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Glory and trouble 

 

Jeremiah 31:31–34 

Psalm 119:9–16 

Hebrews 5:5–10 

John 12:20–33 

 

Text: John 20:23, 27 

Jesus answered them, ‘The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. … ‘Now my soul 

is troubled.  And what should I say—“Father, save me from this hour”? No, it is for this reason 

that I have come to this hour. 

 

Introduction 

John Dalberg-Acton, better known as Lord Acton, was an English historian and politician.  In an 

1887 letter to Bishop Creighton of the Church of England he wrote, “I cannot accept your canon 

that we are to judge Pope and King unlike other men, with a favourable presumption that they 

did no wrong.  Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”  One does not 

need to look to other lands and countries or history to observe that those with power and position 

endeavour to protect, solidify, even increase their hold on their place.  You can see this in the 

way people with political power demonize those holding dissenting political views as out-of-

bounds extremism.  The objective is to shield themselves by silencing any criticism. 

 

1. In John’s gospel, the tipping point came when Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead and many of 

the Jews who had seen what Jesus did believed in him.  Some of them went to the Pharisees and 

told them what Jesus had done; a meeting of the chief priests—the ruling council—was  

promptly convened by some leading Pharisees who said, “What are we to do?  This man is 

performing many signs.  If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and the 

Romans will come and destroy both our holy place and our nation.” (John 11:47-48) It was at 

that meeting when the plan was agreed upon that Jesus must be put to death. 

 

The point in John’s story we read today takes place a short time after this meeting, perhaps a 

couple of weeks, maybe a little more.  What we know as Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem 

was likely the day before these Greeks ask for an audience with Jesus.  You know the entry 

story—we will be joining that procession next Sunday on what we mark as Palm Sunday; the 

story of crowds shouting “Hosanna, blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord—the 

King of Israel!”  The crowd who had seen Lazarus raised from the dead were in the procession 

and kept telling everyone about Jesus, so people were scrambling to see Jesus.  So much so that 

the Pharisees threw up their hands in exasperation and said to one another, “‘You see, you can do 

nothing.  Look, the world has gone after him!” 

 

These Greeks who want to see Jesus typify “how the world had gone after him.”  Who are these 

Greeks?  They are either Greek-speaking Jews or Greek God-fearers, that is gentiles who 

worshiped Israel’s God but had not ceremonially become Jews.  I think they are the latter given 

that they had likely witnessed Jesus clear the temple court of animal sellers and currency traders, 

the court set aside for the Gentiles—clearly Jesus cared that Gentiles be welcomed for worship. 
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Jesus’ response to their ask for an audience is curious to us.  We would expect him to open his 

digital calendar and observe that he had an hour still available between the Galilee contingent 

and that group that wanted to see him from Bethany-beyond-Jordan.  Instead, Jesus answered, 

‘The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.’  The word ‘glory’ here has the idea of 

displaying fully, clearly.  On my desk in my home office is a card my (late) wife Valerie gave 

me on our 25th wedding anniversary.  The front of the card has a beautiful picture of a flowing 

river cascading over some rocks with beams of sunlight flooding the entire scene such that the 

details of nature can be clearly seen; you can almost count the strands of moss on the rocks.  On 

the inside is a note Valerie wrote in which her heart for me was fully disclosed.  When Jesus says 

that the hour has come for him to be glorified, he means that the hour has come when we will see 

him in all that he is; his heart for us will be fully disclosed. 

 

And then he starts to talk about ‘a grain of wheat that has to die before it can bear fruit’ and 

‘those who love their life lose it, but those who hate their life in the world will keep it for eternal 

life.’  These are sayings that Jesus has taught his disciples in various forms; sayings about 

following him in obedience to the One he calls the Father.  But here it is presented to us as if 

Jesus were reviewing them for his own sake—to be sure, it describes what it means to follow 

him, a message these Greeks need to hear—yet it is Jesus reflecting that this is also for him.   

