JESUS, THE KERNEL OF WHEAT

John 12:1-50

Key Verse: 12:24

“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.”

Let’s read what Jesus said in words or acts in each of the four events in John chapter 12.  Let’s read verses 7 and 8. That is what Jesus said when Mary anointed him with oil. Let’s read verses 14 and 15. That is what Jesus answered the crowd with in his action. Let’s read verse 23. That is what Jesus said when the Greeks came to meet him. Let’s read verses 40 and 41. That was Jesus’ glory which was revealed when the Jews continued in their unbelief. In the reading of the key verses, we find that each time Jesus throws new light and turns the event into a totally different reality. If we say that he has brought a new way of seeing things, we still saw nothing. Rather we should recognize that Jesus reveals the new life. May those who believe be given the new life. 

I.  Mary anoints Jesus for his burial (1-8)

Look at verse 1 again. “Six days before the Passover, Jesus arrived at Bethany, where Lazarus lived.”  Jesus previously had withdrawn from Bethany to a region near the desert, to a village called Ephraim, where he stayed with his disciples (11:54). He did because the chief priest and the Pharisees plotted to kill him. Now, six days before the Passover, he came back to the town on his way up to Jerusalem (Mk 10:32). If we ask why Jesus avoided the danger but now invited himself into the danger (11:8, 16), we only see the fear of our life in us, but fail to see Jesus’ glory. What should we see in the mysterious behavior of Jesus? We should see the love of God in which Jesus abode. We should see the authority of Jesus, the Son of God. Jesus said, “The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life – only to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command I received from my Father” (10:17, 18).

Look at verses 2-3. Jesus’ raising of Lazarus stirred his friends to deeper love for Jesus. Martha, Mary and Lazarus gave a dinner party honoring Jesus. His disciples were invited, as well as many neighbors. They joyfully celebrated Lazarus’ new life--and their new faith, faith in God who raises the dead. It was customary in those days to provide water for the guests to wash their feet (Luke 7:44). Oil was used to be poured on the head. The feet would be wiped with a towel and the service would be done by a slave. In the Bible, the hair means much for a woman. But Mary poured out her treasure, a pint of expensive perfume, on Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with her hair. She poured out her love and thanksgiving, holding nothing back.

The author could have commented that her devotion was extravagant. But he writes a very personal comment. He writes that the fragrance filled the house. Since this was written a long time after the event, perhaps 60 years later, we can see that the author still remembers the fragrance of the perfume. In light of Jesus’ words in verses 7 and 8, we can see that the author remembers Mary’s act in relation to Jesus’ devotion. Jesus would soon pour out his lifeblood in an even more extravagant act of love.

Considering the time and the tension mounting in the air, we are somewhat shocked that the disciples were so free and relaxed that they remembered even the smell of the fragrance. We learn in verses 1-3 that where Jesus is, that is heaven. In the description of Martha, Lazarus and of Mary, we see what it is like to abide in Jesus. Martha served Jesus by cooking while Lazarus enjoyed the accompaniment of Jesus. Mary would express her love in an unusual devotion. In the past, Martha did not always approve of Mary. But here, everyone rejoices of Jesus’ presence in their own way. Martha is happy to serve and a thoughtful and slightly lazy Lazarus is happy reclining next to Jesus. As always, Mary does what she likes to do regardless of what others say. We can say this is the picture of the kingdom of God where there is no enmity, hatred or jealousy. What was the secret? They were all filled with the knowledge of Jesus as is described in Isaiah 11:6-9. “… for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover the sea.” As we think about the author, the remembrance of the scene lifted him up from the misery of the contemporary world situation of his time, troubles of the church inside and out, and the weakness of his body due to his age, perhaps in his nineties, and made him to dwell in Jesus’ presence. What a wonderful world! What comforts us is that the same blessing is promised to those who listen to Jesus’ gospel (Mark 14:9).

Look at verses 4-6. “But one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, who was later to betray him, objected, ‘Why wasn’t this perfume sold and the money given to the poor? It was worth a year’s wages.’” Why did he say that? The author explains in verse 6. “He did not say this because he cared about the poor but because he was a thief; as keeper of the money bag, he used to help himself to what was put into it.” His words sounded pious and altruistic. What was his problem? Was the problem in his materialism that Judas loved money, not Jesus? But the author gets deeper in his comment: Judas had the heart of a thief. He was a thief because he made use of Jesus to serve himself. We either love Jesus or love ourselves. A man is either a servant or a thief. The symptom of a thief is that he can’t see beautiful things but is filled with poverty, money and complaints.

