A Savior Like No Other #3

“The Hour Has Come”

John 12:20-36

This morning we examined one of the most popular events in the life of Jesus, recorded in all four gospels: what is often called “The Triumphal Entry” on Palm Sunday. Since the timing of this episode is certain—one week before Easter—and since it falls on Sunday every year, it is one of the most often preached events as well.

This evening I would like to turn our attention to something that happened right after the triumphal entry, perhaps on the same day (though some scholars place it later in Passion Week). Unlike Jesus’ dramatic entry into Jerusalem, though, few sermons are ever preached from this text. Unless one is preaching through the gospel of John, this passage will probably be passed over. Why? In the words of one scholar, in turning to John 12:20-36 “we arrive at one of the profoundest and most demanding sections of the entire gospel.”

What transpires was as mystifying to the original audience as it is for us…perhaps more so. Think about this: Enthusiastic crowds have just greeted Jesus as He entered Jerusalem, hailing Him as the promised Messiah and King. No doubt visions of exalted positions in the imminent kingdom fill the heads of the disciples. Yet immediately after this the Lord speaks in veiled terms of laying down His life. Jesus’ words must have come as a blow, a complete reversal of their hopes.
 

Let’s read John 12:20-36,

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.

The key verse is 23: “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.” Jesus often spoke of “the hour,” especially as recorded in John’s gospel. Up to this point, “the hour” has always been future, referring to the appointed time for Jesus’ death, resurrection and exaltation—in short, His glorification.
 The tense changes here—what had always been future is now present. “The hour has come.”

From this passage we learn three things about “the hour” Jesus mentions.

The Breadth of the Hour

First we see the breadth of the hour. John introduces us now to certain Greeks. Since these men had come up to worship, it is likely that they were “God-fearers.” The “God-fearers” were attracted to Judaism by its monotheism and morality but repelled by its nationalism and requirements such as 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. These “Greeks” would not necessarily have come from Greece itself. There were many Greeks in Decapolis, for example, and they could have come from such a place. At Passover time worshippers came from widely scattered places throughout the Empire to join in the festivity.
 Among such “God-fearing Gentiles” were Cornelius, the Roman centurion of Acts 10-11, Lydia, many of the converts in Thessalonica, a part of Paul’s audience in Athens and in Corinth. There were numerous converts to Judaism in the first century, and the early Gentile church owed a large number of its adherents to those who came to Christ from paganism by this intermediate step.

The Greeks approach Philip and ask to see Jesus. “See,” meant something like “interview”; anyone could “see” Jesus as he moved among the people, but the Greeks clearly wanted more than that. They wanted to talk to him and get to know him. They give no reason for this. But the general tone of his Gospel leaves us in no doubt as to the point of the inquiry. Jesus was the Savior of the world, and this group of Gentiles symbolically represents the world seeking its salvation from Jesus.

Somehow, the approach of the Gentiles signaled to Jesus that His “hour” had arrived. One author writes, “This…is like an exploding fuse in the mind of Jesus.”
 At first it appears that Jesus ignores the questioners completely. It is likely that Jesus met with the Greeks and dealt with them extensively in private, and that John chose to highlight the significance of their coming to Him rather than the details of their conversation.

But why this connection with “the hour”? Perhaps the coming of the Greeks made Jesus think of the great harvest (not only among Jews but also among Gentiles) that would occur following his death.
 He may have been thinking of a fulfilled prophecy in Isaiah 56:6-8,

And foreigners who bind themselves to the Lord to serve him, to love the name of the Lord, and to worship him, all who keep the Sabbath without desecrating it and who hold fast to my covenant—these I will bring to my holy mountain and give them joy in my house of prayer. Their burnt offerings and sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my house will be called a house of prayer for all nations.”  The Sovereign Lord declares—he who gathers the exiles of Israel: “I will gather still others to them besides those already gathered.”

This was the same prophecy Jesus quotes the next day when He cleansed the Temple a second time.

Jesus’ words demonstrate the breadth of “the hour.” One of John’s major themes is that Jesus is the Savior of the world, not simply the Redeemer of Israel. John the Baptist identifies Jesus as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” in John 1:29. “For God so loved the world,” John 3:16 declares. The Samaritans rightly identified Him as “the Savior of the world” in John 4:42. He describes Himself as “the Light of the world” in John 8:12. The universal emphasis of John’s Gospel is too obvious to miss. Jesus speaks in John 10:16 that He will bring in “other sheep” outside the Jewish fold.
 As Leon Morris comments, “The gospel is a gospel for the whole world only because of the cross.”
 

The Benefits of the Hour

Jesus went on to speak of the benefits of the hour. He used an agricultural image His audience was sure to understand: “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.” With hindsight, we completely comprehend what He is saying—through the death of one many will live. His substitutionary sacrifice would provide salvation to “all men” in verse 32.

