
Sermon – Holy Cross Day 2020 

Numbers 21:4-9, Philippians 2:6-11, John 3:13-17. 

Today’s Feast is properly entitled the triumph of the Cross. Triumph is a big and 

boastful word in our language and culture.  When sporting teams and heroes triumph 

in some event or championship, there is fanfare, adulation, absurdly grandiose 

commentary and elaborate celebration.   There is nothing of this in the triumph and 

victory of Jesus on the cross or rather I should say there was nothing of the sort at the 

time of Jesus’s Crucifixion.  Yet we cannot deny that secular triumphalism with all its 
shortcomings in terms of blindness to culture and the needs and situations of others 

creeps into the life of the church.   

The army chaplaincy use a simple cross with the words “in this sign conquer.”  It is well 
meant.  It is intended to mean the conquering of human sin, self-interest and pride 

which provide the seed corn for so much ill in the world not least war.  Yet it is so easy 

to read it quite differently with a distorted “crusader” mentality.  The words of “in this 
sign conquer” are the words of the Emperor Constantine who in the early 4th Century 

was converted to Christianity – yes by the Holy Spirit, but the patient example and no 

doubt nagging of his mother Helena.  The result was Christians were allowed to 

worship publicly and build churches like this very building in which they would feel very 

much at home.  The secret sign of the fish1was exchanged for the public wearing 

display and using of the sign of the cross.  The roman instrument of torture and death 

became the sign of allegiance and as it was already for the Christian the way of 

blessing and eternal life.  

This day of feast – “the triumph of the cross” goes back to the year 335 some 20 years 

after Constantine’s conversion.  It was said that his blessed mother Helena was 

overseeing excavations in Jerusalem and discovered a cross which was believed to be 

the cross on which Christ himself was crucified. In commemoration of this the church of 

the Holy Sepulchre was built in Jerusalem.  It is an extraordinary sprawling church 

which covers the cave where Jesus was laid – the sepulchre as well as a hillock – 

Calvary, near where the cross was found.  Can we be sure about these things? 

Probably not.  You will have heard it often said that if all the relics of the true cross 

were put together they might resemble a giant redwood.  

However the essence of Christian faith is not about precision of trappings, articles and 

exact location but is rooted in the history of a person Jesus of Nazareth.  Ours is an 

historical faith not a mere set of values and virtues.  Places such as the garden of 

gethsemane and the Kidron valley amongst much else are all still there to add 

historical clothes to the person of Jesus of Nazareth.  And many of us, myself included 

go on pilgrimage to follow Helena in visiting the places of his life to come closer to his 

                                                           
1
 Used because the first two letters of Fish in greek  stood for Jesus Christ’s initials.  



way.  Pilgrimage is a special part of our life and faith, as it was for Mary and Joseph 

with the Christ child, yet the Jewish and Roman witnesses to Christ’s death attest more 

strongly to the historicity of Jesus and his death on the cross than mere wood found in 

the ground.  

The victory and triumph of Jesus on the cross did not need the power and voice of an 

emperor to make it real nor does it resemble the triumph of earthly empires in any way 

shape or form.  Read our epistle – Paul’s reciting of that beautiful song the Song of 

Christ’s Glory – humility is at its heart not pomp and power. John’s gospel concludes 
the crucifixion scene with three words “it is finished” 

Jesus has been mocked not lauded and deserted not feted by crowds soaking up 

another’s victory.  In human terms it is a defeat.  To see it as a victory to the unbeliever 

seems bizarre and even comical.  Yet it was a victory that unleashed such power that 

an empire was turning to the ways of a backwater Jew in preference to the worship of 

an emperor’s power.  No amount of persecution could stop it.  Constantine didn’t just 
listen to his mother he saw an unstoppable power at work in his people much greater 

than his own and that of his predecessors.  He saw the setting aside of all power on 

the cross by God himself – divine humility and love in flesh and blood. Only the crown 

of the baptismal life could offer such eternal life and unleash the power of God’s love. 
Ever after even to our own national life – the crown would and could only serve under 

the cross.  Even that would be perverted into a divine right of kings rather than the 

divine responsibility for all who rule – remember Jesus’s words to pilate as relevant to 

today’s world as ever “You would have no authority over Me at all unless it had been 

given you from above.”  

Jesus is mostly silent until his death when he utters those three little words “it is 
finished.”  Here is not a defeat that requires resurrection to reverse it.  It is a victory 
that Easter seals and quickly.  The victory concerns things that Emperors and indeed 

parliaments, senates, dumas, reichstags and the like can never resolve.  Sin and 

Suffering.  Sin has done its very worst but here is righteousness undefeated.  Suffering 

has done its worst and Jesus - God in man - uses it to transfigure it.  The glory, the 

victory, is that all sinners and all those who suffer for whatever reason and wherever, 

may find forgiveness, comfort and strength in due measure.  Is it any wonder that our 

highest honours are in the form of cross, those who have conquered fear for the sake 

of others and found a courage that they will say was not their own. Is it any wonder that 

the sight of a cross causes us to review our lives – so often lived for self.  When we 

see the cross of him who died to self completely for the sake of all?  Yes review lament 

but forgiveness and the call to live – I come that you may have life.  

Such power comes from the personal embrace of the cross. It comes at the beginning 

the middle and end of our lives.  The victory is over self and the triumph is Gods love.   

 



Starts with the self but as St.John says elsewhere “this is the victory that overcomes 
the world, our faith.” This is not the victory of anything big, brash or boastful only divine 

humility and love. Such humility and love can indeed conquer and change the world 

but it always starts and returns to the self. 

 

 

 

 

 


