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Wheatley United Reformed Church 
Sunday 18 March 2018 – Year B (Lent 5) 

Jer.31.31.-34; Psalm 51.1-12; Hebrews 5.1-10; John 12.20-33 
 

Unexpected blessings 
 
Some of you know this story, but not all of you.  In days gone by Mrs Eva 

Maud Hinton lived across the road and kept an eagle eye on the Chapel.  One day the 

telephone rang at the Manse.  It was Mrs Hinton, greatly troubled by something she 

had found when cleaning round the organ stool (in those days the organ dominated 

this end of the building and the organist, like the holy of holies, was hidden from the 

congregation by a thick blue curtain).  She had, she said, encountered a mystery, ‘and 

I don’t like mysteries’.  The mystery in question was what she described as some 

knickers she had found there.  Quite what was in Mrs Hinton’s mind when she found 

them one can only speculate - bacchanalian orgies, perhaps.  The truth was more 

prosaic: Carolyn Brock kept some old underwear there to keep the area free of dust.  

One of the most mysterious characters in the Bible is Melchizedek, who pops 

up for a cameo appearance in Genesis 14.  We are given scanty information about 

him: his name means ‘king of righteousness’, he was a priest of God Most High in 

Salem, Abram paid him a tithe, and he brought out bread and wine for Abram and 

blessed him.  This only adds to the mystery.  The Jewish priesthood, which belonged 

to the tribe of Levi, lay far in the future, so what kind of priest is he?  Who is this God 

he serves?  Why does Abram recognize his authority by handing over a tithe?  Most 

strange of all, why is Abram blessed by him, a non-Jew, before God blesses Abram 

and Sarai with a son and heir?  He appears once more in the Old Testament, in Psalm 

110, just as enigmatically.  The Lord says ‘You are a priest for ever, according to the 

order of Melchizedek’.  But he has a starring role in the Epistle to the Hebrews.  

Because he is given no genealogy he becomes a prefigurement of the eternal high 

priesthood of Christ. 

Unlike Mrs Hinton, the Rabbis and early Christian interpreters of Scripture 

loved mysteries.  When they found passages as puzzling as this one they came up with 

all kinds of weird and wonderful ideas as to what they might mean.  Some Jewish 

commentators, for example, believed that Melchizedek was Shem, son of Noah, now 
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over four hundred years old.  For us, though, the mystery lies elsewhere, because, as I 

hope to show, it touches on one of the most contentious issues of our day, our 

relationship with people of other faiths.  This is also present in the Gospel reading, in 

which some Greeks ask to see Jesus and he answers what appears to be a simple 

request with some deep and difficult sayings.  Mrs Hinton and Melchizedek were the 

hors d’oeuvres; we now pass to the main course. 

     John’s Gospel must be a nightmare for literalists because virtually 

everything he says works at two levels.  Just before the Greeks ask to see Jesus, the 

Pharisees, who have witnessed his Palm Sunday entry into Jerusalem, exclaim: ‘Look, 

the world has gone after him!’  They mean simply that the crowds have given him a 

rapturous welcome, but for John their apparently casual remark is of much profounder 

significance and is echoed in Jesus’s own words, ‘And I, when I am lifted up from the 

earth, will draw all people to myself’.  The Greeks, like Melchizedek, belong to the 

world outside the covenant with Abraham; yet they are seekers.  They approach Philip 

– a very Greek name – who, John tells us, is from Bethsaida in Galilee.  That 

apparently irrelevant detail matters, for Philip was the third disciple to be called from 

the same lakeside town, after Andrew and Peter.  Bethsaida is therefore a place 

associated with Jesus calling people to follow him.  But his response when Philip tells 

him about his Greek visitors seems disconnected: ‘The hour has come for the Son of 

Man to be glorified’.  This ought to the moment of triumph, when Jesus is revealed as 

Messiah and ushers in God’s kingdom of justice and peace.  But in John’s language 

this ‘hour’ refers to the polar opposite, his crucifixion.  For him, this is the climactic 

point of the story but it is not separate from the rest:  Creation, Incarnation, 

Crucifixion, Death, Resurrection and Ascension form one seamless fabric of salvation, 

as he announces in the prologue to his Gospel through imagery of darkness and light 

and death and rebirth.  The true meaning of what we see on the Cross is not the 

violence and bloodshed but an integral part of God’s larger purpose, there from the 

beginning and in the Word made flesh, rejected by some but embraced by others, 

shining in the darkness and never put out.  That is how, through the horror, we learn to 

see his glory, stretching back in a single arc which connects God’s purpose in creation 

itself to the final victory of love. 
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That is surely why Jesus goes on to speak of the true cost of following him, not 

just to the Greeks but to every potential disciple.  Very soon he will die, like the seed 

which falls into the earth.  In our way of looking at things, that is the end, but for God 

it is a new beginning, the means to a richer harvest to come.  That is also the pattern of 

discipleship, losing one’s life to gain it, which is a dramatic way of telling us that our 

priorities and values need a radical remake if we are to follow his way and see his 

glory.  What he next says also reverses the expected order of things: whoever serves 

me must follow me.  The first disciples are called and follow in order to serve; now 

Jesus tells us that when we serve him we should expect to follow him to where he is 

now going, through death to resurrection; death to old ways of behavior, rising to 

embrace the way he pioneers.  Ironically, the very ones he called by the lake at 

Bethsaida will deny they ever knew him and run away: another kind of death, but also 

the prelude to another resurrection. 

