
The King Must Die 
John 12.12-36a 

3 pericopes: 

• 12-19 Entry into Jerusalem 

• 20-26 Greeks seek Jesus. A grain of wheat… die and rising to eternal life 

• 27-36 The lifting up and glorification of the Son of Man, the light of the 
world. 

In the first, the Pharisees declare the whole world is going after Christ 
In 2nd and 3rd, the call to the hearers is to (truly) follow Christ.  
 
12-19 Jesus’ Entry into Jerusalem as King 
Two crowds:  

1. The “large crowd” (crowd B, Jews, introduced in v.9) which has been 
witnessed to by those who saw Lazarus raised,  cries “Hosanna! Blessed 
is he who comes in the name of the Lord, even the King of Israel!” 

2. The crowd that had witnessed the raising of Lazarus (crowd A) and bore 
witness to the large crowd (crowd B) was there because of the 7th sign – 
raising of Lazarus. It continues to bear witness (17) 

NB. It is quite a different one that cries “Crucify him!” on Friday. 
 

Context strongly linked to raising of Lazarus. The impact and witness of that 
dead man now walking drives the crowd. 
 Jesus rides in as the king who has conquered death. 

 
Jesus is welcomed as a conquering King, the Jews’ messianic king riding into 
David’s city. No ambiguity or downplaying this fact as in the Synoptics. 
 
Waving of Palm branches goes back to welcoming of Simon Maccabaeus when 
he captured the city and freed the citadel (in 161BC): 

He made his entry with a chorus of praise and the waving of palm 
branches, with lutes, cymbals and zithers, with hymns and songs, to 
celebrate Israel’s final riddance of a formidable enemy” (1 Macc 13.51) 

 and Judas Maccabeus when he purified the Temple after its pollution by 
Antiochus Epiphanes (2 Macc 10.7, in 164BC). 
 
During the revolt against Rome (66-70AD) and again in 113-115 AD SLIDE, Jews 
produced coins with palm branch on them => provocative act, as is the quoting 
of Zechariah’s words (Zech 9.9). 
Palms = recognised symbol of the Jewish state. 
 



The cry “Hosanna, blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” is the 
priest’s greeting of the pilgrims from Ps 118.25-26 (a pilgrim Psalm/Psalm of 
Ascent), whcch came to be understood as a reference to the Messiah.  
At the Feast of Tabernacles the Hallel psalms (113-118) were sung every 
morning by the temple choir. When the cry “Hosanna” (v.25) was reached 
every man and boy in the temple shook the lulab (a bunch of willow and 
myrtle tied with the palm) and the cry was repeated 3x (B-M). So the cry of the 
psalm and the waving of palms very much went together in people’s minds. 
 
But “even the King of Israel” is an addition.  
 
So Jesus allows the truth to be proclaimed: he is Messiah and King (cf. his 
earlier reluctance to do so plainly in 10.24; or let it be manifested 6.15) 
 
BUT Jesus does not want his kingship to be misunderstood, so goes and gets a 
donkey as his mount. The conquering warrior-King rides a warhorse (Isa 31.1-3; 
1 Kgs 4.26) but he is the one who, according to Zech, will take away chariots 
and bows (Zech 9. 
  
The Zechariah passage from which verse v.15 is taken speaks of Zion’s king 
bringing peace to the whole world as all nations come under his rule. His will 
be a universal kingship (cf. Phil 2.10; Rev 5.9) 
 
This King’s throne will be a cross. 
 
John notes that the disciples didn’t understand “these things” at the time. 
Understanding came after the event (and presumably Jesus’ sermon on road to 
Emmaus, and with aid of HS). 
 
The Pharisees’ consternation and fear, expressed in v.19, is prophetic/proleptic 
– and dripping with irony. The whole world will indeed go after him, as he is 
not just King of the Jews but Lord of all, king of the nations. Zech 9.10 “He shall 
speak peace to the nations; his rule shall be from sea to sea.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 20-26 
The coming of Greeks  signals the truth that his rule, the fruit of his death and 
glorification, will extend to the ends of the earth (cf. 2.4; 7.30; 8.20 where his 
hour was said not to have come”). The purpose of Jesus’ death is that many 
fruit might be produced – the Greeks are like a sign pointing to the first fruits. 
They anticipate the great missionary movement from Jerusalem and Judea to 
the ends of the earth. 
 
Barnett says these = Greek speaking Jews from outside Palestine, but others 
believe true Gentiles – either proselytes of god-fearers. Either way, point to 
the spread of the Gospel ultimately to the whole world.  
Andrew and Philip = Greek names,  and from Bethsaida which = Gk-speaking 
region.  
Greeks: “We wish to see Jesus”. Seem to be genuine seekers. Already know 
that Jesus will be received more by those “not his own” (I.e Jerusalem and 
Judahite Jews), and by non-Jews (Samaritans). 
 
Jesus: “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified...” 
The arrival of these Greeks signifies to Jesus that the hour has arrived. A 
momentous/watershed moment. No holding back now. 
 