Jesus did not expose Judas’ true motives. Jesus loved him and taught him the meaning of Mary’s act of love. “Leave her alone,” Jesus replied. “It was intended that she should save this perfume for the day of my burial.” It is obvious that Mary did not save the perfume for that purpose. But God’s will was with her because she loved Jesus. We should rather say Jesus blessed Mary to be included in God’s will. Because of Jesus, her act of saving the perfume and pouring it became the preparation of Jesus’ burial. As we know in the Bible, Jesus’ burial is the burial of our death forever. Mary was instrumental for that holy purpose. In verse 8, Jesus teaches his disciples to honor and love Jesus as she did. When we pour our treasures at his feet, he blesses everything we do to be included in the advancement of the gospel, in the life-giving work of God. We should pray that the Lord may cleanse us from the mind of Judas and help us to love him as Mary did.

II.  Do not be afraid, O Daughter of Zion (12:9-16)

What was going on outside while Jesus was anointed at the dinner? The chief priests made plans to kill Jesus and Lazarus as well. Look at verses 9-11. While the beautiful thing was occurring in the house, a large crowd of Jews found out that Jesus was there and came. They came not only because of him but also to see Lazarus. This provoked the chief priests and they made plans to kill Lazarus as well. They wanted to cut down Jesus’ popularity by eliminating him and Lazarus. But they couldn’t stop the excitement of the crowd. To make their attempt even more difficult, there were a great crowd of people from all over the world who were visiting Jerusalem for their pilgrimage in keeping the Passover Feast. They all heard about the news that Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead. The pilgrims were all expecting another Exodus. So when Jesus rode on a donkey from Bethany to Jerusalem, crowds came to meet him shouting, “Hosanna!... Blessed is the King of Israel.”

Verse 14 says, “Jesus found a young donkey and sat upon it.” That was his answer to the crowd. What was he telling them? The author tells us in verse 15 what Jesus was proclaiming in his action. “Do not be afraid. O Daughter of Zion; see, your king is coming seated on a donkey’s colt.”  They needed deliverance from fear. They needed to see their king. It is surprising that in their excitement was fear. Those who know the secret of fear ride on the fear of people to rule over them. But Jesus did not ride on their fear to enjoy his popularity. He rode on a donkey, even a colt. We should ask who and what we have been following. We should leave our fear and follow the gentle king. We should leave the crowd and follow this king. We do not understand all these things at first as we read in verse 16. “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.”  Perhaps they were excited with Jesus’ popularity. Perhaps they were perplexed with Jesus’ deliberate act of riding on a donkey. But one good thing about them was that they stuck to Jesus in time of temptation from inside and out. They would eventually see Jesus’ glory, which was his death on the cross. When they saw his glory that the Crucified is the Lord and the Savior, they would understand all things, even the deep things of God. They wouldn’t be fooled by the world. They would hear what God says to his people. What does he say to his people? He says, “Do not be afraid, O Daughter of Zion; see, your king is coming, seated on a donkey’s colt.”

III.  Unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies (12:17-36)

Jesus’ popularity spread because 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, even visitors from abroad, sought him out. So the Pharisees were upset because of his popularity. They did not know what to do. The whole world was going after Jesus. Why was it a problem? The real problem was that they only cared about themselves, and their anxiety was groundless. They were driven with a force, namely, the power of sin, the desire of the Murderer and the Liar. In their driven attitude, we find a prayer for ourselves. Lord, I welcome you as my King and Messiah. Come into my heart and rule. Otherwise, I will be a tool of sin. Deliver me from evil.

Look at verses 20-22. “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.” Perhaps the Greeks were the converts to Judaism. But we do not know if or how their request to meet Jesus prompted Jesus to say the following teachings. Regardless, Jesus teaching in the following verses of 23-36 is totally unexpected.

First of all, Jesus speaks of the glory of the Son of Man. Jesus replied to Andrew and Philip, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.” What does he mean? It could have been easier for us if he said that the hour has come for the evangelization of the whole world. But he speaks of the glorification of the Son of Man. He means that from now on he will be declared as God. What surprises us is that we do not see his ambition in his words. We rather see that he is happy for God that God’s glory is going to be revealed in the Son of Man who was sent to this world. The world of Jesus was made of God and his glory. The recognition of the Gentiles served as the sign of the coming revelation of God’s glory.

Second, Jesus shines his light into our life and wakes us up to the truth of our life. What is the fundamental principle of our life? Nobody lives to die. Everyone lives to live. That is the fundamental principle. But what is to live? Jesus teaches here that to live means to produce life, and that is possible when we die. There comes the following teaching that when we love our life and so do not want to lose it, we lose our life. When we lose our life for the cause of the gospel, we keep it for eternal life. The effort doesn’t imply only some evangelical work. I am talking about a simple example, such as what Gary Fensel did years ago. He stayed here in Cincinnati because he had a Bible study which convicted him of God’s vision to save many. He did not go to Cleveland where all other things including his church were. 

