
Year B Lent 5 Passion Sunday 
 
Jeremiah 31: 31-34 
Hebrews 5: 5-10 
John 12: 20-33 
 

May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be 

acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. Amen. 

‘Tough Choices’ 

If we had been in church today you would have seen something 

different. We have entered the period called Passiontide, the last 

two weeks of Lent, leading up to Easter Sunday. We would have had 

purple coverings over the cross and other sacred images.  

All of these symbolic changes to the church emphasise that we are 

entering the final two weeks in the life of Jesus, and that in the final 

week, Holy Week, Jesus experiences suffering and death on the 

Cross. And the Lectionary readings reflect this change. 

In today’s readings in one way or another, we hear messages about 

God and Jesus’ mission on earth, and what this does for humankind.  

I am going to focus on the gospel reading today, the Gospel of John, 

who of the four gospel writers, stresses and seems to understand the 

Christology of Jesus; that Jesus was God incarnate. In today’s gospel 

reading we enter into the fevered world of the Festival of the 

Passover in Jerusalem. Jesus has some very important points to get 

across to his disciples and he knows he doesn’t have long to do this. 

In to this situation, in v 23, Jesus says to his disciples that his hour 

had come, that he, the Son of Man, was to be glorified. He said that 

although he did not wish this personal trial and death, he had to 



remain true and authentic to his mission on earth, for he knew that 

his mission would inevitably lead to a confrontation with the earthly 

powers. He used the analogy of a grain of wheat that must be dried 

out and appear to have no life left in it, for it to be buried in the 

earth, so that it can produce a full ear of corn.  

What Jesus was saying to his disciples was that we sometimes have 

to give up on the thing we love that is the focus of our lives, in order 

to enable new life or lives to flourish.  

Jesus said “the hour has come”. He knew that his earthly mission was 

almost complete, and in remaining true to his mission he would lose 

his earthly life. Jesus was very clear that this was the acceptable cost 

of remaining true to his mission and of surrendering his life to God.  

Many of us may have been brought up hearing preachers say Jesus 

died for our individual sins, and God, in the role of judge, demanded 

a price to be paid for that, as a way of then allowing humans back in 

to a right relationship with God once and for all.  

But what if Jesus’ actions, who after all is God incarnate – in the flesh 

– are actually God’s own actions to reconcile humanity to God? A 

self-emptying action of love, God in the role of parent!  

Jesus did not want to glorify suffering and death, but he knew that to 

remain faithful to his mission he would clash with the powers, the 

devices and desires, the systems that humankind had set up. And he 

did clash with them, and as a consequence he was killed. 

These words and the concepts can be difficult to get our heads 

round, and we can be torn between, on the one hand, the vicarious 

satisfaction  or substitutionary atonement explanation for Jesus’ 

death, or on the other, the self-emptying nature of Jesus, and 

therefore God, in love for the world. 



So let me do my best to explain what I mean.  

In the gospel reading the writer talks about ‘the world’. ‘The world’ is 

the writer’s way of describing the structures and systems that 

humans have created that shape and constrain us. ‘The world’ in 

Jesus day was a brutal system of an elite imperial force that cowed 

the local population, kept them impoverished but productive and 

profitable for the Roman empire, kept them ill-equipped and very 

fearful of seeking to overthrow the tyranny.  

Those ‘worldly’ structures; the local officials doing Rome’s bidding, 

the tax-collectors calculating just how much tax can be taken, the 

powerful religious elite, and so on, held the vast majority of people 

captive in some way. And, actually, even the ones who thought they 

were pretty smart in colluding and profiting from the Roman 

occupation were themselves trapped and captive into a way of living 

– once sucked in to it, it would have been hard to change, even if you 

realised too late what you had got in to. They were in bondage to the 

Roman systems and ‘world’. 

That ‘world’ had systems to ensure the domination, and by necessity 

included not just threats of violence but very public displays of 

violence and painful lingering death. ‘The world’ also included the 

harsh and uncaring religious systems and structures in place. There 

were many religious practices and approaches that Jesus frequently 

railed against.   

Jesus knew that the world, the system he was up against would 

eventually have enough of the wandering Rabbi from Nazareth, and 

one way or another, would ensure his ministry came to an end, and 

most likely for it to end in a way that gave a strong deterrent 

message to anybody else thinking of behaving in the same way. His 

mission and messages were critical of both the way organised 



religion was run and the way it was practiced, and also critical of any 

sort of corrupting systems and powers of those who governed the 

people. 

