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3. Verses 12-36 have their focal point in Jesus’ commentary on His impending “hour.” This 

passage forms another important transition in John’s narrative as it binds together the 

preceding incidents (His triumphal entrance into Jerusalem and temple actions) and the 

climactic one which was coming in a matter of days. More immediately, it provides the 

framework for John’s summary (12:36b-50) of Jesus’ ministry to Israel which leads 

directly into the Upper Room Discourse. This discourse, in turn, is Jesus’ great 

interpretation of His impending death, what it represented and what it would accomplish.  

 

a. The context for Jesus’ commentary was the desire of some Greeks to meet with 

Him (12:20-22). John described these persons as coming to Jerusalem for 

Passover (“the feast”), which indicates that they were proselytes (Gentile converts 

to Judaism). The Passover had embraced such individuals from its institution in 

Egypt (Exodus 12:43-49) and Luke’s account shows that many Gentile proselytes 

from distant lands were in attendance at this particular Passover, remaining in 

Jerusalem afterward for the fifty days until Pentecost (ref. Acts 2:5-11). 

 

 John didn’t identify these individuals further, noting only that they knew about 

Jesus (likely because of His very public entrance into Jerusalem and His shocking 

temple actions) and wanted to meet with Him. This brief passage represents an 

important development in John’s narrative, for it is the first time he mentions 

Gentile interest in Jesus or connects Jesus in any way with Gentiles. John earlier 

recorded Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman, but the Samaritans weren’t 

Gentiles, but close ethnic, cultural and religious counterparts of the Jews. Here, 

John spoke of Greeks, a term designating all non-Jews and equivalent to the term 

Gentile. And he did so with a very specific purpose in mind: 

 

- Many Israelites had come to Jesus over the course of His ministry, some 

out of curiosity and others convinced that He was Israel’s Messiah. Others 

rejected Him and even sought to kill Him on the grounds that He was a 

false messiah who threatened Israel’s traditions and well-being. 

 

- John recorded this dynamic (Jesus’ self-presentation to Israel and Israel’s 

response to Him) toward his stated goal of demonstrating that Jesus was 

indeed the Messiah (20:30-31). And He could not fully demonstrate that 

fact without linking Jesus with the Gentiles. For the Scriptures were 

emphatic that Messiah would restore Israel, but so that Israel would fulfill 

its covenant calling to the world. Israel’s restoration and ingathering 

would bring the ingathering of the nations (cf. Isaiah 11:1-13, 49:1-6, 

53:1-55:13; Amos 9:11-15; Micah 4:1-5; Zechariah 1-2; etc.).  

 

 If Jesus were indeed the Messiah, the Seed of Abraham appointed to mediate 

Yahweh’s blessing to all the earth’s families, His messianic work must extend to 

the salvation of the Gentiles (cf. Matthew 12:1-21; Luke 2:25-32). This context 

focuses on Jesus’ hour – the hour of His saving work – being at hand; John, 

looking back decades later, knew well the universal reach of that work and saw 

that this was the perfect point in his account to introduce Gentile “seekers.” 
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 These Greeks were determined to speak with Jesus, and either someone directed 

them to Philip or they located him after being told that he was one of Jesus’ 

disciples. Either way, they expressed their desire to Philip, who found Andrew, 

and the two of them went to tell Jesus. John’s account of Jesus’ response is 

striking; at first glance, it gives the impression that Jesus didn’t even speak to the 

disciples’ request. And if He did, He seems to have answered that the imminence 

of His death prevented Him from meeting with these Gentile men (12:23); 

perhaps He could have complied if they’d requested a meeting sooner, but now 

He’d run out of time for such things. This would be a reasonable interpretation if 

Jesus had simply said that He couldn’t meet because His hour had come, but the 

totality of His response (along with His Father’s contribution to it) shows that He 

was saying something much more profound.  

