavement in Egypt now looked a whole lot better than their new-found freedom with an uncertain future ahead of them.  Furious over their lack of faith, God sends poisonous serpents among them and of those bitten, many got sick while others died terrible, lingering deaths.  Quick to repent, the Israelites appeal to Moses, telling him, “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.”  Filled with compassion, Moses prayed as the people asked of him and God responds by instructing Moses to make a serpent of bronze and set it on a pole so that everyone can see it.  And why a serpent?  Because in Israel, snakes were unclean and they personified sin.  The people had sinned greatly by despising God’s way and rejecting God’s provisions.  The brazen serpent raised high on a pole was to serve as a reminder to them of their terrible disobedience, that there were serious consequences for their actions.  However, due to God’s mercy, whosoever looked upon it would not die but live instead.  Never again would the people grumble and yearn to return to Egypt.
In our New Testament lesson from John, a very powerful and influential Pharisee named Nicodemus, a member of the Jewish high court, comes to Jesus under the cover of night to learn more about this man.  There is already great buzz about Jesus and his growing popularity and Nicodemus is intrigued enough to take a look.  Despite all Nicodemus’s status and learning, Jesus fails to be impressed.  He tells him that he is the Son of Man who has come down from heaven and further, that he will be raised up in the same manner Moses lifted up the bronze serpent in the wilderness so that “whoever believes in him may have eternal life.”  Later, he tells his disciples, “If I be lifted up from the earth, I will draw all persons to me,” to which John adds, “This he spoke, signifying by what death he would die”(12:32-33).  
Thus, Jesus uses the metaphor of the bronze serpent lifted up on the pole to refer to his impending death by crucifixion.  Here he is telling them that he must be lifted up on a cross, thereby becoming the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.  But that “lifting up” had ANOTHER significance as well- it also suggested the beginning of his “exaltation.”  BECAUSE he remained obedient unto death, he who had become “accursed” would three days later be RAISED from the dead and take those first steps towards entering into his glory.  As a result, his name would be exalted far above every other name.
It seems so strange that that which had hurt should also heal, that from a serpent should come both the poison and the antidote of the poison, and yet it is possible.  Growing up, our family would travel from New Jersey to Florida every few years to see Aunt Charlotte, my father’s cousin.  During one particular trip, she took us to the Miami Serpentarium which for years had been operated by Dr. Bill Haast.  This man, who finally passed away this past June at the age of 100, had become renowned, not only for his knowledge and handling of poisonous snakes, but because over the years he had been bitten so MANY times, he had developed a special immunity against their toxins.  Therefore, he was never afraid, whether handling a cobra or a coral snake.  In fact, his own blood became an anti-toxin and was shipped around the world for use as an anti-venom.  The irony here was that over the years, his poisoned blood had become a source of healing and new life for so many who otherwise would have died a most horrible and painful death.
The same, however, could be said of Christ and HIS blood.  Martin Luther once observed that, although Jesus Christ was sinless, he remained the greatest sinner who ever lived because ALL the sins of the people lay upon him.  Well, the same blood that once represented the guilt of the world’s sin both past, present, and future has now become the means of our salvation, the agent of our cleansing.  St. Paul testified to this when he wrote in his second epistle to the church at Corinth, “For our sake he made him (Jesus Christ) to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” (2 Cor. 5:21)
There is a scene in Shakespeare’s King Lear where the banished Duke of Kent returns in disguise to take up service with King Lear.  This dialogue then takes place:
Lear: What wouldst thou?
Kent: Service.
Lear: Who wouldst thou serve?
Kent: You.
Lear: Dost thou know me, fellow?
Kent: No sir, but you have that in your countenance which I would fain call master.
Friends, anyone who would approach Christ humbly and sincerely cannot help BUT echo those very same words: “You have that in your countenance which I would fain call master.”  There are millions of men and women the world over and throughout the many centuries who like Nicodemus were intrigued enough to simply take a look only to discover in him more than a man but a MASTER.  Regardless of their age or sex or educational level; in spite of their race or religion, nationality or creed, they found that all they had to do was direct their gaze away from themselves, to shift their focus from their own cares and problems and look to HIM instead.  By beholding his face, by hearing his words, and by observing his actions, their hearts and imaginations became captivated by him with the result that they could never again be the same.  However, all they had to do was “look”--look upon him and nothing more--and HE would do the rest just as Nicodemus had come to “look” with the consequence that he eventually became one of our Lord’s most faithful followers and ardent defenders! 
