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The Fifth Sunday in Lent, March 18th 2018 
 St. John’s Lutheran Church: Summit, New Jersey 
 John 12:20-33 
 

Grace be to you and peace from God our Creator, Redeemer, and Life-giving Spirit. Amen. 

 At the end of our gospel lesson for this morning Jesus said, “And I, when I am lifted up 

from the earth, will draw all people to myself.”  He said the almost identical thing in last week’s 

gospel from John chapter 3. Clearly, Jesus’ mission is all about drawing people to God --- 

giving them a living window into God’s heart.  He’s sort of like a cosmic magnet who tells his 

disciples that when he’s crucified he will attract all people to himself.   

 It sounds pretty strange doesn’t it? That the sight of a man lifted high on a cross on the 

outskirts of town, executed like a common criminal, will somehow draw people to God?  Yet 

here we sit, twenty centuries removed from the event that Jesus was predicting, worshipping in 

this building that’s filled with crosses.  Here we sit among various representations of the cross --

- they’re on our hymnal covers; on our communion wafers; on my stole; suspended high above 

the altar. Some of you might even be wearing one.  And each one of these crosses poignantly 

remind us of Jesus’ willingness to suffer death in order that we might have life.   

Yes, here we sit, 21st century Gentiles drawn to a 1st century Jewish rabbi; people from 

different countries, class origins, customs and cultures all drawn to the community that strives 

to embody the same self-giving love of God that was first shown to the world in Jesus.  So, 

what was it about Jesus that drew you to him, sisters and brothers?  What was it that drew you 

into his warm embrace and that of the community that bears his name? Donna asked our staff 

a similar question during our meeting this past Thursday.  
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 Was it the music that stirred your heart? Was it the witness of Jesus’ 20th and 21st 

century disciples that made you yearn for what you saw in them --- the peace that passes all 

understanding, or the joy of serving, or the love that radiates in their lives? Did you come to 

Jesus because somebody invited you to church, and then a dynamic sermon kept you there?  

Was it your own life struggles that sent you to the throne of grace or did you come because 

your parents made you?? What was it that drew you to Jesus? 

 Early on in our text some Greeks were drawn to Jesus too.  It was quite unusual for 

Greeks to be seeking Jesus. You see, he was at the Passover festival in Jerusalem and these 

Greeks are Gentiles, not Jews.  They’re not  Jesus’ people.  Maybe they were Gentile 

proselytes, converts to the Jewish faith.  Or maybe they’d heard about Jesus’ teaching and 

preaching and wanted to become his disciples too.   

 Regardless of what it was that attracted them to Jesus, when these Greek seekers went 

asking for a meeting with him, he knew that the time of his death was getting closer.  You see, 

Jesus had come to draw people to God.  His whole mission was summed up in the gospel 

lesson that we heard last week --- “For God so loved the world that God gave his only Son, that 

whoever believes in him may not perish but have eternal life.”  

 Jesus didn’t say that God so loved the temple or the church, but the world.  For that was 

God’s plan from the start of creation --- to create a world of beauty, harmony, truth and love.  

And when the world became broken by sin and evil, God chose to save it --- to save the world, 

the creation and all of its peoples --- Jews and Greeks; young and old; rich and poor, gay and 

straight; saints and sinners.  And God would save the world through giving up that which was 
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closest to God’s heart – God’s beloved Son, Jesus.  Now the plan has begun unfolding. These 

Greeks that come seeking Jesus was the sign.  

 In the verses that come right before our gospel for today, it’s clear that Jesus has 

become a big threat to the religious establishment.  In fact, they’re plotting to get rid of him 

because the crowds are beginning to follow Jesus and not them.  “You see,” say the Pharisees 

to one another, “You can do nothing.  The whole world has gone after him.” And they didn’t like 

that one bit.   Next thing you know, the Greeks show up.  Indeed, it seemed like the whole 

world was beginning to go after him!   

 These two anonymous Greek men go to Phillip and Nathanael and say, “Sir, we wish to 

see Jesus!” The strange thing about this passage though is that we never find out whether they 

got to see Jesus or not.  But their request gives Jesus the opportunity to talk to his disciples 

about his impending death, and then to have a conversation with the crowd. 

 “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if 

it dies, it bears much fruit.”  Wheat was a popular grain where Jesus lived, so he used an image 

that was familiar to his listeners to talk about what was going to happen to him.  Just like a seed 

has to die, has to fall into the deep, dark soil and open up so it can sprout and grow, so too, 

says Jesus, must he die, so that he can open up the entire world to the reality of God’s 

presence --- that God is with us, and for us, and wants us all to be one family. 

 Death must precede life, says Jesus and that’s why he must be lifted up.  He must be 

lifted up high on a cross for everyone to see.  He must be lifted high so the world will know how 

deep and wide and fierce is the relentless love of God.  We’ve got to look at the cross, brothers 
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and sisters, because on the cross all of our human sinfulness and brokenness, all of our 

suffering and shortcomings were nailed once and for all time. 

 However painful it may be for us to confront our sin and shame, it really is the only way 

for us to be healed, to be saved.  There are no shortcuts.  Lent comes before Easter; the cross 

before the crown because the cross is the way of God’s love. The cross, that despised symbol 

of death, was what God used through Jesus’ death to be the sign of new and eternal life for all 

who believe.  The cross was Jesus’ glorification.  It was his moment of exaltation ---- the time 

when he ushered in our salvation and returned us to a right relationship with God.  

 There are other ways in which we can lift up Jesus up too, besides him being lifted up on 

the cross. For not unlike those curious Greeks who wanted to see Jesus so very long ago, 

people still want to see Jesus.  When people see how we live and how we love, they can and 

do see Jesus. When we go to the Community Foodbank like some of us yesterday, or make 

sandwiches for Bridges, people see Jesus in us, helping to feed the hungry.  When we serve on 

community boards and give our time to serve meals on wheels, people see Jesus in us. 

 When we participate in protest marches and walkouts like I hope some of our youth did 

this week, people see Jesus in us, trying to make the world a safer place in which to live. When 

we visit Vito Gallo, the Summit housing complex for seniors, and Juniper Village assisted living 

and take communion to these brothers and sisters, people see Jesus in us.  And when we 

come together in this place for worship --- when we come together to pray and study and serve 

the living God, people see Jesus in this welcoming community. These very things will draw 

people to him today just as they did more than 2,000 years ago.   
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 Years ago someone gave me a small card that I carried in my wallet.  There are two 

poems on it, one of which is entitled, “A Living Sermon.”  It says: 

“I’d rather see a sermon than hear one any day. 
I’d rather one should walk with me than merely show me the way. 

 
I can soon learn how to do it, if you let me see it done. 

I can watch your hands in action, but your tongue too fast may run. 
 

All lectures you deliver may be very wise and true, 
But I’d rather get my lesson by observing what you do. 

 
Though I might not understand you, and the fine advice you give, 

There is no misunderstanding how you act and how you live.” 
 

 On this Fifth Sunday in Lent as we draw ever-closer to the time of Jesus’ exaltation and 

crucifixion, we are called not only to ponder him lifted up on the cross, but to lift him up as well 

– to lift him up in our lives so that all may see him and give thanks and praise to God.  Amen. 

 

Rev. Gladys G. Moore 


