Believing Is Seeing #27

“The Truth Is in the Timing”

John 12:12-36


On top of the world one moment, out of the world the next.


In 1968, Robert F. Kennedy had just won the decisive California primary, giving him the inside track on the Democratic nomination for President.  Moments later, an assassin’s bullet exploded into his brain and he was gone.


In 1986, Len Bias had been the top draft pick of the Boston Celtics, with the promise of a multi-million dollar contract and a career with one of the premier basketball teams in his grasp.  Less than 48 hours later, he was dead of a cocaine overdose.


In 2001, on the last lap of the Daytona 500, Dale Earnhardt, Sr. was running third, with his son Dale, Jr., and teammate Michael Waltrip running ahead of him.  On the final turn, his car slammed into the wall and he was killed instantly.


On top of the world one moment, out of the world the next.


While these three events are all dreadful in their own right, the tragedy is in the timing.  To be so close and yet never achieve makes their untimely deaths even worse.


Some would include another historic person in this list: Jesus of Nazareth.  On what would become known as Palm Sunday, He rode into Jerusalem to the shouts and cheers of the crowds, an ancient version of a tickertape parade.  Less than a week later, He would be put to death as a convicted and condemned criminal. 


While this sounds similar to the other events mentioned above, there is one glaring difference: Jesus knew what was going to happen to Him.  Rather than seeing the tragedy in the timing, when it comes to the death of Jesus, the truth is in the timing.


As we turn to John 12:12-36, two events are recorded that leave many scratching their heads in confusion.  Even with the benefit of hindsight, we are hard pressed to make sense out of what we read here. But considering the divine timetable, it all will add up.

The Cross Comes Before the Crown


John 12:12-19 record Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem on what has become known as Palm Sunday.

The next day the great crowd that had come for the Feast heard that Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. They took palm branches and went out to meet him, shouting, “Hosanna!” “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” “Blessed is the King of Israel!” Jesus found a young donkey and sat upon it, as it is written, “Do not be afraid, O Daughter of Zion; see, your king is coming, seated on a donkey’s colt.”﻿ At first his disciples did not understand all this. Only after Jesus was glorified did they realize that these things had been written about him and that they had done these things to him. Now the crowd that was with him when he called Lazarus from the tomb and raised him from the dead continued to spread the word. Many people, because they had heard that he had given this miraculous sign, went out to meet him. So the Pharisees said to one another, “See, this is getting us nowhere. Look how the whole world has gone after him!”


This scene is filled with significant elements.  The crowd—a mixture of Galilean pilgrims coming for Passover and locals who had witnessed the raising of Lazarus—took palm branches to wave as Jesus passed by.  Palm branches were the national emblem of an independent Palestine from the time of the Maccabees.
  As Paul Maier notes, “These were Jewish flags!”


What the crowd shouted during the parade was also meaningful.  “Hosanna!” is a call for God to save, and comes from Psalm 118:25.  “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” appears in the following verse in the same psalm.  “Blessed is the King of Israel” was not a part of Psalm 118, but reflects how the people of that time viewed the Promised One.  There was no mistaking the crowd’s intention: They were welcoming their Messiah.


It is at this point that the scene takes an unexpected turn, at least for those in attendance that day.  As Rodney Whitacre puts it,

Jesus responds by finding a young donkey to sit on (v. 14), thereby making a mess of the picture they were creating. He should have found a horse to ride on or made use of some other symbol of power. Instead he paints from a different palette. His action undercuts their nationalism and points in a different direction, evoking an image from the Prophets: Do not be afraid, O Daughter of Zion; see, your king is coming, seated on a donkey’s colt (v. 15; from Zech 9:9). He is indeed king, but not the sort of king they have in mind.


Nobility in the ancient world were known to ride on donkeys. The point was that a king came riding upon a horse when he was bent on war; he came riding upon a donkey when he was coming in peace. This action of Jesus is a sign that he was not the warrior men dreamed of, but the Prince of Peace. No one saw it that way at that time, not even the disciples, who should have known so much better. The minds of all were filled with a kind of mob hysteria. Here was the one who was to come. But they looked for the Messiah of their own dreams and their own wishful thinking; they did not look for the Messiah whom God had sent. Jesus drew a dramatic picture of what he claimed to be, but none understood the claim at the time.


Many even today fail to understand what Jesus did on that day.  Was He claiming to be the Messiah or not?  Did He not know that, by week’s end, His battered corpse would lie in a borrowed tomb?  Some suppose not—they conclude that Jesus really thought He was going to be crowned as King of Israel at that time, but that events spun out of control that led to His death.  No one, these folks claim, was more surprised by the crucifixion of Jesus than Jesus Himself.  In their eyes, the death of Jesus is nothing more than a tragedy.


Obviously these folks haven’t read the Gospels!


Jesus knew what was going to happen.  For three years He had spelled it out time and time again.  So why this act?  Why go through the motions of being a king if He knew that wasn’t His purpose at the time?  One commentator answers,

Our Lord did not however cease to be Israel’s King because He was God’s suffering servant. On the contrary it was precisely in witnessing to the truth of the love of God for sinners in His own suffering that His Kingship lay.


In other words, Jesus knew that the cross comes before the crown.  He was the King, and He knew that someday He would return as the conquering ruler.  But this wasn’t the right time.  He first had to be the suffering savior.

