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“Seeing and Following”

“Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also.”

Whenever I visit a church building for the first time, I often ask if I can stand in the pulpit to “try it on for
size,” to get a feel for how it would be to preach in that sanctuary.  Even if I never have the opportunity to
share a sermon with that congregation, standing it the pulpit allows me to sense how the preacher might
approach a sermon from that perspective, and imagine the many different pastors who have stood in that
pulpit to share God’s Word over the decades.  Among the most memorable of my pulpit visits was the
time I visited Stamford Presbyterian Church during my first year in Niagara Falls.  Stamford is one of the
oldest churches in the Niagara region, and its building has stood in that same place since the 18th

Century.  It is typical of Presbyterian churches of its era, quite plain and simple – especially in
comparison to many of our Lutheran churches.  Its pulpit was on the same level as the chancel, and had
adequate space for sermon notes and a good angle in which to view the congregation.  But what was
most memorable about this pulpit was the plaque that was affixed to the top of the reading stand; on it
were engraved the words from John’s Gospel: “Sir, we wish to see Jesus.”  The plaque was located in a
place that only the preacher could see, and it is something I have never seen in a pulpit before or since. 
Unfortunately, I never asked the pastor of that congregation the story behind that plaque: who had
placed it there, what was their rationale in putting it on the pulpit, or how he understood it when he
preached there every Sunday.  But I’ve often thought of the plaque over the years when I have stood in a
pulpit to preach (or in any location within a church building at times when I wasn’t physically in a pulpit);
to me, it would be a reminder that the purpose of preaching is to bring the Word of God alive within a
congregation’s service of worship; as we believe that Jesus Christ is the incarnate Word of God, “the
Word [that] became flesh and lived among us … full of grace and truth” (John 1:14), the purpose of
preaching is to allow the gathered congregation to see and hear Jesus, who we believe is with us
whenever we gather together as the people of God.

· “… every sermon begins and ends with God.  Because the word of God is what the preacher
wrestles with in the pulpit, and because it is a living word, every sermon is God’s creation as well
as the creation of the preacher and the congregation… [we are not] free to turn the sermon into
personal show-and-tell time.  Those of us who preach do so as representatives… Preaching is,
above all, an act of faith.  Every time I put a sermon together, I rehearse my reasons why and the
ways in which I believe in God.” – Barbara Brown Taylor, The Preaching Life.

Even if there is no plaque reminding us, the challenge to all preachers is the same: to share the Word of
God with God’s people, to make Christ known in the words that are being proclaimed in the worship
service, to strive always to make certain that “the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be
acceptable to you, O LORD, my rock and my redeemer.” (Psalm 19:14).

The words that are engraved on the pulpit of Stamford Presbyterian Church come from today’s Gospel
lesson, where a group of Greeks approach Jesus’ disciple Philip and say to him, “Sir, we wish to see
Jesus.” (John 12:21).  The arrival of these Greeks marks the beginning of a new section in John’s
Gospel; they are non-Jews, representatives of the Gentile world, a physical reminder that “God so loved
the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him shall not perish but shall have
eternal life.” (3:16).  Their request to see Jesus confirms the Pharisees’ unconscious prophecy of 12:19
that “the world has gone after him!”  Their request to “see” Jesus can be understood as a desire to
become disciples, as Jesus had greeted his first disciples (including Andrew and Philip) with the
invitation to “come and see” (1:39, 46).  In identifying Philip as being “from Bethsaida in Galilee,” a
Jewish town, John establishes a connection between the call of the first Jewish disciples and the arrival
of the first Gentile disciples; as Paul would later write in 1 Corinthians, “to those who are called, both
Jews and Greeks, Christ [is] the power of God and the wisdom of God.” (1:24).  The arrival of the Greeks



prefigures the church’s future mission to the Gentiles and the inclusion of Gentiles in God’s promises,
which Peter proclaims in Acts when he declares that “I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but
in every nation everyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.” (Acts 10:34-35).

When Andrew and Philip tell Jesus of the Greeks’ request, Jesus understands this as a sign of the arrival
of his “hour,” the fulfillment of his mission because it is through Jesus’ glorification – his death,
resurrection, and ascension – that God’s promises to God’s people are fulfilled.

