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IF A GRAIN OF WHEAT DIES, IT BEARS MUCH FRUIT 
John 12:20–26 (No. 65) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson 
April 22, 2018 

INTRODUCTION 

Text 

John 12:20–26: "Now among those who went up to worship at the feast were some Greeks. So 
these came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, and asked him, “Sir, we wish to see 
Jesus.” Philip went and told Andrew; Andrew and Philip went and told Jesus. And Jesus 
answered them, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. Truly, truly, I say to you, 
unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much 
fruit. Whoever loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will keep it for 
eternal life. If anyone serves me, he must follow me; and where I am, there will my servant be 
also. If anyone serves me, the Father will honor him." 

A Story Easy to Overlook 

Once again, John includes a story in his Gospel that is found in no other Gospel.  At first glance, 
it seems to be an minor story as well as one that is incomplete.  Greeks who had come to 
Jerusalem for the Passover feast ask to speak with Jesus.  When Jesus is told, he doesn’t say 
whether he’ll meet them or not. Rather, he uses the occasion to give his disciples a lesson in 
what’s to come.  But we’re never told whether Jesus ever met with the Greeks.  As far as John is 
concerned, the whole matter is dropped and the incident is never mentioned again.  So it’s easy 
to overlook this story and not consider its importance. 

But chapter 12 is a crucial chapter in this Gospel.  It’s a chapter that is the transition between the 
first part of the book, which focuses on Jesus’ signs, and the second part of the book, which 
focuses on Passion week.  This story, in particular, is in one sense the hinge of the book.  When 
the Greeks sought out Jesus, it marked the transition into the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry. 

God at Work in the Gentiles 

We began to explore this last week as we studied Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem for the 
Passover.  There were perhaps a million Jews who came to Jerusalem each year for the Passover 
feast and the fame of Jesus’ name spread throughout the city because he raised Lazarus from the 
dead. 

Jesus had been in Bethany and it was time for him to come into Jerusalem.  When the people 
heard that he was coming, a large crowd came to greet him as he rode into town on a donkey.  
They waived palm branches, threw their cloaks on the road before him as he passed, and sang 
out shouts of Hosanna, all in praise of him as their Messiah and king.   

But there was one group there who didn’t adore Jesus.  In verse 19, John tells us that the 
Pharisees looked on at the adulation the crowds gave to Jesus and they feared that the whole 
world had gone after him.  They wanted him dead, but his popularity with the Jews continued  
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to grow.  Almost to prove the Pharisees’ fears true, John wrote in verse 20 that even Greeks had 
come seeking Jesus.  It seemed that the whole world really was coming after him. 

What we learned last week was that the Greeks coming was proof that God was already moving 
the Gentiles to receive Jesus, whom the Jews would reject.  Despite the praise as he made his 
way into Jerusalem, most of the Jews would reject their true Messiah and King.  So God turned 
aside to the Gentiles and brought them into his wonderful plan for salvation. 

Now in our passage, there’s a second significant aspect of the Greeks seeking Jesus.  It’s this 
second aspect that is the turning point in John’s Gospel. 

I.  THE INQUIRY (20-22) 

Again, verse 20 says: “Now among those who went up to worship at the feast were some 
Greeks.”  “Greeks” doesn’t necessarily mean they were from Greece.  It just meant that they 
were Gentiles (non-Jews) who came from the Greek-speaking world.  These Gentiles came to the 
Passover feast to worship alongside the Jews. That wasn’t common, but it also wasn’t unique. In 
Acts 8, the Ethiopian eunuch had been in Jerusalem to worship.  In Acts 10, Cornelius is 
described as “a devout man who feared God,” (v. 2) though he wasn’t a Jew. 

What was more unusual was that these Greeks sought out Jesus.  Somehow, they found Philip (v. 
21): “So these came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, and asked him, ‘Sir, we wish 
to see Jesus.’”  They wanted to talk with Jesus.  Evidently, they had heard about him. Perhaps 
they knew of his miracles and teaching. They wanted to meet him.  But as to what they wanted to 
talk with Jesus about, we don’t know.  We also don’t know why they approached Philip. 

Philip was one of the first disciples, found by Jesus himself.  He was a fisherman from 
Bethsaida, the same hometown as Andrew and Peter.  In 1:43, Jesus called Philip to follow him 
and he did immediately, even going to find Nathanael and bring him to Jesus. 

Perhaps these Greeks decided to approach Philip because he had a Greek name.  Or perhaps he 
was the only close disciple of Jesus they had come across in their quest to see him.  But Philip 
seemed to be perplexed at the request. He felt he needed to run it by another disciple first, so he 
went to Andrew (v. 22): “Philip went and told Andrew.”  