As Jesus speaks of these things, his soul becomes troubled and he wonders if 

he should ask the Father to save him from this hour.  This is John’s version of what 

we know from the other Gospels as his agony in the garden of Gethsemane, when he 

prays in great distress that this cup of suffering be taken from him.  Jesus names the 

temptation, but it passes him by because he knows he has come for this.  And at this 

moment, in an abrupt and telling departure from the other Gospels, John shows us 

what for them happens only at the baptism and transfiguration of Jesus – the voice 

from heaven which confirms that God’s glory is about to be revealed in his Son, in 

this Gethsemane moment of spiritual turmoil.  Why does he do this?  Just as the Cross 

will display his glory because it is an integral part of a wider purpose, so this moment 

of desolation is not a glitch in the smooth running of the salvation machine but a 

moment fraught with revelation.     

When Jesus says ‘And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all 

people to myself’, John tells us that this was a reference to the way he was to die.  But 

he does not only mean this in the literal sense, that he will be raised high on the Cross.   

The kind of death Jesus was to die is also a redemptive one, a sign of just how far God 

will go to show us to save us from the worst of ourselves and offer us the best.  The 

saying itself may sound triumphalistic, with its assertion of a universal attraction to 
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this one figure.  It seems to inhabit the same world of spiritual exclusivism as the 

famous ‘I am the way, the truth and the life; no one comes to the Father except 

through me’.  That is how Christians have usually interpreted such sayings.  I have a 

young friend in my Oxford life who has been on a spiritual journey for some while 

now and we have had many conversations about it.  He recently signed up for an 

Alpha course and became very distressed by its insistence on salvation through Christ 

alone, especially for his Muslim grandparents, who are devout and good; angry, too, 

that anyone should even suggest that they are bound for eternal punishment in hell.  

However you read such texts, they should never be used to coerce people in this way.  

It is, quite simply, wrong.  The same Jesus also says ‘Not everyone who calls me 

“Lord, Lord” will enter the kingdom of heaven’, thereby warning us that it’s never 

enough to proclaim the name if your life doesn’t match up to his teaching - and whose 

does?  If you believe, as many sincerely do, that Jesus is the only way to God, you 

also need the grace of humility to treat those who disagree with respect and courtesy 

and to understand their faith, not misrepresent it, let alone blindly condemn it.  Telling 

them they’ll go to hell is to assume that you know God’s mind, and that is plain 

arrogance.  Others prefer to read such texts in context.  Instead of pulling them out of 

the passage in which they occur in order to bash people around the head with them, 

they look at how they relate to the broader argument of which they are a part.  There is 

a good case for believing that all roads which truly lead to God are based on the 

qualities we find in Jesus, and that those who live by them, whether or not they are 

Christians, are on the same road.  After all, Jesus himself tells us that by their fruits his 

followers shall be known, and we know what those fruits are.  They are not, ever, 

violence, terror, murder of opponents; not privilege, power and wealth. Where there is 

gentleness and kindness, peace, generosity, love and faithfulness, there is the Spirit of 

God.  That is what the Bible clearly says. 

The main course is over; time for dessert.  Mysterious Melchizedek, who was 

not a member of the chosen people because they had not yet been chosen, tells us 

plainly from out of Scripture that God’s true servants can be found outside the 

boundaries we prescribe.  The Greeks who came to see Jesus, people who were 

searching or simply curious, were only some of those with whom Jesus interacted who 
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were also outside the covenant – the woman of Samaria, the Roman centurion, the 

Canaanite woman – all of whom showed faith he did not always find among his own.  

We should never put up barriers where God in Christ has torn them down.  There’s 

been far too much of that in our past.  I take this biblical witness to encourage us to 

listen to those of other faiths and none because we can learn from them, receive 

blessings from them as Abram did from Melchizedek, and grow in our own faith 

through listening to their stories.  Islam, for example, is far more complex and varied 

and far more humane than the fundamentalist varieties which dominate our thinking, 

and we have a duty to understand that.  It is, I am sure, insecurity which leads people 

to adopt extreme positions and arrogantly claim God’s right to judgment for 

themselves.  In fact, the more deeply we are rooted in the traditions which nurture and 

refresh us, the easier it becomes to appreciate the genuine faith of others and make 

common cause with them against the evils of the day.  When Christ is truly lifted up 

among us, in every part of our lives, he will draw people to himself.  But that lifting 

up is not a coronation but a Cross; not an imposition, but an invitation to take the next 

step into the unknown.  Unknown, that is, save in one essential respect, that in the end, 

when all else fails, the love of God remains, a hidden glory to light our way.        