· “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.  Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of
wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.”
– 12:23-24.

Jesus uses the image of a seed to illustrate how the salvific power of his death resides in the community
that is gathered as a result of it; one comes to Jesus through his death.  Jesus goes on to caution these
prospective disciples that “those hwo love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will
keep it for eternal life.” (12:25).  To “love one’s life” is the opposite of Jesus’ own action; it places one
outside of the community shaped by Jesus’ gift of his life and leads to the loss of that life.  To “hate one’s
life” is not to show hostility to the gift of human life that is a part of God’s good creation; it is to declare
one’s allegiance to Jesus, and to receive his gift of eternal life (“This is indeed the will of my Father, that
all who see the Son and believe in him may have eternal life; and I will raise them up on the last day.” –
6:40).  Since Jesus’ ultimate service is the gift of his life in love, he calls his disciples to love as he loves
and hence to serve as he serves: “Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my
servant be also.  Whoever follows me, the Father will honour.” (12:26).  The disciple is not only called to
follow Jesus to his death, but also is offered the promise of following Jesus through his death to share in
his glorification: “For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with
him in a resurrection like his.” (Romans 6:5).

While Jesus is certain about the necessity of the coming hour of his passion and death, this is not to say
that he is not disturbed over what will confront him when he enters Jerusalem and is arrested.  In words
that are reminiscent of what he prays in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus shares his troubles as he
faces the hour of this death and prays that God will give him the strength in order to fulfill what this hour
will bring to all humanity.

· “’Now my soul is troubled.  And what should I say – “Father, save me from this hour”?  No, it is for
this reason that I have come to this hour.  Father, glorify your name.’  Then a voice came from
heaven, ‘I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again.’” – 12:27-28.

· “Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what
you want.” – Mark 14:36.

Jesus’ words in John are an allusion to Psalm 42:11: “Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are
you disquieted within me?  Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my help and my God.”  As the
psalm affirms the psalmist’s trust in God, here Jesus trusts God in his hour.  Jesus lays down his life of
his own free will (“No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.  I have power to lay it
down, and I have power to take it up again.  I have received this command from my Father.” – 10:18); he
embraces his hour as an expression of his love for God and the moment of God’s glorification.  Jesus
recognizes his hour as the ultimate purpose of his ministry; it is the final revelation of this relationship
with God.  The appropriateness of Jesus’ prayer is confirmed by the voice from heaven, promising that “I
have glorified it, and I will glorify it again.”  The publicly audible answer to Jesus’ prayer testifies to God’s
involvement in the events of this hour.

· “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law,
in order to redeem those who were under the law, in order to redeem those who were under the
law, so that we might receive adoption as children.  And because you were children, God has



sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba!  Father!’  So you are no longer a slave but
a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God.” – Galatians 4:4-7.

The crowd that hears this voice at first believes that they are either hearing thunder or the voice of an
angel.  They recognized that they were witnesses to an epiphany, a revelation of the divine, but they did
not grasp that they had witnessed the unmediated presence of God in God’s relationship with Jesus.  It
is Jesus who underscores for them the intention of this voice when he declares to them that “this voice
came for your sake, not for mine.” (12:30).  Those who had wished to see Jesus not only saw him, but
would witness the decisive eschatological event through which both negative and positive judgments
would be enacted: “Now is the judgment of this world; not the ruler of this world will be driven out.  And I,
when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” (12:31-32).  “The ruler of this world” is
the devil, the embodiment of opposition to God (“I will no longer talk much with you, for the ruler of this
world is coming” – 14:30).  Jesus’ hour marks the defeat of the power of evil in the world: “I have said
this to you, so that in me you may have peace.  In the world you face persecution.  But take courage; I
have conquered the world!” (16:33).

While those who have been in opposition to Jesus will see his coming as bad news and their defeat, for
those who look upon Jesus as Lord and the source of light and life the sight of the coming of his hour will
be good news; for “when I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw all people to myself.”  This is the third
prediction of the “lifting up” of Jesus, which refers to both his being lifted up on the Cross and his
exaltation in his resurrection and ascension (“When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will
realize that I am he, and that I do nothing on my own, but I speak these things as the Father instructed
me.” – 8:28).  The positive effect of Jesus’ hour is when he will “draw all people to myself,” the universal
offer of salvation available in Jesus.  It is the people’s response to this offer that sets limits, not Jesus
himself.