The Cross Comes Before the Crowds


The second episode in this text may appear just as confusing.  Verses 20-36 read,

Now there were some Greeks among those who went up to worship at the Feast. They came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, with a request. “Sir,” they said, “we would like to see Jesus.” Philip went to tell Andrew; Andrew and Philip in turn told Jesus. Jesus replied, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who serves me. Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour. Father, glorify your name!” Then a voice came from heaven, “I have glorified it, and will glorify it again.” The crowd that was there and heard it said it had thundered; others said an angel had spoken to him. Jesus said, “This voice was for your benefit, not mine. 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.” He said this to show the kind of death he was going to die. The crowd spoke up, “We have heard from the Law that the Christ﻿ ﻿ will remain forever, so how can you say, ‘The Son of Man must be lifted up’? Who is this ‘Son of Man’?” Then Jesus told them, “You are going to have the light just a little while longer. Walk while you have the light, before darkness overtakes you. The man who walks in the dark does not know where he is going. Put your trust in the light while you have it, so that you may become sons of light.” When he had finished speaking, Jesus left and hid himself from them.


Here we are introduced to a group of Greeks who were interested in seeing Jesus.  These were called “God-fearers.” They were people who were attracted by the lofty morality and the monotheism of Judaism, but who did not care to become full proselytes by circumcision. They might visit Jerusalem for the great feasts, but they could not pass beyond the court of the Gentiles when they went up to the Temple.


At any rate, they were interested in meeting Jesus.  They approached Philip, who went to Andrew with the request.  Jesus, though, never seems to reply.  Or does He?  There is no record that Jesus either gave these Greeks an audience or sent a reply back to them. The pronoun “them” in “Jesus answered them” (literal Greek) could refer either to the Greeks themselves or to Andrew and Philip. Yet, in another sense, the action of Jesus answers the Greeks’ inquiry, because He announced openly that the great hour of His life had arrived.
  As Leon Morris puts it, “The gospel is a gospel for the whole world only because of the cross.”
  The cross came before the crowds.
Think about it: Jesus was given a golden opportunity.  If the Jews would not receive Him as their Messiah—and He knew they would not—why not make Himself available to the Gentile world?  The Jews—the Jewish leadership, at least—did not want to have anything to do with Him; the Greeks are coming to Him wanting to meet with Him.  What an open door!

But He seems to ignore them.  This is not to be interpreted as rudeness, but rather the truth is in the timing.  His reply, when He was told of their request, was in effect “Not yet, but after my death”—”when I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw all men to myself,” all without distinction, Gentiles and Jews alike. That is exactly what happened.

There are times in the life of a local church when an opportunity for large numeric growth appears, just as in many times during the life of Jesus large crowds came out to listen.  There’s nothing wrong with large crowds or numeric growth in and of themselves, but we must be careful not to make that the top priority.  Too many churches (and preachers) have sold themselves on the altar of popularity, sacrificing the integrity of the Gospel in the process.

Yes, Jesus speaks in these verses of being “glorified.”  But He made it clear that to be glorified is not to ride popularity to a position of power but to give one’s life fruitfully.
  Jesus never lost sight of His purpose; neither should we.

The Cross Comes Before the Comfort


Finally, Jesus showed in the text that the cross comes before the comfort.  We read in verses 24-28,

I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who serves me. Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour. Father, glorify your name! 


Once again Jesus reveals that He knows what lies ahead.  Later in the passage John points out that Jesus even predicted the way He would die—by crucifixion.  He honestly admits in verse 27, “My heart is troubled.”  Here he is quoting from Psalm 6:3, in which David says, “My soul is in anguish.”
  The Greek verb is a strong one, signifying shock, agitation, even revulsion.
 Hebrews 5:7 refers to Jesus’ “loud cries and tears,” and more specifically “the agony in the Garden.” Luke records about that episode, “Being in anguish, he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground” (Luke 22:44).


Isn’t it refreshing to know that Jesus responded this way in the face of suffering?  Many Christians are told (usually by other Christians) to “put on a smile” when times are bad. To register hurt or pain is to demonstrate a lack of faith they are told.  But our Savior was not that way.  John White, a Christian psychiatrist, writes,

Jesus was altogether healthy in his attitude to sacrifice and suffering. He hated them. He shrank from them. Yet he chose them deliberately because there was no other way to redeem us. His motivation in choosing death was that he anticipated joy and triumph beyond it: “who for the joy set before him endured the cross” (Hebrews 12:2).


He had no stoic, emotionless approach to the agony He anticipated.  But He realized that the cross comes before the comfort.  Sure, He knew that He would rise from the dead and ultimately ascend back to Heaven.  As He told Peter in Matthew 26:53-54,

“Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels?”  He did not have to suffer.  But He did so willingly, knowing that only through His death could He provide life to those who would follow Him.


While we are not called to make the same sacrifice as Jesus did, this truth applies to us as well.  As Warren Wiersbe put it, “God does not expect us to be comfortable, but He does expect us to be conformable.”
  Despite what some televangelists preach, God’s will is not that His children always be healthy and wealthy.  Sometimes we encounter pain and suffering…and sometimes it works out for the good of others or ourselves.


Crowns, crowds, and comfort—not bad things in and of themselves.  In fact, for the man or woman (or church) who faithfully follows Christ, at least two of these (the crowns and the comfort) are promised as the ultimate reward.  But let us not confuse them as the purpose for what we do.  Jesus said in John 12:25-26,

The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who serves me.

In a parallel passage Luke 9:23 records these words of Jesus: “Then he said to them all: ‘If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.’”  From this passage in John 12 we can learn three important lessons:

· The cross comes before the crown

· The cross comes before the crowd

· The cross comes before the comfort

In short, the truth is in the timing.
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