Throughout John’s gospel, “the hour” has about it the air of inevitability. It represents the doing of the Father’s will.
 This was the basic mission of Jesus coming to earth—to do the Father’s will—but that did not make it easy. While the fulfillment of “the hour” brought benefits to others, it was a burden to Jesus Himself. The realization that nothing stood between Jesus and the cross led to a poignant glimpse of His humanity. In a particularly transparent moment, we see the Lord overcome by dread; He knew He would face agony on a cosmic scale, far more than the physical pain of crucifixion.
 His heart is deeply troubled. The verb is a strong one in Greek, signifying revulsion, horror, anxiety, and agitation.

This reminds us of the prayer of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane as He struggled with His impending crucifixion. There is no account of Jesus’ Gethsemane prayer in John’s Gospel. Perhaps this passage functions as its counterpart. As at Gethsemane, so here Jesus was deeply troubled. He considered praying to be saved from the hour of death, but determined to carry out his Father’s will at any cost.
 In fact, the records here and in Mark’s account of Gethsemane use the same Greek word, rendered “Yet not my will but yours be done” in Mark 14:36 and “No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour.”
 Jesus’ human nature shrank back from the horrible suffering He was to endure, but He chose to obey the Father’s will over His own personal comfort. As Jesus agonizes in that awful moment, there emerges from the depths of His spirit a great yearning cry which lays bare the ultimate passion of His being—“Father, glorify your name!” 
 From this moment on, Jesus walked with unfaltering step to the cross.

In verses 30-32, Jesus spells out specific benefits of “the hour”:

1. Jesus’ death will glorify the Father’s name;

2. Jesus’ death will bring judgment on the world;

3. Jesus’ death will drive out the prince of this world;

4. Jesus’ death will draw all men to Himself.

The Father will be glorified through the loving obedience of the Son; His death will serve as judgment on the world, for people will either be saved or lost depending on their response to His offer of grace; and His cross spells the ultimate doom of Satan.

The phrase “all men” in verse 32 does not suggest universal salvation. It means “all people without distinction,” that is, Jews and Gentiles.
 Jesus is not affirming that the whole world will be saved; He is affirming that all who are saved are saved in this way.
 His death was, according to 1 John 2:2, “the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.” There is nothing limited about Christ’s atonement…only the limitation of man’s lack of faith. 

The Brevity of the Hour

Finally, Jesus points out the brevity of the hour in verses 34-36. The crowds— who had just welcomed Jesus as their king—were perplexed by His saying that He would be “lifted up.”
 His use of the phrase “lifted up from the earth” is another case of double meaning (something John uses often in his gospel). In the literal sense, the phrase was a familiar picture for crucifixion, a death He would endure on behalf of all. Yet, in a figurative sense, the phrase “lifted up from the earth” also describes His rising from the dead, ascending to Heaven, and then calling “all men” to join Him there.

The crowd immediately understood the literal portion of Jesus’ assertion that He, the Christ, would be “lifted up from the earth.” Their challenge reflects a theological problem concerning the Messiah, which persists among Jews today. The Messiah described in the Old Testament is a warrior king, who will vanquish Israel’s foes, lead them into prosperity, and rule from the throne of David forever. Yet He is also a suffering servant who will die on behalf of His people. How can a dead man vanquish any foe and rule from any throne?

To solve the conundrum, many Jews theorized—as many still do today—that the Messiah would be two individuals acting in concert. The Jews in Jesus’ day hadn’t considered the possibility that a single individual might die on behalf of His people and then rise from the grave to become their everlasting king. Clearly, the people in Jesus’ audience didn’t pick up on the figurative aspect of His statement.

Jesus does not answer the crowd’s question directly. His reply points them to the urgent necessity to act on the light they have. Let them give up their preconceived notions of messiahship and act on the revelation Jesus is giving them, and their question will be answered. The light is there only for “just a little while longer.” This applies to Jesus’ earthly presence; he is about to be taken from the earth. But it also points to the timeless truth that if we do not use the light we lose it.

This was no time to be discussing the fine points of theology! It was an hour of crisis and an hour of opportunity. The light was shining and they had better take advantage of their opportunity to be saved! By a simple step of faith, these people could have passed out of spiritual darkness and into the light of salvation.

We now look back on this event as in the past. For Jesus the hour had come, and over the next several days He would complete His mission—the Father’s will—and open the way of salvation to all people. On the cross He would conquer sin and three days later He would conquer death…and conquer Satan every step of the way.

Yet in another way “the hour” is still present for us. Not the hour in the sense of sacrifice but in the sense of salvation. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 6:2, “For he says, ‘In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you.’ I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day of salvation.” See, Jesus was God, and as God He knew when His hour of departure had come. We, as humans, do not. We do not have the future, for the future never arrives. We cannot change the past. But we do have the present. The hour has come. What will you do with it?
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