· “I have come as light into the world, so that everyone who believes in me should not remain in the
darkness.  I do not judge anyone who hears my words and does not keep them, for I came not to
judge the world, but to save the world.  The one who rejects me and does not receive my word
has a judge; on the last day the word that I have spoken will serve as judge” – 12:46-48.

When we gather together for worship as the people of God, we should fully expect that we will see
Jesus.  We believe that our Lord is present with us in his holy Word, which is the living Word of God that
fulfills Jesus’ promise that “I am with you always, even to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20).  We
believe that Christ is present with us whenever we gather at the Lord’s Table to share in “the true body
and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ under the bread and wine, instituted by Christ himself for us
Christians to eat and to drink.” (Small Catechism).  The pastor who speaks from the pulpit has been
entrusted with the office of preaching, the means through which God’s Word is proclaimed to those
gathered together to whom God “gives the Holy Spirit who produces faith, where and when he wills, in
those who hear the Gospel.  It teaches us that we have a gracious God, not through our merit but
through Christ’s merit, when we so believe.” (Augsburg Confession).  Not only do we wish to see Jesus;
we have the assurance that our Saviour will be present among us.

But as we can expect that our Lord will be present with us and speak to us anew as God’s holy Word
spoke to his people in previous generations, we can also expect that this word will call us, challenge us,
and transform us into a people who will follow the one whose words are the word of eternal life.  Because
the word that is proclaimed to us is the life-changing Word of God, we should come into its presence
expected that we shall be changed, recreated from individuals with our own desires and agendas into
God’s holy people called to “proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his
marvelous light.” (1 Peter 2:9).  All of this is offered to us freely – but it does demand one thing from us: a
faithful, trusting response.  When we say “amen” at the end of a sermon or a prayer, it is far more that a
form of oral punctuation; our “amen” is our acceptance of God’s Word, our declaration that not only do
we believe that these words are trustworthy and true but that they are being spoken to us, calling and



challenging us as the commissioned the first disciples for mission.  As Martin Luther defines it, “’Amen,
amen’ means ‘Yes, yes, it is going to come about just like this.’” (Small Catechism).

· “The ‘Amen!’ therefore is a general commitment: somehow we will take part in feeding.  We have
talked about justice; now we must and will be just.  We have talked about peacemaking; now we
will make peace and be peaceful.  We have heard a message of enabling love; ‘Amen!’ says that
we will in Christ know the power to love.” – Martin Marty, The Word.

As I meet with couples who are planning their marriage services, I like to point to a recent addition to the
service that will unite them as husband and wife: it is the question I ask the congregation gathered to
witness their vows and celebrate their marriage: “Will all of you, by God’s grace, uphold and care for
John and Mary in their life together?”  In their answer – “we will” – the congregation is signifying that they
are more than mere spectators at this wedding; they are promising to take an active role in loving and
supporting this couple as they begin their life together.  When God speaks to us and challenges us – “Do
you believe that this Word proclaimed today is being spoken to you?  Will you be faithful to my Word and
my all to you to be my disciples today?” – our answer – “Amen!” – means that we are not only here as
passive hearers of the Word, but active listeners who become disciples when we hear the Word of God
and accept our Lord’s challenge to live faithfully and serve joyfully in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.

I don’t know if that church in Niagara Falls still has the plaque on its pulpit (they probably had to alter it at
some point, since they have been served by a woman pastor); but no matter if there is or isn’t such a
plaque, the purpose of proclamation remains the same: to make Christ known, to allow those gathered in
worship to see and hear Jesus, to discern how God is speaking to us and what God is calling us to do as
God’s holy people.  And no matter what pulpit these words come from, our response must always be that
of a faithful, trusting community of God’s faithful people, joining together with one voice to affirm “Amen!”
– Yes, we will be faithful in serving God, in loving one another, in doing all that God commands of us so
that all may see Jesus and join us in shouting “Amen!”