It is important to note that in John’s gospel he does not talk about 

the forgiveness of an individual’s sins, he doesn’t talk about a divine 

punishment that humankind deserves because of its continual 

disobedience to God, which is placed on Jesus as a symbolic 

scapegoat, to punish him in lieu of condemning all of us for our own 

individual sins.  

In John’s gospel - and remember John’s gospel most clearly states 

Jesus was and is divine - Jesus’ crucifixion was the result of the ‘sins 

of the world’; structures and institutions that dominated the people, 

that dealt unjustly and unfairly with people, that sought to control 

people for their own selfish aims. This is the evil, this is the 

domination systems, that Jesus described as ‘the world’ and that 

eventually killed him. Humankind is individually sinful in creating or 

passively accepting such systems. 

Jesus chose to operate without compromise, not recognising the 

‘systems’ and the ‘rules’, and as we shall hear in Holy Week, refused 

to respond or engage in any way with the rulers, and to see that by 

choosing the way of the Cross he remained true to God, true to the 

way of life, even if it meant giving up his life. Jesus had total clarity of 

what the ‘world’ and its system and rules was like, and he chose not 

to follow them. To choose a way of life lived with integrity, of love, of 

justice, of healing and wholeness.   

And today? Do we recognise ‘the world’? Do we recognise the 

systems, the processes, the rules, the institutions, that govern and 

shape our lives?  Are there any, that when we really stop and think 

about it, are not of God? Are not of the sort of values Jesus taught? 



Are corrupting people, are oppressing people, are subjugating 

people, are influencing people to make decisions which are not 

healthy, making slaves of people, are perhaps even killing people? 

Some of you will know that I look to buy Fair Trade tea and Coffee, 

that I won’t buy any Nestlé products, and none from the Israeli-

occupied Territories in Palestine. I am fortunate that I can afford the 

additional cost of buying Fair Trade products. In fact my clergy shirts 

are all made with fair trade cotton. Any why? Because I could not, in 

all conscience operate as a priest if I knew that my shirt was made by 

a very badly paid labourer in a factory in Bangladesh or Pakistan, 

who very likely does not earn enough to meet even a most basic 

needs for living. The same goes for my tea; if someone on a hillside in 

Sri Lanka is picking tea leaves, I want to know they are at least being 

paid an acceptable rate, and have good living conditions. Now, I am 

not so naïve to think that all my purchasing decisions are so wisely 

made and don’t result in some exploitation of people and make 

unacceptably large profits for someone who already has too much 

money, (just think of Amazon) but I do know that I am trying to make 

a difference. I am trying to live at least a part of my life gently 

rebelling (if that is possible) against systems, against structures, 

against companies, against governments, that I believe work actively 

against God’s kingdom values.  

God’s kingdom will only come when we individually take steps to 

bring it in to being. I am not a saint, I am not doing anywhere as 

much as other people do to challenge the ‘world’ and confront 

corrupt systems, but I feel at least I am doing something, no matter 

how small it is.  

It reminds me of a story you may know, of a boy walking along a 

beach after a storm. The sun is shining and it is getting hot. The 



storm has beached many thousands of starfish. The boy picks one up 

and throws it back in to the sea, saving it from scorching to death. He 

does this to quite a few when a friend says to him, ‘Why are you 

bothering, there are so many thousands here that will die’. The boy 

picks up another starfish and throws it in to the sea, and says, it has 

made a difference to that one, and this one, and this one, as he 

continues along the beach… 

Jesus did die for us, for our sins. I think he died because of the sins of 

the systems and structures that humans created and allowed to 

continue. You can decide for yourself if the approach I accept works 

for you or if he died for our individual sins, as an atonement to a God 

as judge, who needed to punish someone and Jesus was chosen to 

be the person to take that punishment for all humankind. 

And as we journey through Passiontide, I invite you to think what 

systems, what structures, what rules, what ways of living that you 

live by may be ones that hold you captive, that are not of God, that 

shape our lives in unacceptable ways, ways that take us away from 

God’s kingdom coming to earth.  

The Scottish Parliamentary elections will be in early May, and so 

maybe this Passiontide and Easter season is an appropriate time to 

look beyond our personal engagement with the world, and look at 

what sort of society we want to live in, a society that more closely 

aligns to and supports God’s kingdom values; that relieves suffering 

to the poor, the marginalised, the sick, that heals the earth and the 

environment; that brings the deep and holistic shalom of God to all 

peoples in our nation, and to our neighbours, across the world. 

In making even small changes to our lives, to free us from the world’s 

corrupting structures and systems, we serve Christ. And as John 12 v 

26 says, ‘Who ever serves me, the Father will honour’.  



How may you serve Christ and honour God through the choices you 

make? 

 


