Sermon – Sunday 21 March 2021 

Psalm 51: 1-17. Hebrews 5:5-10 & John 12: 20-33

Six days before the Passover celebration, Jesus arrived in Bethany at the home of Lazarus, his friend, and the man he raised from the dead.
As ever, Lazarus’ sister Martha, a New Testament version of Mary Berry,  was busy making and serving food for Jesus and his disciples - and probably anyone else who tagged along, as usual. 

Then after the meal, when no doubt Martha was slaving away in the kitchen washing up dishes galore, Mary, always one to see the spiritual significance of any occasion with Jesus present, brought over from the side table a large jar (12 oz in fact) of expensive perfume, and she poured it over Jesus feet. 

This was an anointing which Mary recognised as significant to what was to come during the week ahead. It was lost on Judas, the treasurer to the disciples’ common purse , the one who was about to betray Jesus for money before the week was out!

Judas just complains that the perfume could have been sold for a month’s wages and have allowed the disciples to have human security, instead of living hand to mouth or, as some of the more spiritual disciples might say - by faith. 

We read that into this gathering of Jesus came some unexpected guests. Some Greeks had come to Jerusalem for the Passover, but were desperate to meet Jesus. Perhaps  they’d heard about Jesus’ miracles, his fine teaching, his insights into life? We’re not told exactly why they came, but perhaps because they spoke Greek, and they’d been told Phillip spoke Greek through his connections in Galilee, they sought out Philip’s house.  Having requested to see Jesus, Philip immediately sought out Andrew, and they went together to Jesus. 

Throughout the Bible you will often find people who are key links in the story . They almost have a one-off ‘walk on’ part, or what some call  ‘cast extras’,  but their role is absolutely strategic. They are  never the ones who do the big jobs, just often provide the connections. They have a habit of just being in the right place the right time,  each playing a small part, but used by God in a mighty way. And here we have a perfect example.

Simply because of Phillip’s  language abilities and connections,  and Andrew‘s obvious evangelistic background (which we find in other parts of the gospels) has led to the two of them joining together to take the Greeks to see Jesus. We’re not told what they do after their encounter with Jesus, but no doubt they went home and spread the message to all their contacts, bringing into being the Great Commission even before Jesus had even formally commanded it!

I’m not sure what the Greeks had expected when they saw Jesus, but they walked in on Jesus in very reflective mood. He had obviously been thinking about the future and the week ahead, and crowds were still around him. Jesus says “now the time has come for the son of man (the phrase that Jesus calls himself) to enter into his glory.  I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat is planted in the soul and dies, it remains alone. But its death will produce many kernels – a plentiful harvest of new lives.”

And if that was not hard enough to understand, probably through Philip interpreting, Jesus follows it up with verse 25 “Those who love their life in this world will lose it. Those who care nothing for their life in this world will keep it for eternity.  Anyone who wants to be my disciple must follow me, because my servants must be where I am. And the father will honour anyone who services me.”

Well, by this time the Greeks were really now wondering what they had let themselves in for, and some of the disciples were scratching their heads. Yes, they knew that going to Jerusalem had been foretold by Jesus,  and that something special was going to happen. But, they were trying to put pieces of the jigsaw together and here he was talking about something having to die so that new life can come into being?

And then, just before they’re able to draw breath and ask a question, Jesus suddenly says (v27): “Now my soul is deeply troubled. Should I pray ‘Father, save me from this hour?’ But this is the very reason I came Father, ‘bring glory to your name“.

It was as if they were all partaking in a very personal conversation between Jesus and his heavenly father and wondered whether they should be there even or,  should they quietly leave? This was Holy Ground that they were standing on and it felt like they were trespassing, It was so very personal and raw.

Again, before they even had chance to speak, a voice from heaven said “I have already brought glory to my name, and I will do so again“!

Well, by now it was all getting a bit much. Some of the crowd thought that the voice was thunder, whilst others thought it was an angel.

But Jesus told them: “The voice was for your benefit, not mine. The time for judging this world has come, when Satan, the ruler of this world, will be cast out.”

“And when I’m lifted up to heaven from the Earth, I will draw everyone to myself.” He said this to indicate he was going to die.

In literally a few paragraphs, Jesus had given them the whole gospel - something that was added to by Saint Paul in 1 Corinthians 15 where he said: “What you sow does not come to life unless it dies.  What is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonour; it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness; it is raised in power. It is sown a human body, it is raised a spiritual body.”

Jesus died to pay the penalty for our sins and also to demonstrate his power over death. His resurrection proves eternal life is possible for all those who believe in Jesus - for all who have given their lives, and their will to Him.

The disciples listening to Jesus’ words - yes they had  been prepared over the last three years,  and from time to time Jesus spoke of his leaving them - or something about ‘going back’ to the father,  but it always seemed all so far off. And that phrase ‘ the hour has come’ well, once it was 3 years away, then perhaps three months,  then three weeks but now,  it was days away.

Here Jesus declared that the hour had arrived. It was time now for the King to come, not forced to defeat the Roman Empire, but for him to die, then be raised to defeat sin and death and then to rule from heaven and one day, return. Then, every knee shall bow and he shall be King of Kings and Lord of Lords and worshipped by all. 

Jesus death became our only way to eternal life. Jesus death would bring glory and life for him and those who believe in him. Jesus resurrection proves he has eternal life and Jesus gave the same eternal life to all who believe in him.

Those Greek visitors came amid Jesus’s final week on earth, and they came at a time of sharing strategic words to his nearest and dearest but, his words are equally as relevant to us today in 2021.

Jesus said (v25) said: “those who love their life in this world will lose it.  Those who care nothing by their life in this world will keep it for all eternity.”

 “Anyone who wants to be my disciple must follow me, because my servants must be where I am. And my father will honour anyone who serves me.

Jesus asked those he spoke to in this this story to follow him. True followers of Jesus must have their priorities in order just as Jesus did . Jesus said very clearly that if they choose to love their own life more than the master, they would  lose the very life they seek to maintain. 

True disciples must be willing to suffer rejection, and in some parts of our world, tragically, even to death. 

I don’t know about you but that’s one of the truths that seem so distant from where we are in modern Britain today. But did you see the picture of the nun in Myanmar last week? She knelt down in front of armed soldiers, pleading with them to shoot her, and let the children go free, instead. 

Such was her dedication to the lives of those children, children made an image of God, that she was willing to die so others could live. That’s exactly what Jesus did for you and me. 

Christ laid down his life for us. In return, let us offer our lives back in full submission to His will and may we be links in the chain, like Philip and Andrew, in bringing people to Jesus.
Our reading in Psalm 51 provides us with the perfect prayer to use this week on which to sum up the teaching of Jesus in this gospel passage.

Psalm 51 versus 5, 7, 19, 12, 15 and 17.
“I was born a sinner yes, from the moment my mother conceive me. Purify me for my sins, and I will be clean: wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.

“Create in me a clean heart, O God.  Renew a loyal spirit within me.  Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and make me willing to obey.

“Open my lips, O Lord, that my mouth my praise you. The sacrifice you desire is a broken spirit -you will not reject a broken and repentant heart, O God.”

May God guide us this week as we each seek, like the Greek’s, to meet Jesus face to face, and then to follow Him with lives seeking to bring glory to Him. 

Amen.