Andrew was also one of the first disciples of Jesus.  He was brother to Peter. In fact, Andrew is 
the one who introduced Jesus to Peter telling him, “We have found the Messiah” (1:41).  In the 
few stories we have about Andrew, we find him introducing someone to Jesus on a couple of 
occasions.  In chapter 1, he introduced Peter to Jesus.  In chapter 6, he found a boy who had five 
loaves and two fish by the Sea of Galilee and introduced him to Jesus.  Tradition passed down 
through history holds that after Jesus’ ascension, Andrew introduced the wife of a Roman 
governor to Jesus by sharing with her the gospel and when the governor found out, he had 
Andrew crucified. 

So Andrew would have been a natural person to go to in order to make the introduction.  But 
even Andrew was hesitant. So rather than inviting the Greeks to come along, it seems Andrew 
and Philip went on their own and told Jesus.  One reason why they may have been hesitant to 
bring the Greeks to Jesus is that Jesus himself made clear his ministry was to the Jews. 
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The gospels tell us some stories about his interaction with non-Jews, but they are exceptions 
rather than the rule.  For example, one time a Canaanite woman approached Jesus begging him to 
heal her daughter. At first, he didn’t answer her. When he did, he told her, “I was sent only to the 
lost sheep of the house of Israel.” She continued to beg of him and it was only after her faith was 
proven that he healed the daughter (Matthew 15). 

In our story, Jesus still doesn’t seem very eager to engage the Greeks.  He may have met them, 
but we don’t know.  John left out all these details to the story because he wanted us to focus on 
the one important detail.  The key detail that matters is the fact that they were looking for Jesus.   

This was the critical thing to know: the Gentiles, represented here by the Greeks, were seeking 
Jesus.  The Gentiles hadn’t yet found him, but, in one sense, the world was beginning to seek 
after him. 

II.  THE INCEPTION (23) 

When Andrew and Philip told Jesus, he responded, but in an unresponsive way. He seemed to, at 
least initially, ignore the request.  Instead, he answered in a way that may have sounded to them 
like he changed the subject (v. 23): “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.”  
What does that have to do with the situation at hand?  It turns out, Jesus did change the subject, 
but it wasn’t wholly unrelated. 

Jesus wanted Andrew and Philip, and presumably the other disciples who aren’t mentioned but 
were surely there, to understand the significance of the Greeks seeking for him.  In telling the 
story, John carefully left out all unnecessary details so that the sequence leads you to understand 
what Jesus meant in verse 23.  The Greeks were asking for him.  Jesus responds that the hour has 
come for the Son of Man to be glorified. In other words, their asking for him marked the arrival 
of the hour of his glorification.  As God moved these Gentiles to seek after Jesus, his ministry 
was brought into its final stage.  

By “hour,” he means that the time was at hand.  The countdown clock flipped to the last period 
before his glorification.  By “glorified,” Jesus meant his death on the cross.  His death was 
imminent. It was just around the corner now.  God was preparing the Gentiles to receive him 
even as the Jews were rejecting him and seeking his death. 

I call this the hinge in the Gospel of John because up until this point, Jesus kept saying that the 
hour was coming.  In 2:4, he told his mother, who wanted him to do something about the wine 
running out at the wedding, “My hour has not yet come.”  In 4:21, 23, he told the Samaritan 
woman at the well, “The hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you 
worship the Father.” And he said, “The hour is coming, and is now here, when the true 
worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth.”  In 7:30, when the Jews were seeking to 
arrest him, John comments, “No one laid a hand on him, because his hour had not yet come.”  In 
8:20, we read again that “No one arrested him, because his hour had not yet come.” 

But here in 12:23, the hour has come.  From this point on, Jesus only speaks of the hour as 
having come.  In verse 27, Jesus says, “Now is my soul troubled. And what shall I say? ‘Father, 
save me from this hour’? But for this purpose I have come to this hour.”  In 13:1, John comments 
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 that “Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart out of this world to the Father.”  In 17:1, Jesus 
prays, “Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you.” 

So what is the event that marks the final hour coming? The Gentiles began to seek Jesus.  The 
climax of Jesus’ mission had arrived.  Jesus would be the world’s Savior, not merely the Savior 
of the Jews.  He is the Savior of the world. This truth is weaved subtlety throughout John’s 
Gospel.  In chapter 1:11–12, “He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. But 
to all who did receive him,”—so Jesus would be received by people outside of his own people!—
"who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.” 

Children of God was a dignity that Jews believed they alone had rightful claim to. But John in 
the first chapter teaches that all who receive him are children of God.   

In John 3:16–17: “God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in 
him should not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to 
condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.” 

In chapter 4, Jesus took his teaching to the Samaritans. The Samaritans weren’t exactly Gentiles, 
but they weren’t exactly Jews either.  In chapter 10, Jesus said he is the good shepherd of the 
sheep and not of the Jews only. He said, “I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring 
them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd” (v. 16). 

Then in chapter 11, the chief priest prophesied better than he knew and John comments, “Being 
high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus would die for the nation, and not for the nation 
only, but also to gather into one the children of God who are scattered abroad” (v. 50). 