 

The Greeks’ petition provided the occasion and context for Jesus’ words, but He 

spoke them to His disciples and the others gathered around Him. That is not to say 

that Jesus wasn’t answering Philip and Andrew, but He was doing so in a strange 

way. Of course one might argue that Jesus did directly reply to the Greeks’ 

request but John chose not to record those words. But such an argument is 

irrelevant; what matters is that John wanted his readers to find Jesus’ answer in 

the statements he did record. And what Jesus’ words convey is that these Gentiles 

seeking an encounter with Him would have that afforded to them, but as the result 

of His impending death: When He was lifted up as the climax of His earthly 

ministration, He would draw all men to Himself (12:32). 

 

b. In context, Jesus’ phrase, “the hour,” refers to His self-offering at Calvary (cf. 

7:30, 8:20) and He notably described that episode as the time of His glorification. 

Yet His accompanying parable associates that glory, not with His death as such, 

but the fruitfulness to come from it (12:23-24). Three observations, then, are 

important: Jesus’ “hour” was going to convey a new glory to Him which He 

hadn’t enjoyed to that point (cf. 1:14, 2:11, 11:1-4); this new glory is connected 

with the outcome of His death; Jesus’ hour and the glory to come from it were 

pre-ordained as the climactic goal of His coming (cf. 17:1-5). He had come to die 

– as the Son sent by His Father, but His death was not the goal, but a necessary 

step toward attaining the goal and its glory: Life out of death, per the ancient 

promise of the protoevangelium, was the Father’s purpose, shared by the Son. 

 

 For all the power, testimony, goodness and blessing – the “glory” – which 

accompanied Jesus’ life and ministration, He bore no fruit so long as He remained 

alive. Yes, He embodied and manifested the living God and the truth of man as 

image-son, but in a non-consummate way; like an unplanted seed, He remained 

alone and incomplete as True Man, deprived of the fullness and fruitfulness which 

existed in potential within Him and which could only be realized through death. 

 

- This was true first in terms of Jesus’ own humanity. For, while He was 

True Man as the uniquely authentic image-son, He possessed this identity 

and nature in the context of fallen Adamic humanness. 
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- Death was necessary to Jesus obtaining the “fruit” of His own 

consummate humanness; while He remained alive, He continued to bear 

within Himself the weakness, vulnerability and mortality of all of Adam’s 

children. But there was a greater fruitfulness in view: The consummate 

humanness deriving from Jesus’ death was going to embrace mankind; 

Jesus had been born a son of Adam in order to become the Last Adam. 

 

Jesus’ mission depended upon His death, but more precisely, the new life which 

would emerge from His death. It is in this way that Jesus’ “hour” would see Him 

glorified in a new and superlative – and quite unexpected – way. 

 

c. These truths provide the contextual framework for interpreting 12:25-26. A first 

observation is that Jesus’ assertion in verse 25 has parallels in the synoptic 

records (ref. Matthew 10:39; Mark 8:35; Luke 9:24), which indicates that the truth 

He was here expressing was part of His wider teaching and so a fundamental 

component of His message to Israel. At the same time, this instance is unique in 

that Jesus was answering Philip and Andrew’s request. In the synoptic parallels 

Jesus addressed Himself to Israelites; here, He had Gentiles in view. The 

implication is clear: All who would come to Him must come in the same way – 

they must own Him in the same way He owns Himself. 

 

- Taken together with His parable about the seed which bears fruit through 

its death, thereby preserving and enlarging its life, it’s obvious that Jesus 

was identifying Himself paradigmatically as the man whose “hatred” of his 

life in this world was to result in his “keeping” his life unto life eternal.  

 

- He then contrasted this sort of man with his opposite, implying that there 

are only two possible life orientations available to human beings. And if 

Jesus is the paradigm of the man who keeps his life by hating it, the 

suggestion is that all other men are naturally characterized by “loving” 

their lives such that they ultimately “lose” them.  