When Jesus speaks elsewhere of the seed, the seed is the Word, and when it 
sprouts and bears fruit the image is of the kingdom growing.  
Here Jesus speaks of himself as the seed, as a grain of wheat. His death will 
bear much fruit.  
 
But the bearing of fruit depends on the spreading of the word about Jesus, and 
that requires the disciples to go and follow Jesus’ example. They “must be 
motivated by the same principle of self-sacrifice that lay at the heart of Jesus’ 
ministry.” (Barnett) 
 
What happens to Jesus must happen to all who would serve him: “He must 
follow me”. 

Our natural inclination is to pursue our own interests, and find security 
in our own provision for ourselves (wealth, fame etc.) 

Then the Father will honour him too. 
This is the consolation: if we die to self and this world, we are with Christ now 
and for eternity. 
 
 



Fundamental principle of K of God: life is given through death. 
 
Final verse of George Matheson’s hymn (O Love that Wilt Not Let me Go): 
O Cross that liftest up my head, 
I dare not ask to fly from thee: 
I lay in dust life’s glory dead, 
And from the ground there blossoms red 
Life that shall endless be. 
 
Jesus’ sacrifice of his life was in order that there would be a gospel to preach. 
His disciples’ sacrifice is necessary in order for the gospel to be preached. 
 
27-36 
Jesus’ humanity is again revealed – as it was in ch.11 and will be again in 13.21 
(betrayal): his heart is troubled. 
Immediately he has announced that his hour has come, and that he must be 
crucified, Jesus is overcome by the realisation of the agony which he must now 
go through.  
 
Awful tension between wanting to avoid the cross and wanting to do the 
Father’s will. 
 
The writer to the Hebrews tells us, “In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up 
prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to him who is able to save 
him from death…” (Heb 5.7) 
 
Jesus’ prayer: not to be saved from this hour, but “Father, glorify your name” 
 Echoes the first 3 petitions of the Lord’s Prayer. 
 
The Father’s voice: “I have glorified it (i.e. in Jesus’ ministry), and I will glorify it 
again (i.e. in Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection).” 
 
Jesus knows there is only one way to glory – through the cross. No alternative. 
Both the crucifixion and resurrection represent one inseparable event 
(glorification). The cross does not lead to glorification; Jesus and his Father are 
as much glorified on the cross as in the resurrection. 
The 2 events are as inseparable as the producing of grain is from the sowing of 
seed. 
 
Crowd marvel and debate the voice. 



Jesus declares the voice was for them, not him – as at the Transfiguration 
(Mark 9.7). They cannot possibly understand glorification through the cross 
apart from God’s word. Struggle even with it! 
 
Jesus declares that the cross will accomplish 4 things: 

1. The judgment of the world – according to its response to him. the 
unbelieving world and its rulers are judged; those who follow Satan 
rather than Jesus. 

2. The casting out of “the ruler of this world”. He is displaced from his 
throne. Satan cannot withstand the sinlessness of Christ. Jesus has cast 
out demons, but this is the cosmic victory over Satan himself. His power 
is broken on the Cross.   

3. His own exaltation – on the cross and in resurrection. In speaking of 
being lifted up, Jesus may well have been alluding to Isa 52.13-15 
Behold my servant shall act wisely, he shall be high and lifted up, and 
shall be exalted. 
As many were astonished at you – his appearance was so marred, 
beyond human semblance,… - 
So shall he sprinkle many nations; 
Kings shall shut their mouths because of him; 
 
Newbigin points out that what the crowds had in mind was not this 
messianic prophecy (re suffering servant) but Isa 9.7  

 Of the increase of his government and of peace there will be no end, 
Of the throne of David and over his kingdom, 
To establish it and to uphold it 
With justice and righteousness 
From this time forth and forevermore. 
and Ps 89.35-37   
Once for all I have sworn by my holiness; 
I will not lie to David, 
His offspring shall endure forever, 
His throne as long as the sun before me. 
Like the moon it shall be established forever, 
A faithful witness in the skies. 

4. The drawing of all people to himself. The cross has an extraordinary 
power: foolishness to those who don’t believe, but magnetic to those 
who do. 

 
 



  
 
But, says Newbigin, the prophecies of ultimate victory “do not provide a 
dispensation from the necessity of recognising and walking in the light now. 
The light, which is the life of God himself,  has come into the world. The only 
proper response is to welcome it, go toward it, and walk by it. One must not 
use the promises of God as a shield against the actual presence of God…. You 
cannot postpone your recognition of it (the light) until al the theological 
problems have been solved.”  
Model = believe first, then allow the HS to give you full understanding. Faith 
precedes understanding.  
 
The image of light picks up on the quotation from Psalm 118 with which Jesus 
was greeted, Ps 118.25-26. 118.27a says “The LORD is God, and he has made 
his light shine upon us.” 
BUT note v.27b too: “Bind the festal sacrifice with cords, up to the horns of the 
altar.” Not the pilgrims but the Jewish leaders will do exactly that. 
 
