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John 12:20-33 

 

Growing up, I can remember collecting acorns that had fallen from the oak trees in our yard / back in the 

woods.  Sometimes I’d save them—especially if they still had their “cap” on (I still think acorns are really 

cool).  They made excellent decorations for the mud pies my sister and I used to make ☺.  They were also 

really good ammo for our slingshots (or just for throwing).   

That, of course, is not what nature intended for them.  We all know that acorns are the oak tree’s way of 

bringing new life; but only when acorns are “planted” in the ground and allowed to “die” and sprout… do 

they produce the mighty oak trees we all love. 

That is kind of the picture Jesus is alluding to here in our Gospel reading for today—though it is a little 

confusing why he says what he says here… now… 

Jesus has just ridden into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey—the Palm Sunday story found in the verses just 

before our reading—“acting out” (you might say) the scene described by the prophet Zechariah (9:9) of the 

coming of the Messiah / the humble king riding on a donkey.  He and his disciples have come to celebrate 

the Passover festival…  

And then some Greeks—foreigners / Gentiles (who represent “the world beyond Judaism”)—approach 

Philip: “Sir, we wish to see Jesus.”    Philip goes and tells Andrew… and then the two of them go and tell 

Jesus.   

We don’t actually know if these Greeks got their wish… whether they actually got to see Jesus here.  What 

we do know… is that their request seems to set things in motion for Jesus.  He doesn’t say, “Great, bring 

them to me… I’d love to talk with them.”  Instead, he immediately looks to the cross… and he responds with 

a parable about a grain of wheat remaining just that—a single seed / grain of wheat—unless it falls into the 

ground… and dies… only then does it bear fruit…  

And then he goes on to say that those who love their lives—those who maintain the status quo / who do 

everything in their power to protect their lives the way they are—they will lose their lives (find they have no 

real life at all).   

But those who hate their lives (“hate” in John means “reject”)… those who reject the ways the world 

encourages us to cheapen our lives by chasing after “comfort” / superiority / “success”… those who realize 

there is more to life than the empty, self-centered values of this world / the endless scrambling for more 

(always at the expense of others)—those who “lose their lives for my sake”—they will find life – real life / 

full life / eternal life…  

This is a common theme in the NT—that if you want to live, really live (experience life as God intends)… 

you have to learn to give your life away… you have to learn how to die to yourself…for to serve Jesus is to 

follow him… to go where he goes / serve as he serves / give as he gives…  

On the surface, Jesus’ response seems strange / out of place.  But it all seems to point ahead to vs. 32 where 

Jesus says that when he is “lifted up from the earth, he will draw all people to himself.”     

When that happens—when Jesus is lifted up from the earth… when he lives out the parable of the grain of 

wheat dying in order to live / bear fruit—something decisive… something life-changing will happen… 

something the human race will not be able to forget / ignore…  

Jesus seems to say that if the Greeks want to SEE him, then they need to be ready… because what is coming 

is what they must SEE… that if they want to SEE him (for who he is / what he’s been sent into the world to 
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do), then Jesus’ mission is clear… his time has come—he must move forward and complete the work this 

Father has given him to do.   

Only by being “lifted up” / only by embracing the cross… will “the world” SEE Jesus as God intends.  And 

they won’t just SEE him.  They will COME to him / be drawn to him—not forced / coerced, but drawn in by 

the net of God’s love, grace, and forgiveness… drawn into relationship / into a new way of being and 

living… into a new life (that comes from death)—a life that bears fruit.     

Jesus’ death on the cross will be like planting a seed into the ground.  It will look like the end… but in fact, 

it will be a new beginning.  It will look like death… but in fact, it will bring new life.   

Jesus’ death on the cross will be the triumph of God’s self-giving LOVE—a LOVE that confronts death—

meets it face to face—and defeats it… in order to bring life… for the sake not just of the Jews… but the 

whole world.   