 

- As well, the close relation between verses 24 and 25 signals that these two 

statements must be interpreted in terms of one another. That is to say, the 

seed which dies to bear fruit from itself corresponds to the man whose 

hatred of his life enables him to preserve it. The implication, then, is that 

this “hatred” expresses itself in self-giving death motivated by jealousy for 

an enduring life characterized by abundant fruitfulness.   

 

- So also verse 26 shows that Jesus had in mind others following His lead: If 

anyone would come to Him in truth, that person must become His servant. 

And becoming Jesus’ servant means giving oneself to Him to be with Him 

wherever He is. And being with Him as His servant implies embracing His 

paradigm of life: All who would come to Jesus in truth must own Him in 

truth as He really is, and that means that they, too, must “hate” their life in 

this world with a view to “keeping” their life unto “life eternal.”  
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- And lastly, Jesus noted that His Father honors all who follow Him as this 

sort of servant. This shows that servanthood in which men embrace and 

live out Jesus’ way of being human is exactly what the Father purposed 

and what pleases Him. More than that, it renders men authentically 

honorable since God always relates to people in accordance with truth; if 

the Father honors a man, it testifies that he is truly worthy of honor.  

 

These observations, framed by the surrounding context, help to illumine Jesus’ meaning. 

Again, He juxtaposed two sets of antitheses: hating versus loving, keeping versus losing 

and life in this world versus life eternal. These points of antithesis form two parallel 

statements that summarize the two possible approaches to human existence and the 

outcomes attached to them. Thus the two statements together form a unified whole, so 

that they are mutually referencing, mutually dependent and mutually interpreting. That is 

to say, they cannot stand independently of one another and neither can be interpreted or 

understood without the other. But they are also part of Jesus’ response to Philip and 

Andrew and must be treated within this framework: 

 

These two disciples came to Jesus on behalf of some Gentile proselytes who wanted to 

meet Him. These men evidently knew about Jesus from the things that had recently 

transpired, which suggests that they’d heard talk about Him being the Messiah. No doubt 

they wanted to meet Him and confirm this claim, because if it was true, Israel’s 

redemption was at hand. Jesus replied to their request in a way that tacitly answered their 

interest: He was indeed the Messiah and this was the hour of Israel’s redemption – the 

new exodus bringing the end of exile. But this work of deliverance and renewal – Israel’s 

life out of death – wasn’t going to come as the Jews and their tradition supposed. 

 

Israel’s “death” (alienation, exile, subjugation) as Yahweh’s covenant son wasn’t going 

to end through Rome’s destruction, but by that death being completed and exhausted in 

the Messiah who embodied Israel in Himself. Israel’s new life was bound up in Him like 

the germinal life in a seed and it would burst forth through His death as, by it, He 

conquered death itself. The death of a seed means the end of that which restrains the life 

within it. And once released, the profusion of life vastly exceeds the germ of life which 

inhered in the seed; the abundance of fruit which can come from one seed is astonishing, 

and so it is with Jesus. A profound irony, the life of the seed depends absolutely upon its 

death. That is, the seed’s present existence must be set aside for its life to flourish in full 

realization. With respect to Jesus, He had to “hate” (put away) His life as a son of Adam 

– His “life in this world” – in order to see the true life within Him – the life of True Man 

as he shares in the divine life – emerge and bear its vast fruit in a new humanity.  

 

These Greeks wanted to meet Jesus, seemingly in the hope of becoming His followers. 

Jesus didn’t rebuff their interest, but reframed it: He was going to gather to Himself sheep 

from the Gentile fold as well as the fold of Israel (10:14-16). These would become one 

flock that is with Him where He is. And this means that they would own His paradigm of 

human existence: They, too, would find life out of death, dying to life as they know it in 

order to secure their true life which is His life. And by this dying and new life they, too, 

would bear abundant fruit – His fruit – as honored servants (cf. 15:1-8; 2 Corinthians 4). 