Jesus was teaching about himself. He was like a kernel of wheat fallen to the ground. By his coming and the sacrifice of himself, he bore us and gave 1ife to us. Sometimes we wonder why he gave up his glory in order to save us. As the author of hymn 449 says, we know not why God’s wondrous grace to us he has made known, nor why unworthy, Christ in love redeemed for his own. We can only say that truly is his glory. In other words, we can be sure that the truth of the kernel of wheat is true with our own life not because it is a fine theory, or makes sense to us, but because that is what Jesus has brought into this world by his death. Let’s read verses 24-26. “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.” When we lose our life for the gospel, for the honor that comes from God, we will enter into the realm of I AM. We will be sure of God the Father, i.e., we enter into the realm to believe. No one knows the secret of the fellowship shared between the believer and God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son in the Holy Spirit. Even the believer can only recognize that afterwards when he comes to the word of God.

Third, “No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour. Father, glorify your name!” (27b, 28a) Jesus confessed in verse 27 that his heart was troubled when he offered his life for God’s honor.  He confessed that he was tempted to ask God to spare him. But Jesus remembered God’s purpose which had been guiding his life on earth thus far. He realized that for the very reason of being sacrificed on the cross he had come to this hour. In submission to God’s will, therefore, he confessed, “Father, glorify your name!” Jesus teaches us that those who lose their lives for the gospel will meet the same challenge. He also teaches in his example that when our hearts are troubled, we should examine the reason that God has been guiding our lives this far. God will deliver us from the trouble in our hearts and encourage us to say, “Father, glorify your name!” Then a voice came from heaven, “I have glorified it, and will glorify it again.” (28b) What does God mean? In Jesus’ devotion, the truth is declared that God is the Creator and that our life comes from God and goes back to God. The crowd who heard the voice of God thought that they heard thunder. Others said an angel had spoken to Jesus. They did not know what they were talking about. Only when we listen to Jesus and learn from him can we listen to God and become sure of the truth that we came from God and that we are going back to God. When we don’t depend on Jesus, the gospel sounds like thunder or noise. May God call 120 who can hear.

Fourth, “Now is the time for judgment on this world.” Look at verses 30-33. In these verses, Jesus taught that his crucifixion is the judgment on this world. That means the expulsion of the prince of this world. In his place, Jesus the Crucified will be the Prince of Peace. “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, says the author in verse 33. On that day, men will not live with fear of death, but by faith in the Son of Man. No one will be ugly. Everyone who believes will be shining like the Son of God. On that day, death will lose its grip on man. Only the glory, glory, and glory will be.

Fifth, the crowd who heard him say the truth grumbled. “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’?” They did not trust Jesus. So Jesus told them in verses 35 and 36, “Put your trust in the light while you have it, so that you may become sons of light.” We learn in Jesus’ words that he makes anyone who puts his trust in Jesus a son of God. He urged those who argued with him to walk in the light of his teaching freshly and newly rather than digging into their knowledge. Whoever is in darkness should come to Jesus. He would find that Jesus has made him a son of light. When should he do that? He should do that while he lives. He can not do that when he dies. To live means to trust Jesus. We should not be fooled and live as if to live is to doubt. May Jesus the kernel of wheat teach 120 the wisdom of how to live this precious, wonderful life.

IV.  Isaiah saw Jesus’ glory (37-50)

Look at verse 37. “Even after Jesus had done all these miraculous signs in their presence, they still would not believe in him.” The truth is that to this day we do not believe the truth of the kernel of wheat though we know that it can be true. The proof is that no one lives to die. Our very own struggle to live proves our unbelief. Let’s not insult ourselves with the example of the religious maniacs such as the suicidal bombers. Why do men not believe?  Here comes a truly enigmatic teaching. From the point of view of God’s sovereignty, the rejection of Jesus by the Jews was a fulfillment of prophecy. Isaiah spoke about people who hear God’s word but do not repent; they do not let God’s light into their hearts so they become harder and harder. Men don’t come to Jesus’ glorious light because they don’t want to leave their dark hiding places and their sins (Jn 3:19). One real reason for unbelief is in verse 43: Men are proud. They want men’s praise rather than God’s approval (Jn 5:44). What is the glory of Jesus revealed in our unbelief?

Perhaps the teaching in verses 44-50 teaches us: Jesus is the light of the world. He was sent by God. No one who believes in him will stay in darkness. He did not come to judge the world but to save it. Those who receive his word and believe in him are saved and live in God’s light. But for the same reason, those who reject him judge themselves and remain in darkness to be destroyed. Let’s read verses 47-50. “As for the person who hears my words but does not keep them, I do not judge him. For I did not come to judge the world, but to save it. There is a judge for the one who rejects me and does not accept my words; that very word which I spoke will condemn him at the last day. For I did not speak of my own accord, but the Father who sent me commanded me what to say and how to say it. I know that his command leads to eternal life. So whatever I say is just what the Father has told me to say.” Who is Jesus referring to; the one who hears but does not keep his words? Jesus is teaching the believers who still love praises from men more than praise from God. he doesn’t ask them to repent of their hidden motives. He urges those who swing between faith and human recognition because of fear to come to him. Lord, let me live in your light and obey your word. Come to Jesus the light.

