Following Jesus in Suffering
John 12:20-26
I. Introduction

A. Personal impact of this subject

1. 1 Corinthians 15:19

2. Colossians 1:24

B. John Piper in Desiring God:  “The Christian life for Paul was not the so-called good life of prosperity and ease. Instead it was a life of freely chosen suffering beyond anything we ordinarily experience. Paul’s belief in God, and his confidence in resurrection, and his hope in eternal fellowship with Christ did not produce a life of comfort and ease that would have been satisfying even without resurrection. No, what his hope produced was a life of chosen suffering. Yes, he knew joy unspeakable. But it was a “rejoicing in hope” (Romans 12:12). And that hope freed him to embrace sufferings that he never would have chosen apart from the hope of his own resurrection and the resurrection of those for whom he suffered. If there is no resurrection, Paul’s sacrificial choices, by his own testimony, were pitiable” (pp. 214-15).
C. What is the ground and reason for making choices that could result in suffering and even death? What would drive a person, if given the choice between comfort and suffering, to choose suffering over against comfort?
D. Texts like John 12:20-26. Let’s read the text.

II. The Setting (vv. 20-22)

A. Greeks going to worship, they wanted to see Jesus

B. After a brief consultation, the disciples agree to bring the request to Jesus

III. The Fruit of Suffering (vv. 23-26)

A. Jesus’ answer – How did He respond to the Greeks? Why did He respond this way?

B. The Lesson on Suffering (vv. 23-24)

1. What did Jesus see when He looked to His death? What was His focus?  Resurrection, glorification, the fruit that would follow because of His death

2. Who/What is the grain of wheat? Jesus first, by association His followers

3. What options are there for a grain of wheat? What is the outcome of each option?

a. Not be buried but be enjoyed now – instant gratification, no fruitfulness

b. Be buried and enjoyed later – delayed gratification, abundant fruitfulness

4. What is the difference between wheat and Jesus? (Read Jhn 10:18)

a. How are we to understand Jesus’ death?

b. Was it an unfortunate turn of events? Something that just happened to Him?

c. It was a choice. Jesus chose to suffer. 

d. What other choices were available to Him?

1) Satan offered the kingdom without suffering

2) Peter tried to persuade Him not to take the Calvary Road
3) As God, He could have chosen to judge the world and not save it

5. Think for a minute about Jesus’ options. Life in glory, no pain, no suffering, no cross; or life on earth, intense pain, hateful rejection, and merciless crucifixion. Which would you choose?

6. Like the wheat, Jesus was buried and became fruitful. But unlike the wheat, Jesus chose to be buried, and His chosen suffering produced abundant fruit and still is producing fruit today.

7. Did Jesus’ choice always look like it would be outwardly fruitful? What about on Saturday morning after the crucifixion? What about when Peter denied Jesus? What about when the men Jesus had spent three years with training and discipling deserted Him?

8. What lessons can we draw from this?

C. The Application of Suffering (vv. 25)

1. The Familiar Paradox
a. Love life = lose life

b. Hate life = keep life

2. Other ways it has been stated

a. Love life (Jhn 12:25) = has found life (Mtt 10:39) = seeks to keep life (Lk 17:33)

b. Hate life (Jhn 12:25) = has lost life (Mtt 10:39) = loses his life (Lk 17:33)

3. What two different choices do we have?  What types of lifestyles are they here and now?

4. What are the two outcomes?  “loses it” = devotes it to destruction (avpollu,mi)

D. The Necessity of Suffering (v. 26)

1. What did Jesus mean when He said we must follow Him?

2. How will this impact our decisions?

3. Is this optional for the true disciple?

E. The Rewards of Suffering (v. 26)

1. Being with Jesus

2. Honor from the Father

IV. An Illustration from the life of John Bunyan

A. Bunyan was born in 1628 in England

B. He was married around 20 years old, and with his wife had four children, the oldest, Mary, was born blind

C. Sometime before his 26th birthday he became a Christian

D. He had no formal education, knew no biblical languages like Greek or Hebrew, and was a common laborer in society, a “tinker”

E. 10 years into his marriage his wife died, leaving him with four children all under age 10

F. A year later he remarried and had two more children, and a third was lost at birth

G. He was imprisoned for twelve years for preaching the Gospel. He could have been released at any point during that time if he would have agreed to stop preaching. His underwent agonies in prison, at one time was quoted as saying, “The parting with my wife and poor children hath often been to me as the pulling of the flesh from my bones.” Eventually he was released, but his suffering didn’t end.
H. John Piper catalogs his suffering saying, “So, in sum, we can include in Bunyan’s sufferings the early, almost simultaneous death of his mother and sister; the immediate remarriage of his father; the military draft in the midst of his teenage grief; the discovery that his first child was blind; the spiritual depression and darkness during the early years of his marriage; the death of his first wife, which left him with four small children; a twelve-year imprisonment, cutting him off from his family and church; the constant stress and uncertainty of imminent persecution, including one more imprisonment; and the final sickness and death far from those he loved most on earth. And this summary doesn’t include any of the normal pressures and pains of ministry and marriage and parenting and controversy and criticism and sickness along the way.”

I. What can we learn from Bunyan’s life and his chosen suffering? 

1. “His suffering and his story summon us, in the prosperous and pleasure-addicted West, to see the Christian life in a radically different way than we ordinarily do.  There is a great gulf between the Christianity that wrestles with whether to worship at the cost of imprisonment and death, and the Christianity that wrestles with whether the kids should play soccer on Sunday morning” (Piper, HSOG, 164).
2. “Oh, how we need Bunyan! We are soft and thin-skinned. We are worldly; we fit far too well into our God-ignoring culture. We are fearful and anxious and easily discouraged. We have taken our eyes off the Celestial City and the deep pleasures of knowing God and denying ourselves the lesser things that titillate for a moment but then shrink our capacities for great joy. Bunyan’s Seasonable Counsel for us is: Take up your cross daily and follow Jesus. “For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for My sake will find it” (Matthew 16:25)” (Piper, HSOG, 166).

Remember the words of Jesus as we live this week: “He who loves his life loses it, and he who hates his life in this world will keep it to life eternal. Which life do we treasure more?