 

And this leads to Jesus saying, “Now my soul is troubled.”  Why?  Because he knows following 

this way will lead to his great suffering for us.  The word ‘trouble’ Jesus uses signifies an 

agitation, horror, convulsion, and shock of spirit.  This is akin to what the other gospel writers 

tell us of his prayer in the garden of Gethsemane.  Jesus, in turmoil of spirit, shrinks from the 

fearful experience before him.  Jesus continues, “now is the judgement of this world; now the 

ruler of this world will be driven out—when I am lifted up from the earth.”  John tells us that 

Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death he would die. 

 

The glory, the fullness of God’s love on display and, the trouble, the kind of death he would die 

are one and the same event, according to the gospel.  The gospel always brings us to the foot of 

the cross.  From a worldly perspective, we expect glory to be a much happier thing.  Keep in 

mind that the resurrection and ascension of Jesus is presented in the gospel as vindication that the 

glory happened at the cross.  The glory is also the source of our Lord’s troubled spirit.  He knows 

it is why he came and at the same time contemplation of bearing its wickedness causes Jesus to 

want to shrink from it. 

  

2. When the Apostle John uses the word ‘world’ here he does mean God's creation—it is not 

used as a synonym for the planet earth.  Rather, the ‘world’ he speaks of is the fallen realm that 

exists in estrangement from God and is organized in opposition to God's purposes.  The world is 

spoken of as a superhuman reality, concretely embodied in structures and institutions, that 

aggressively shapes human life and seeks to hold human beings captive to its ways.  As Jesus 

anticipates the cross he declared that now is the judgement of the world; at the cross we see the 

world in all its glory for what it truly is in all its ugliness as it murders the sinless son of God; the 

world gets exposed for what it is—the enemy of life.  John’s gospel begins with the wondrous 

claim that in Jesus “All things came into being through him… What has come into being in him 

was life, and the life was the light of all people.”  In another place John recounts Jesus’ 

pronouncement that “I am the resurrection and the life,” in another “I am way, truth, and life.”  
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At the cross the world seeks to put an end to this one who is life and snuff out his light.  And we 

are complicit with this world in our sinfulness. 

 

In this context where Jesus is contemplating what is coming for him, he said, “Those who love 

their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.” Notice 

how Jesus refers to the life he calls followers to hate—life in this world.  I must point out that 

“hate” here means, as it often does in the Hebrew mind, “to love less.”  In the older testament 

story of Jacob, for example, he had two wives; Rachel with whom he was madly in love, and 

Leah whom he loved less.  We are told that God saw that Leah was ‘unloved;’ the word 

translated ‘unloved’ is the Hebrew word for ‘hate.’ (Genesis 29:31)   

 

At the beginning of this sermon, I cited Lord Acton’s famous aphorism, “Power tends to corrupt 

and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” We are all aware of the truth of this observation.  God 

intends governance to be a creaturely good and we can see how the desire for power over others 

has corrupted this good.  Power over others is alluring and promises great things for a person.  

Think about Jesus in the wilderness when Satan offered him the kingdoms of this world.  Once 

tasted, power over others consumes people, demands more and more of a person to stay 

powerful.  At the cross, God’s power is the limitless efficacy of God’s limitless vulnerability 

which rules out any suggestion of God’s power as the capacity to coerce.  The vulnerability 

where God in the Son defencelessly gives himself to persons made in his image rules out any 

suggestion of manipulation.  The corrupting influence of power to coerce and manipulate isn’t 

limited to rulers and political leaders.  Is it any wonder that Jesus calls us to hate ‘life in this 

world, this world organized in opposition to God’s purposes?’  

 

I am not suggesting that a Christian should not be involved in places of governance.  It is to 

observe that in following Jesus we are called to understand power as Jesus does—self-forgetful, 

self-giving.  Life, eternal life, is found in clinging to Jesus Christ not in the pursuit of solidifying 

a station or place of authority.  Or as Jesus put it, ‘those who love their life lose it.’ 