But HOW do we look upon Christ with the eyes of faith?  It means that we first behold the MAN Jesus- that person who is presented to us in the Gospel narrative, that same person who appeared to and transformed Saul the Pharisee into Paul the greatest Apostle.  We believe in him- in his life, in his death, in his words, his teaching, his promises; we don’t try to fit him into one category or another as to whether he is human or divine.  He draws us and commands us by the depth of his love and his utter selflessness- one who came as a servant on behalf of all persons.  He practices table fellowship with the outcasts, the despised and the ungodly, the pariahs of Jewish society, and furthermore, he dares to announce that God accepts them.  He calls unlikely people as disciples in the service of God’s reign, healing sick people whom no one else would have helped.
As we study and meditate about his life and ministry, we begin to notice that we are increasingly conscious of pardon and reconciliation to God.  We are gradually led to the belief that Jesus has for us the value of God, that through him we actually TOUCH God and discover that God is holy, pardoning Love.  No other person has or can have such a value for us and BECAUSE of this, we give him the unique name that is above every other name in heaven or on earth.  Because by him we find God and are reconciled to God, and by him ALONE, we say that he is the God-man, the mediator between God and humanity.  He gives us his Holy Spirit which becomes his presence IN us and it leads us into a deeper, more vital relation with God while enlarging our own hearts and sympathies for the rest of his creation as well.  As a result, we cannot help BUT fall down before him and declare “my Lord and my God” as so many OTHERS who had simply come to look. 
The person who is considered by many to be the greatest preacher of the 19th century was Charles Haddon Spurgeon, often referred to as “the Prince of Preachers.”  At the height of his fame, he spoke twice a week to the throngs who packed the huge six-thousand-seat Metropolitan Tabernacle in London, England.  In his autobiography, he tells of what happened to him on the morning of January 6, 1850 as he was making his way through a terrible snow storm to attend a church service.  When the snow and the winds became so fierce that he could go no further, he ducked into a small Primitive Methodist Chapel where possibly a dozen or so persons had gathered for Sunday worship.  The minister of the church had apparently been snowed in so taking his place in the pulpit that morning was a very thin-looking man, someone who might have been a tailor or shoemaker by trade.  He didn’t seem a particularly bright man—he had trouble just pronouncing the words correctly—nor did he command any of the oratorical skills usually required by a preacher of the Word.  Because he probably didn’t have anything else to say, he just repeated his text over and over again, a scripture verse from Isaiah chapter 45: “Look unto me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth.”  As Spurgeon relates in his autobiography:
The preacher began thus: “My dear friends, this is a very simple test indeed.  It says ‘Look.’  Now looking’ don’t take a deal of pains.  It ain’t liftin’ your foot or your finger; it is just, ‘Look.’  Well a man needn’t go to college to learn to look.  You may be the biggest fool, and yet you can look.  A man needn’t be worth a thousand a year to be able to look.  Anyone can look; even a child can look.  But then the text says, ‘Look unto ME.’  Ay!” said he, in broad Essex, “many of ye are looking’ to yourselves, but it’s no use lookin’ there.  You’ll never find any comfort in yourselves.  Some look to God the Father.  No, look to him by-and-by.  Jesus Christ said, ‘Look unto ME.’  Some of ye say, ‘We must wait for the Spirit’s working.’  You have no business with that just now.  Look to CHRIST.  The text says, ‘Look unto ME.’”
Then the good man followed up his text in this way: “Look unto Me; I am sweatin’ great drops of blood.  Look unto Me; I am hangin’ on the cross.  Look unto Me; I am dead and buried.  Look unto Me; I rise again.  Look unto Me; I ascend to Heaven.  Look unto Me; I am sittin’ at the Father’s right hand.  O poor sinner, look unto Me!  LOOK UNTO ME!”