Jesus has waited for this moment… for a sign…   

That fact that the Greeks / “the world” is asking to SEE Jesus… here, in Jerusalem…is that sign that Jesus 

has been waiting for—like the first bud of spring…  

Now Jesus knows that his time has come—the time to which is whole life has been leading… the time in 

which he will be “glorified” (bring glory to the Father)…  

Jesus knows that his time has come… and he admits that he is troubled – deeply troubled…  

Of course he is.  Who wouldn’t be?!  That it had to come to this!  That Jesus had to die in order for us to 

live!  Just as wheat dies in the earth and later bears much fruit, Jesus had to die to the world that he could live 

again… for all of us… that we through him could live.   

His soul is troubled… at what lies ahead for him.  As a flesh and blood human being, Jesus’ natural instinct 

would be to say—“The time has come—Father, isn’t there another way?”  “Save me from this hour.”  And 

yet, he is committed to doing what is necessary.   

He has come this far.  He has prepared the soil.  He has planted the seeds.  Is he now going to ask for a 

change of plans?!  No!   

Yes, his troubled soul knows the danger that lies ahead.  Yes, his troubled soul knows that the road he must 

walk to Calvary will not be easy / will lead to death.  BUT… he also knows that it is through that danger / 

through the cross of Calvary… that God’s glory will shine out for all the world to see.   

“Father, glorify your name!” Jesus prays.  That is the prayer that gets answered with what the people heard 

as thunder.   

The Father has glorified his name—God has done so already in Jesus’ public ministry… in his signs / acts of 

power… in his teaching / preaching… in his feeding and healing and forgiving and loving…  

And the Father will do so again… when Jesus is “lifted up” for the whole world to SEE…  

It is all about his being “lifted up”—on a pole… like the serpent in the wilderness.  That is how the world 

will be rescued.  That is how the world will be saved.  That is how God—the God of LOVE—will be 

glorified.   

Jesus really meant it when he said a grain of wheat that falls into the earth and dies bears much fruit.   
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He really meant it when he said, “If you want to keep your life you will lose it, but if you lose your life for my 

sake you will find it.”   

Jesus died… because he truly believed that the way to real life—eternal life, he called it—is to live for 

others.   

Jesus died to show us that when our lives seem out of control, there is One who knows… who understands 

(who has been there)… and who draws us to himself.   

Jesus died to teach us how to live—to call us out of our selfishness / self-centered ways… to show us how to 

really live – by loving… by caring deeply… by giving ourselves.  As Frederick Buechner put it: “When 

Jesus commanded us to love our neighbors as ourselves, it was not just for our neighbors’ sake, but for our 

sakes as well.”   

Jesus died to save us from our own selfishness / to call us to a life lived in his love.   

Jesus died because he really believed that in living for others, we become the men/women God created us to 

be.   

Jesus died to teach us not to be afraid… to show us that there is a force more powerful than death—the 

LOVE of God.  And because of that, because of God’s LOVE… there is always life… even in the middle of 

death.   

 

As our Lenten journey draws us ever closer to Jerusalem, we, too, wish to SEE Jesus… or do we?!   

To SEE Jesus for who he really is… To SEE Jesus for what he is about…   To SEE how we are to follow 

him…  

“If you love your life, you will lose it,” he says.  “If you hate / reject your life in this world, you’ll keep it for 

the life of the coming age.  If any of you wants to serve me, then follow me – go where I go… do what I do… 

where I am, there my servant will be too…”   

This is Jesus’ challenge to his followers… to the “Greeks” ("the world”)—and to us!   

The point of following Jesus is to be drawn into his life… and into his death… 

Following Jesus is about loving others… and serving others…  

Following Jesus is about sacrifice… giving of ourselves on behalf of those around us…  

Jesus demonstrates God’s strength through vulnerability… God’s power through what appears weak in the 

eyes of the world… God’s justice through love, mercy, and forgiveness… and he calls those of us who 

would follow him… to the very same kind of life and love.  For he knows that every act of love, mercy, and 

forgiveness—however small—can be a seed of change in this world.   

Is this the Jesus the Greeks—the world—want to SEE?  Is this the Jesus we want to SEE?  And follow?   

The Jesus who reveals the gracious, loving heart of God by going to the cross… is the Jesus we know.   

The Jesus who is raised on the 3rd day to show us that love is more powerful than hate… and life more 

powerful than death… is the Jesus we are called to serve and follow and proclaim.   

This Jesus is the One who promises to draw us—and all people—to himself…  