Finally, as I pointed out to you last week, Jesus says in verse 32, “I, when I am lifted up from the 
earth, will draw all people to myself.” Again, that doesn’t mean everybody; it means all people 
without distinction of ethnicity or nationality.  Jesus came for every tongue, tribe, people, and 
nation. 

His time had come for him to die for the world.  Why did he call it his glorification rather than 
his crucifixion?  Simply because what would look like a tragedy would be his triumph.  His 
death would mean the forgiveness of all who believe in him.  He would be glorified not in spite 
of his death, but because of it. 

III.  THE ILLUSTRATION (24) 

But the disciples weren’t yet prepared for what all this meant.  So he illustrated what was to 
come with a simple word picture in verse 24: “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat 
falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.” 

For wheat to multiply, its seed must fall from the head and get down into the soil. If it doesn’t, it 
produces nothing.  But if the grain falls off the head and dies, then and only then does it produce 
a harvest.  In like manner, Jesus had to die in order for many to be saved.  His death would 
produce a harvest of life in those who believe in him. 

Hebrews 9:28 says that Christ was offered up in sacrifice “once to bear the sins of many.”  Jesus  
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told his disciples this word picture so that they could understand what was to come.  He came to 
die and now his death was imminent.  His death would mean life for them and all who believed 
the gospel. 

IV.  THE INSTRUCTION (25-26) 

But even as he spoke of what was to come for him, he needed to prepare his disciples for what 
was to become of them and what was expected.  So he warned and exhorted them (v. 25): 
“Whoever loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal 
life.” 

Jesus came and died to give us life, but we could still lose our life: “Whoever loves his life loses 
it.”  The present tense of “loses” indicates that whoever loves his life is already destroying his 
life.  The one who loves his life is the one who puts self first and counts as the greatest 
commandment: love yourself.  Loving your life is to embrace your sin and live as if you weren’t 
under the authority of God. If you do so, you lose your life. 

But “whoever hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life.”  To hate your life is to hate 
sin and self-centeredness in your life. It is to hate anything within you that rebels against God 
and his commands.  If you abandon this love of self, then you’ll keep your life forever. 

But the life Jesus calls his disciples to isn’t simply to deny self, but also to embrace him and to 
live as we are called.  What does Jesus call his disciples to? 

First, the life Christ calls us to is a life of service.  He says (v. 26): “If anyone serves me, he must 
follow me; and where I am, there will my servant be also. If anyone serves me, the Father will 
honor him.”  The fundamental identity of one who is a disciple of Christ is a common servant.  
Whatever your prestige in the world or in the church, you are just like all of Christ’s disciples. 
You are a common servant.  Being a servant will cost you. So you must count the cost. 

Second, the life Christ calls us to is also a life of obedience.  He says, “If anyone serves me, he 
must follow me.”  To follow Jesus means to live in obedience to him.  To do as he says to do. To 
go where he says to go. To speak as he says to speak. All of life lived under his authority.  Jesus 
never makes following Christ optional for those who are saved.  You can’t say that you are saved 
by him if you aren’t following him. 

Following Christ is the sum of Christian discipleship.  Jesus said in Luke 9:23: “If anyone would 
come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.”  That’s the daily 
walk of the ordinary Christian. It’s the walk of obedience.  

If the disciples were to follow him, where was Jesus headed?  He was headed to the cross. So his 
disciples were to follow him there.  In other words, the life Christ calls us to is, thirdly, a life of 
sacrifice.  Jesus made the ultimate sacrifice on the cross. What he did looked like he hated his 
own life.  We too are to follow Jesus’ example and lay down our lives for the sake of others in 
service of Christ. All this is hard. The life Christ has called to us is hard.  Serving is hard. 
Obedience is hard. Sacrifice is hard.  But, thankfully, he hasn’t called us only to hardship. He 
gives us three reasons for hope. 



www.tccathens.org 

6 

 

First, we have hope in the one we follow.  He bids us, “Follow me.”  We follow the one who has 
laid down his life on our behalf. We follow our loving, caring shepherd. We follow the one who 
has our best interest in mind.  We can trust the good shepherd. 

Second, we have hope in his presence.  He says, “Where I am, there will my servant be also.”  
We don’t serve apart from him, we serve in his presence with him. We are not alone in all this. 

Third, we have hope in the Father’s praise.  He says, “If anyone serves me, the Father will honor 
him.”  In your service of Christ, God will esteem you. He will look on you with favor and 
pleasure. 

CONCLUSION 

So press on, brothers and sisters! If you follow Jesus, life will be hard. But glory awaits you in 
perseverance.  So keep going. Keep serving. Keep following. Keep obeying. Keep trusting. Keep 
giving of yourself.  

And remember who you follow and that he is with you and that your Father will honor you.  Can 
anyone receive all these great benefits Jesus promises?  They are available to “whoever” and 
“anyone”—Jew or Gentile—who hates the sin within them. Anyone who repents of their sinful 
ways.  Salvation comes to anyone who bows to King Jesus and follows after him, trusting not in 
our own worth, but the worth of him who died on the cross for our unworthiness. 
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