When he had gone to about that length, and managed to spin out ten minutes or so, he was at the end of his tether.  Then he looked at me under the gallery, and I daresay, with so few present, he knew me to be a stranger.  Just fixing his eyes on me as if he knew all my heart, he said, “Young man, you look very miserable.”  Well, I did but I had not been accustomed to have remarks made from the pulpit on my personal appearance before.  However, it was a good blow, struck right home.  He continued, “And you will always be miserable- miserable in life, and miserable in death,--if you don’t obey my test; but if you obey now, this moment, you will be saved.”  Then, lifting up his hands, he shouted, as only a Primitive Methodist could do, “Young man, look to Jesus Christ.  Look!  Look!  Look!  You have nothin’ to do but to look and live.”
Spurgeon then says:
“I saw at once the way of salvation.  I know not what else he said,--I did not take much notice of it,--I was so possessed with that one thought.  Like as when the brazen serpent was lifted up, the people only looked and were healed, so it was with me.  I had been waiting to do fifty things, but when I heard that word, “Look!” what a charming word it seemed to me!  Oh!  I looked until I could almost have looked my eyes away.  There and then the cloud was gone, the darkness had rolled away, and at that moment I saw the sun; and I could have risen that instant, and sung with the most enthusiastic of them, of the precious blood of Christ, and the simple faith which looks alone to Him.  O that somebody had told me this before, “Trust Christ, and you shall be saved.”
It is not everyone who can remember the very day and hour of his deliverance…The clock of mercy struck in Heaven the hour and moment of my emancipation, for the time had come.  Between half-past ten-o-clock, when I entered that chapel, and half-past twelve o’clock, when I was back again at home, what a change had taken place in me!  I had passed from darkness into marvelous light, from death to life.  Simply by looking to Jesus, I had been delivered from despair, and I was brought into such a joyous state of mind that, when they saw me at home, they said to me, ‘Something wonderful has happened to you;’ and I was eager to tell them all about it…”
My friends, this morning we celebrate Reformation Sunday, the anniversary of that day in 1517 when Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses upon the door of the Wittenberg Cathedral to launch what has become known as the Protestant Reformation.  What made that act so radical is that he called for the Roman Catholic Church to return to her biblical roots, to recover the essential principle that we are saved by faith in Christ alone and not by works, that all we have to do is COME to him and LOOK upon him and HE will do the rest.  The fact is that none of us needs to have perfect Sunday School attendance like a good Baptist, none of us needs to pray five times a day like a good Muslim, and none of us needs to keep all 10 Commandments perfectly like a good Jew to gain God’s approval or merit his love.  Faith is nothing more than humbly and sincerely coming to Christ in all our brokenness and with all our problems, believing in some mysterious way that that lonely, dying figure upon that cross somehow holds all the answers for us.  
The “good news” for us is this, that we don’t have to stare upon a bronze snake suspended on a pole to find healing as those Israelites once did.  Rather, all we need to do is come to Christ with all our sin and sickness and disease and then LOOK- that’s all for HE promises to do the rest.  This means that if your sickness is LONELINESS, then LOOK- look upon that raised cross and behold the face of him who loves you with an everlasting love, of one who promises to never leave or forsake you.  If your sickness is GUILT, then LOOK- look unto him and know that through his death, your sins have been forgiven- now and for all time.  If your sickness is FEAR, then LOOK- look unto him and know that greater is he that is in you than he that is in the world!  If your sickness is DESPAIR, then LOOK- look unto him and know that as HE conquered death by his resurrection from the grave, WE can confidently say, “O death, where is thy victory?  O death, where is thy sting?”  By merely LOOKING to him, we will soon discover how when we open our hearts up to Christ, we then receive the greatest gift of ALL- the gift of HIMSELF, a gift we can’t earn or buy but simply receive when we just LOOK!  Let us pray… 
Gracious God, our Heavenly Father, on this Reformation Sunday, help us to remember that there is nothing we can do to merit your love.  We cannot pile enough good works upon one another to ever earn your sympathy.  It just is.  All you ask is that we might come humbly before you and to simply “look” and you promise to do the rest.  In his name we pray.  Amen.
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