
Lift Up The Cross

Jeremiah 31:31-34; Psalm 51:1-12; Hebrews 5:5-10; John 12:20-33

“Some Greeks” come wanting to get a firsthand look at Jesus. Perhaps they went to Philip

because he had a Greek name or he came from Bethsaida which was a cosmopolitan town with

many Greeks in its population. Philip goes with the request to another disciple with a Greek name,

Andrew and together they approach Jesus with the request.  And what do they see? Not a

miraculous healer nor a wonderful preacher, they see a man on his way to death, giving his closest

friends his Last Will and Testament.

Just before his arrest, trial, and brutal crucifixion Jesus gathers with his disciples and gives

them his last teaching. He lays down the law of life and of success in life. We get to listen in on that

teaching this Sunday as we follow Jesus into the last, dark days of his earthly ministry,

The time has come for the Human One to be glorified. I assure you that unless a grain of

wheat falls into the earth and dies, it can only be a single seed. But if it dies, it bears much fruit.

Those who love their lives will lose them, and those who hate their lives in this world will keep them

forever. Whoever serves me must follow me…Now I am deeply troubled. What should I say? ‘Father,

save me from this time’? No, for this is the reason I have come to this time. Father, glorify your

name!... Now is the time for judgment of this world. Now this world’s ruler will be thrown out. When I

am lifted up from the earth, I will draw everyone to me. (He said this to show how he was going to

die.)

It’s hard to hear Jesus talk like this. I daresay nobody listening today signed on with Jesus to

hear this kind of talk or to walk behind him in the direction toward the cross. Perhaps harder still is to

comprehend what Jesus means by this sort of talk. Surely everybody around Jesus knew that they

were headed toward the disaster of his crucifixion. This is the dark time that many had predicted from
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the first. You can’t say the things that Jesus said and do the things that he did and get away with it.

The authorities won’t stand for it. The people will eventually wander away. We are standing on the

threshold of that dark, calamitous time.

And yet, Jesus speaks of that time as the time when he will “be glorified.” Some glory. He

speaks of a seed falling to earth and dying but then, through that death, the seed “bears much fruit.”

Death on the cross as the sign of Jesus’s fruitful work? Those who lose their lives “will keep them

forever”?

“Now is the time for judgment of this world. Now this world’s ruler will be thrown out. When I

am lifted up from the earth, I will draw everyone to me.” What is that supposed to mean? Jesus is

being thrown out of the holy city, Jerusalem. He’s not throwing any of the world rulers out of office.

The Roman empire will continue for the next 400 years.  Jesus will be “lifted up from the earth,” not

with glorious acclaim but he will be hoisted up on a cross. John says that in all of this enigmatic talk,

Jesus was talking about what sort of death by which he must die.

How can it be that death could be a way toward glorious fruition? How could Jesus say that

this violent end would be the whole purpose for why he had come?

In the last couple of decades there has been much debate on the atonement. Atonement

means “at-one-ment” with God. “At-one-ment” was what we learned was the definition of atonement

when we were in Sunday School. Christ brought us back to God and solved the problems between us

and God. What was the meaning of the cross? On the cross Jesus paid for our sin. Through the

cross, we have been saved. That is what they taught us about the cross, and you can find much the

same said in scripture.

There are those who say that such talk about the cross raises some troubling questions: why

did a wonderful person like Jesus need to die for my sin? Why couldn’t God just forgive us? What
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kind of loving father insists that his son pay the debts of others by dying for them?

We don’t have the time here and now to go into all of the various theories of atonement or to

answer all the questions about just how Jesus’s death on the cross was for our salvation. Let me just

note that there aren’t any theories of the atonement in scripture. All of those theories explaining just

what the death of Jesus meant for our salvation were worked out much later.

What we have in scripture, in proclaiming the death of Jesus as for our salvation, is like this

morning’s Gospel. We have a story. And because this is John’s Gospel we have some powerful,

though enigmatic, images. Somehow—in ways that are probably beyond our ability fully to

comprehend, explain, or define, somehow on his cross—Jesus was healing the gap between us and

God. Jesus was somehow responding to our “God problem.” On the cross, God was reconciling us

to God.

We stand in awe of that great, inexplicable wonder this day.

Martin Luther said that we have the cross to keep rebuking anybody who claims fully to

understand God. The cross is that inexplicable wonder that shows the depth and the mystery of God,

and the lengths to which God will go to reconcile us to God.

For God the Parent to allow God the Son to be crucified, dead and buried is for God to be

pushed out beyond the limits of human expectation or human understanding. The cross is the

ultimate dead end of any attempt at human self-fulfillment, betterment, or progress. Hanging from the

cross in humiliation and utter defeat, there is nothing to be done by anyone to vindicate the work of

Jesus or to make the story come out right—except God.

This morning’s Gospel opens with some Greeks wanting to see Jesus. They see Jesus giving

his last teaching on his way to his death on a cross. And maybe that’s the way the truth of Jesus’s

crucifixion and death ought to be rendered. Maybe this is not something that we are meant to explain
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or rationally understand. Rather we are to look upon it, to see this mysterious drama unfolding before

us. We are to see Jesus, rather than attempt to understand him. What we see is the mystery of glory

coming from an shamefuls death. We see the one who is lifted up on a cross being exalted as

saviour of the world; we see the innocent victim somehow forgiving and dealing with our sin; we see

the God whom we rejected and pushed away from us drawing us near.

All of our attempts to climb up to God are our pitiful efforts at self-salvation. God descends to

our level by climbing on a cross, opening up his arms, and dying for us, because of us, with us. The

cross is not only a window through which we see the true nature of God as the embodiment of

suffering love but also the truthful mirror in which we see ourselves. In looking at the cross, we can’t

help but be impressed by our sin. Jesus was nailed to the wood on the basis of a whole host of

otherwise noble human ideals and aspirations like biblical fidelity and national security, law and order.

Looking at the cross gives us a good dose of honesty about the human condition, honesty that we

would not have had without the cross. After Calvary we could no longer argue that we are, down

deep, basically good people who are making progress once we get ourselves organized and

enlightened.

Frederick Buechner in Wishful Thinking speaks of the cross this way: 

“Two of the noblest pillars of the ancient world—Roman law and Jewish piety—together

supported the necessity of putting Jesus Christ to death in a manner that even for its day was

peculiarly loathsome. Thus the cross stands for the tragic folly of [humans] not just at their worst but

at their best.

Jesus needn’t have died. Presumably he could have followed the advice of friends like Peter

and avoided the showdown. Instead he chose to die because he believed that he had to if the world

was to be saved. Thus the cross stands for the best that [humans] can do as well as for the worst.”
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So look upon the cross. Don’t try to understand it; gaze upon it and know that somehow God

is transforming the cross—an image of our horrible inhumanity to one another and our rebellion

against God—into the mysterious, wonderful sign of our salvation. Like the grain of wheat

transformed through death into a bountiful harvest that feeds the world. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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