Indeed it is the powers of this world – Jewish and Roman who will sit in 
judgment over the Son of Man, but the power behind them is Satan himself. 
They are blind to this fact, just as they are blind to the Son of Man, because 
they walk in darkness.  As Paul said, “none of the rulers of this age understood 
this (i.e. God’s wisdom), for if they had they would not have crucified the Lord 
of glory” (1 Cor 2.8). God, in Jesus, was about to nail the old order to the cross, 
and in doing so he “disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open 
shame, by triumphing over them in him” (Col 2.15).    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Key themes 
1. Opposition from Pharisees etc. Ruler of this world. Darkness. 
2. Lack of understanding (at the time) by disciples/crowds, highlighting the 

importance of the Holy Spirit, and especially the gift of knowledge to 
understand the scriptures and what had happened/Jesus had done 
(14.26; 16.13-14). But also lack of understanding not an excuse for lack 
of faith (v.35) – a faith based not on nothing, but on Jesus’ signs, actions, 
character and words. 
NB. We don’t have the same excuse as we have the scriptures. All that 
can be know about Jesus is already revealed to us. 
James Ensor and  Roger Brown 

3. Jesus = king of Jews, but much more than that, this is a cosmic battle. 
The current “ruler of this world” will be cast out, and Jesus enthroned 
and glorified as King of the universe. 

4. Death as glorification. The seed of wheat. “Christ’s death, burial and 
resurrection constituted the saving word of God” (Barnett). This is Jesus’ 
ultimate expression of obedience to the Father. The Father is glorified 
on the cross, and Jesus is glorified. Just as the Father was in the Son, 
suffering with him, so the Son is in the Father,  

5. Another ironic prophecy – the whole world will indeed go after Jesus! It 
was that knowledge that no doubt strengthened Jesus’ resolve to go to 
the cross: yes, obedience to the Father first, but also because he “so 
loved the world…” 
The knowledge that nothing we suffer is in vain  (see 1 Cor 15…) should 
also encourage us. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ensor – The Entry of Christ into Brussels in 1889. Painted 1888 
Imagines Christ entering Brussels in a year’s time 

• Christ’s place and role in the procession – not leading, not noticed 
except be few (family members) around him, no palm branches or 
Hosannas. One critic: “the ill-timed arrival of a historically insignificant 
character from another era 

• The state of the city – chaotic Mardis Gras parade takes place on 
boulevard recently built over the sewer-like Seine to bury the filth and 
decay in it. Reflects the state of society – injustice driven by self-interest. 
No justice to be found in this socialist state. Church complicit (bishop 
leading at front is atheist social reformer Emile Littré). Every sector of 
society represented but no one paying any attention to Christ or anyone 
outside their own group. Military band marches under the banner 
“Belgian Bigots’ Band – Always Successful”. Damning portrayal of 
corrupt Belgian society. 
Carefully individualised characters but no social cohesion. Voltaire, critic 
of state and church, has best vantage point at bottom right. 

 
Contrast Roger Brown’s depiction of the same event in his hometown of 
Chicago: The Entry of Christ into Chicago in 1976 

• Emptiness of streets. Yet Christ still almost lost, dwarfed by the 
architecture and the apocalyptic sky, standing on flat deck of old lorry, 
like an unprepared float in a parade. Only one person, an old lady 
perhaps, pays tribute - laying down the only thing she has to hand, her 
closed umbrella. A few give a tentative wave, but are observers ratehr 
than worshippers 

• Night time. Cf. Jesus’ words in following verses about seeing and 
believing and doing God’s work while still day (Jn 12.35-36) 

• Few seem interested, and locked in their houses and cut off by the 
bridge raise up. Too late for those who haven’t already lined the street. 

• This too is a disconnected society, but under the dark clouds of 
gathering doom 

Brown, who was brought up in a strict Church of Christ home, died in 1997  of 
HIV-Aids, aged 56.  What was his message? 
 
Suggested Discussion Questions 

1. Crowds are interesting things. Have you ever been “caught up in a 
crowd” (e.g. in a parade)? What sort of feelings did it generate? Does 
one feel and act differently in a crowd? What emotions and forces come 
into play? 



2. Have you ever borne witness to Christ in a crowd (e.g. at work, or a 
secular party)? How did you feel? Or, if you had opportunity but didn’t 
bear witness, why not? What constrained you? 

3. The Greek-speaking Jews went to Philip with their request to meet Jesus. 
Why do you think Philip went to Andrew rather than directly to Jesus?  

4. In what sense do you understand Satan to have been “cast out” by Jesus’ 
work on the cross? 

5. Jesus goes on to explain why the Jewish leaders opposed him (vv. 36bff.) 
What might be the equivalent of “being thrown out of the synagogue 
today”, esp. in the light of what Jesus says about preferring to receive 
glory from man? 

 
 
 