 

In the recorded saying of Jesus, he says far more about the spiritual danger of wealth and money 

than he does about faith.  I do not have to rehearse with you that money talks.  You know the 

way things take over more and more of your time, attention, and resources.  Labour saving 

devices become necessities and ever need upkeep and replacement.  Do you ever wonder if these 

things serve you or if you serve them?  Jesus was sold out for thirty pieces of silver, the price of 

buying a slave.  And both these things are horrendous; both selling out someone for money and 

selling someone for money.  Commerce is a good God intends for our wellbeing and we know 

well how love for money corrupts.  As Jesus is betrayed for 30 pieces of silver the ‘world’ is 

exposed for what it is.  In the clarity of who Jesus is hanging on the cross the sinfulness of sin is 

exposed. … but those who hate their life in the world will keep it for eternal life. 

 

3. Lent, for believers, is the season of this journey to the cross.  For those who may have given 

up something or taken on some thing through lent the end is in sight on this the fifth Sunday in 

Lent.  As we stand with Jesus this day the end is also in sight—the glory that troubles his spirit 

so deeply—he sees the cross just a few days away.  What triggers him at this moment to cause 

contemplation of the cross to loom so large in his mind?  We are told that some Greeks ask for 

an audience.  Could it be that this request brings before his mind that he will bear the sins of the 
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whole world?  The Greeks may represent, in John’s telling, the first fruits of the Gentile world 

who will come to believe in him—you and me included.  

 

The world that sought to destroy Jesus; the world organized in opposition to God’s purposes 

does not like Jesus’ followers either.  This is to observe that our life as believers is shaped by the 

cross of Jesus Christ or is cruciform in shape.  In another of the gospel writers where these 

sayings of Jesus about loving and hating life in this world appear the same idea is expressed from 

another angle of vision when he said that to be his followers, we are to deny ourselves and take 

up our cross and follow him.  (Mark 8:34-35)  

 

In a world that promotes self-absorption and self-promotion Jesus’ message of the cross is hard 

to hear.  The resurrection of Jesus Christ is the ratification of the limitless efficacy of Jesus’ self-

forgetful, self-giving for our sakes.  There is this tendency in parts of the church to regard the 

resurrection as Jesus leaving that messy cross business behind and consequently regard 

discipleship as cross-free and recognized if not congratulated by the world.  Jesus was raised 

with his wounds still visible; it is the crucified Jesus who was raised.   

 

The gospel calls followers to deny self, die to self.  Jesus calls us to give ourselves away for him 

and for others.  In this he promises that our true self emerges.  Martin Luther wrote that “a 

Christian lives not in himself, but in Christ and in his neighbour.”  Christians, freed by Christ for 

their true nature—bound to Christ by faith and bound to the neighbour by love—live henceforth 

in sacrificial self-forgetfulness.  Taken out of themselves, their self-absorption shrivels and their 

anxiety evaporates.   

 

Since we live in the neighbour by sharing the neighbour’s suffering; and since we live in Christ 

by faith in the one whose was raised with wounds still visible, it is plain that Lord and disciples 

are fused as the suffering of disciples, different from his, is nevertheless one with his.  Then are 

his suffering and theirs to remain indefinitely? Is the victorious Lord, raised as crucified, 

appointed to suffer eternally? 

 

No. For, Scripture attests, “Then comes the end, when he [Jesus Christ] delivers the kingdom to 

God the Father.”  (1 Corinthians 15:24) At this point all has been fulfilled.  The suffering of Lord 

and people is over definitively, and the word of the prophet is finally beyond dispute and beyond 

denial: 

 

“He will swallow up death forever, 

and the Lord God will wipe away tears from all faces, 

and the reproach of his people he will take away from all the earth; 

for the Lord has spoken.” (Isaiah 26:8) 

 

 

   


