Lenten Series: Who Is This Jesus?

#5 – “The Crucified One”

John 12: 20-33

 If ever I wished to make an argument that much of the Bible cannot to be taken literally, I would point to the Gospel of John. If the reader of John approaches the text with a literal mindset, it in fact makes no sense. And certainly that is the case when it comes to the way the fourth evangelist addresses the question of “who is this Jesus?”

Listen to some of the ways that question is answered in John’s Gospel:

· Jesus is the living water

· Jesus is the light of the world

· Jesus is the good shepherd

· Jesus is the door to the sheepfold

· Jesus is the true vine

· Jesus is the resurrection and the life

If one takes those assertions literally, do they make sense? Of course not. To understand John and to understand much of the Bible, one has to interpret; one has to look for the meaning behind the words. And most assuredly that is the case in John’s gospel when one reads it and asks the question we have been posing during the season of Lent this year – who is this Jesus?

 John, perhaps more than any other New Testament writer, communicates his message via symbol and metaphor. One almost has to come to John’s writings with a “decoding” mentality to grasp it, as we will see as we get into our passage today.

Our gospel lesson of the morning takes us to a turning point in the story of Jesus. In the first verses of John 12, we have John’s account of Palm Sunday. (Yes, I know we’re getting a week ahead of the game here, since next Sunday is Palm Sunday.) Jesus rides into Jerusalem to the adulation of the masses gathered there for the Passover. But he comes in humbly, riding on the back of donkey. It is here where we pick up on the story today.

I want to frame our thoughts on this passage today with three words that appear in the text that I think may aid us as we continue to deal with our Lenten question – who is this Jesus? Our first word is…

…SEE (v.21)

 As I just said, this passage in John marks a turning point in the story of Jesus. And it’s pivotal in one sense because of this little three-letter word – see. John says that there were “some Greeks” (v.20) in town of the Passover festival. Yes, not only devout Jews came to celebrate the Jewish Passover, but non-Jews came too. Yes, there were religious seekers even in those days – people who were searching for answers to life’s fundamental questions of meaning and purpose. 

 In those days these seekers were referred to as “God-fearers.” They were persons who admired the deep moral commitments of the Jewish religion and who valued its unique monotheism. And so they came, curious and questioning, seeking to know more about the God the Jews called Adonai – Lord.

 But on this Passover, these “Greeks” come to Jerusalem with a request. They seek out Phillip, one of Jesus’ disciples, perhaps because his name was of Gentile origin, they felt he might be approachable. And here’s their request:

“Sir, we wish to see Jesus.”

We don’t have a record of Phillip’s conversation with these seekers. I wonder, however, if maybe Phillip said, “Well, he just rode into town. Didn’t you see him?” Or I wonder if he said to them, “Well, just hang around the Temple here, I’m sure you see him wander in.” But it’s obvious from what happens next that these secular guys wanted more. They wanted an audience with Jesus. They want to meet him – to talk to him. They really wanted to “see” him.

 Phillip runs to his brother Andrew and they both take the request to Jesus. And Jesus’ response is very interesting. We’re not told that Jesus granted them an audience or even if he had a passing conversation with them. Rather, all we hear Jesus say is: 

“The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.” (v.23)

Now let’s pause here for a moment because we’re getting into the realm of metaphor and symbol. What does Jesus mean by “the hour has come?” Perhaps The Message translation of this verse can help us. It reads this way:

“Times up. The time has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.”

 If you go back into the earlier chapters of John you will notice that there is several times where Jesus says, “my hour has NOT YET come.” What makes this passage a turning point in Jesus’ story is that NOW, his “hour” HAS come. And what is “hour” a symbol and metaphor of in John? It’s a symbol for Jesus’ death. Now he knows his hour has come, his time is up, because some “Greeks” come asking to “see” him.

Now let’s think symbol and metaphor again. What do the “Greeks” represent? They represent the world, the nations, the seekers and searchers beyond Israel. When they come wanting to “ see Jesus,” is when Jesus knows his time is up. And Jesus’ next words are about the metaphor of seed falling into the earth to die and bear fruit. And if you know the story of Jesus, you get the picture of what Jesus is getting at with this agrarian parable. Something (or better someone) has to die for the harvest of the nations to begin. 

Which leads us to our second word that appears in the text today. It is the word…

LIFTED (v.32)

 Jesus says that his “hour has come…to be glorified.” Ah, now there’s a good triumphant word! But strangely, Jesus begins to talk about seeds falling into the earth and dying. Where’s the glory in that? 

And Jesus goes on to speak about “those who love their lives actually losing their lives” and that if you want to have eternal life, you have to “hate your life.” And where’s the glory in that?  

