22 January 2012 : John 12 : 20-36  
Back we go now to our study of John’s gospel, and if you’re very observant, you’ll see I’ve skipped over a bit, namely the Palm Sunday narrative, which we’ll deal with in its due season. For today, the visit of some Greeks who wanted to meet up with this Jesus of whom they had heard so much. And you might wonder why this was such a big deal, why the disciples Philip & Andrew made such a meal of it.
Philip went rushing to tell Andrew. Then the two of them scurried off together to tell Jesus as if they were frightened to go all on their own with this news. So some Greeks wanted to see Jesus? And?? To understand why Philip & Andrew were all of a flutter here, we need to understand that, in this verse, Greeks doesn’t mean some tourists from Corfu or Rhodes who’d stepped off a cruise liner and driven to Jerusalem in a luxury air-conditioned coach to see the sights. “Greek” = “Gentile” = dreaded heathen.

We read that in fact Philip came from Bethsaida in Galilee. Not exactly a cosmopolitan place. In fact his fellow townsman Nathaniel, when introduced to Jesus in John 1.46, made it pretty clear that he didn’t think much of the folk from the neighbouring town of Nazareth, never mind unbelieving foreigners. The two disciples were genuinely unsure how Jesus would react to Gentiles wanting to see Him. Would he be pleased or furious?

It’s perhaps difficult for us here in the Borders to understand the animosity between the Jews and the Gentiles. Those of us who come from the west of Scotland perhaps have a clearer insight into tribal mindsets, as we have experienced the absurdity of segregating children at the age of 5 on the basis of their “religious” heritage.    

Anyway, I don’t want to waste valuable time discussing the stupidity of the traditions of men that make the Word of God ineffective. Suffice to say that Philip & Andrew had no need to be concerned. Jesus was quite relaxed about meeting these strangers, these men from outwith the fold of Jewish life and custom. Actually, for Jesus, it was a sign.

Up to now, Jesus had perceived His ministry as being to the Jews – or, as He calls them in Matthew 15.24, the “lost sheep of Israel”. He worshipped in the synagogues and in the Temple at Jerusalem, and these were the places where He first taught the Kingdom of God. Yes, He had ministered to Gentiles in need, such as the Canaanite woman, and the centurion’s servant, but now Gentiles were seeking out Jesus for who He was, not just what He could do for them. That was a big step in the right direction.

The Old Testament did in fact look forward to the day when God would reunite all the peoples of the world under the banner of the promised Messiah. For instance, we see in Isaiah 49.6 : It is too small a thing for you, the Christ, to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those of Israel I have kept. I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth.
But for this to happen, a massive price had to be paid.

Jesus goes on to foretell His imminent death. V.23 : The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. In the beginning, God had made the human race, one people, to be His royal children, united in relationship to Him in love and faith. That always was the plan and purpose of Father God. But human disobedience had got in the way, had given the devil the opportunity to sow the seeds of fear and hatred and division.

God’s family – created in His own likeness to be fruitful, to take charge of the whole of creation – was instead a family at war, at each other’s throats, torn apart by jealousy and envy. Man, by disobedience, had done that. Only a man, by obedience, could undo it. To reconcile God the Father to His divided, alienated children throughout the world would require one human act of sacrifice, in which all humanity could share. As Paul writes in 1 Cor 15.22 : As in Adam all die, so in Christ shall all be made alive.

That representatives of the Gentile nations were now seeking out Jesus was a sign that, for Him, the time of His departure was very close. And Jesus encouraged His disciples at this difficult moment with a picture of what His sacrificial death would achieve – v.24 : I tell you the truth, unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds.
Jesus used this picture of seedtime and harvest on a number of occasions. In the parable of the sower and the seed, He speaks of the seed as the Word of God, and the various types of ground as the different conditions of the human heart. Many people would miss the harvest altogether because their lives were too cluttered, too materialistic, too self-centred, but those who truly listened and acted on the Word would see anything up to a 100-fold return on the investment of their time and their resources.

Now, He speaks of the seed as Himself, the Word made flesh. His death would mean life for many. Countless millions of people, from every nation on the earth, from every ethnic and economic background, would find eternal life through Jesus. The Bible says that God loved the world so much that He sent His Son, Jesus, so that all who believe in Him should live and not die – God excludes no-one from the scope of salvation. Jesus promises in John 6.37 that He would never turn away anyone who came to Him. 

Does that mean He’ll never turn away anyone who comes to Him – except those of a certain colour of skin? No. It means He’ll never turn away anyone who comes to Him. Does that mean He’ll never turn away anyone who comes to Him – except those who support a certain political party? No. It means He’ll never turn away anyone who comes to Him. Does that mean He’ll never turn away anyone who comes to Him – except those who smoke, drink, buy a lottery ticket, or say a bad word now and again? No. It means He’ll never turn away anyone who comes to Him. Full-stop!

If you or I were being introduced to the Queen, or the Prime Minister, we would make a big effort to smarten ourselves up and be on our best behaviour. By contrast, Jesus accepts us, loves us and embraces us when we’re at our worst. In fact, I guess quite a few of us came to have real faith in Jesus at the very moment when our life was a mess.
That’s the good news of the gospel of Jesus Christ. We don’t need to save ourselves – which is just as well because we couldn’t. Jesus did it all for us. Your mistakes and mine have all been paid in full at the cross. We were forgiven the best part of 2,000 years before we’d ever done anything that needed forgiving. Isn’t that amazing?

Jesus goes on to say in vs.31f : Now is the time for judgment on this world ; now the prince of this world will be driven out. But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself. Hang on. What’s this about “judgement on this world”. Didn’t Jesus say that He came to save the world, not to judge it? Yes, indeed He did. 

But … for people, like you and me, to enjoy salvation, judgement had to be executed on sin and the mastermind lurking behind it, the devil – referred to here as the prince of this world. Genesis 3 tells the story of the devil using deception on the human race so as to seize the title deeds, as it were, of creation. For thousands of years the devil used guilt and condemnation to keep the human race trapped under the curse that came about through our human disobedience. Now a supreme act of human obedience was about to turn that right round, to set the captives free, to release blessing instead of curse.
Jesus was about to pay the penalty. It says here that, when Jesus was lifted up from the earth, He would draw all men to Himself. Amen. But, interestingly, the Greek original doesn’t include the word men. That’s what the translators have assumed the word all is referring to, and I can see where they’re coming from. But in context, isn’t it possible that Jesus is instead talking about all judgement being drawn to Himself?

Because at the cross, that is exactly what happened. The judgement, the condemnation, the punishment, for every murder, every robbery, every rape, every single act of human sin, every wrong deed, every wrong word, every wrong thought, every wrong attitude, every failure to take care of the poor, the needy and the vulnerable was placed on His sinless shoulders – the innocent carrying the can for the guilty.

This was exactly what was prophesied in Isaiah 53.5f : But he was pierced for our transgressions,  he was crushed for our iniquities. The punishment that brought us peace was on him,  and by his wounds we are healed. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to our own way ; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all. Why am I flogging this particular point?
Because if Jesus has already carried the judgement, the condemnation, the punishment, and He has, there is none left for us to carry. Hebrews 9.12 : With his own blood, Jesus entered the Most Holy Place once for all time and secured our redemption forever.  Eternal redemption. What’s that mean? Every sin, past, present and future, has already been forgiven in full. I may add, every disease, past, present and future, has already been healed – I know that takes a still bigger step of faith, but it’s what the Bible says.

Today, I want you to go home knowing that you are free, totally free, from judgement, guilt or condemnation – forever – because of what Jesus did for you on the cross.