And then Jesus says all of this talk of his “hour” having arrived, and so forth is “troubling to his soul.” Where’s the glory in all of that? (Man, this Jesus is so confusing!)

 But Jesus keeps talking. Our mental decoders keep working and we keep trying to understand what he’s saying. And then the inflection in his voice changes and you can tell he’s getting emphatic…Listen:

“And I…(and I)…when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” (v.32)

“Lifted”- what does Jesus means by that word? Well, the word usually means to be “exalted” to be “held up for esteem and honor.” Okay, now we’re getting to the glory part Jesus was taking about, right, we when he said the “hour had come for the Son of Man to be glorified?” Maybe now Jesus is getting to the point where he’s going to talk about exaltation and success – victory and winning and setting up a new kingdom. Jesus is now talking about being “lifted up” – exalted and rising to the throne of power. Aright, we’re on board with you Jesus! It’s time to be the real Messiah, right? 

But wait a minute. What’s this that John adds in the next verse? No it can’t be. No, Jesus was talking about being exalted, glorified. But John writes:

“He said this to indicate the kind of death he was to die.” (v.34)

Lifted – I thought it meant “exalted”– “held up to esteem and honor?” But no, in the vocabulary of Jesus it means something totally different. What Jesus means is that in the next few days they will throw him down on a cross tie and nail his hands to it. Then they’ll tie a rope around the beam and hoist him up on a pole. And there he will hang, naked and bleeding. What he means by “lifted up” is that he will be crucified! Say it ain’t so Jesus! Say, it ain’t so!

 Yes, he will be lifted. And yes, he will be exalted. But his exaltation will be his execution! His glory will be gory! He will be crucified. John says all of this “lifted up talk” was to describe the kind of death he was die.

 But there is yet one more word to consider in this text today – a text rich with sign, symbol, metaphor and double entendre. It is the word…

…DRAW

Listen again to Jesus’ emphatic words:

“And I…(and I)…when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” (v.32)

Did you catch that word? Jesus was trying to teach the disciples something then and we are still trying to comprehend it today – that his exaltation upon the cross will have a drawing power that no other action can accomplish.  As Jesus comes to his last few days upon this earth, “some Greeks” come wanting to “see” him.  Something “draws” them to this rabbi from Galilee. The Greeks were known to be searchers after truth; seekers for true knowledge and wisdom. And now they come to the Passover seeking, as John refers to Jesus “the lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.” (John 1:29)

The seekers and searchers of the world are still drawn to view the events that happened in Jerusalem that Holy Week long ago. They still come seeking the truth. They still come wanting to “see” Jesus.

 And who is this Jesus? He is the One who draws all people to himself at the foot of the cross. 

“When I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw all people to myself.”

 What our text from John tells us today is that if we want to “see” Jesus, then we have to come to the cross and behold the crucified one; the one lifted up for the salvation of the world. We may not want to come; we may not want to behold the horror of the cross. Perhaps like Phillip and Andrew and so many others of the disciples, we may be repulsed by the cross.  We would prefer a Jesus who is exalted and glorified without a cross. But yet Jesus knew in his heart of hearts the magnetic power of the cross and how it would eventually draw them to himself.

 And across the centuries that is exactly what the crucified One has done, drawn those to himself who come to stand at the foot of his cross and behold Him who embodies the suffering love of God. 

 Those drawn to see Jesus include Francis Bernadone, who wanders into a church in Assisi, stands under a crucifix over the high altar, looks upon that body impaled, cadaver-like before him – stark, simple, demanding – thinks he hears it speak, and feels his very soul pierced by the force of it all. And his life is forever changed. And he will change others lives such that one day we would come to know him as St. Francis of Assisi.

 Or the German artist Mathias Grunewald who paints the crucifixion with such gangrenous intensity that even an abstract Christian philosopher like Paul Tillich could say that the Christ in agony on the Isenhiem altar was the most religious picture he had ever seen.

And still today, there are places like in a Mexican cathedral where a crucifix is lifted up over a sea of brown faces and a thousand peasant knees strike the floor in one thunderous clap. (William H. Willamon, “Drawing All to Himself” in The Christian Century, March 24, 1982)

The one upon the cross is still drawing all people to himself who are looking for meaning and purpose in this world. Like those Greeks who came to the Passover in Jerusalem that first Holy Week, may we too move toward Easter wishing to see Jesus. And may we be drawn to his cross where he is lifted up for all the world to see the redeeming love of God for us all.

L. Ted Smith

First Presbyterian Church

Cartersville, Georgia

March 29, 2009

