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Unless a wheat seed dies. John 12.20-26 

 
In John chapter 6 we read about the feeding of the 5000. In the aftermath of this Jesus 
says something to the people who were gathering to Him which sparked a discussion. 
He told the people that they were only looking for Him because they had been fed by 
Him. The discussion is about the identity of Jesus, and there is a comparison set up 
between Him and Moses. They thought that Moses had fed the people with Manna, and 
so he had, but the Manna was from God. This is the crux of the debate, Jesus speaks to 
them about spiritual food that will sustain not only mortal life, but will give eternal life. 
The people do not get it but are thinking about ordinary food alone. The outcome is 
declared in verse 60, and the consequences in verse 66. The people said that the 
things Jesus was saying were hard sayings, and as a consequence, many who had 
been following, turned back, and no longer followed Him. 
 
As long as Jesus fed them, healed them, and appeared to be on their side in the face of 
the religious rigor of the Pharisees, the people were happy, fed and entertained. 
However, when the applications of Jesus teaching, and the consequences began to 
become different from what the people wanted or expected, they departed disappointed 
and feeling that too much was now being asked of them. 
 
Luke 18.18-30 tells us of an encounter Jesus had with a good rich young ruler. The ruler 
asked Jesus how to inherit eternal life, and he appears to be a devout and serious 
young man. There was something at work in his heart which wealth and position did not 
satisfy and so he comes to Jesus. The outcome of this encounter is not what we would 
hope for. Jesus confronts the young man with a hard truth. If he really desires eternal 
life, then for him, it will require that he sells all he has and gives it away and then comes 
and follows Jesus. There is not only the demand to sell all he has, but also the promise 
that if he does so he will have treasure in heaven. 
 
The last sight we have of this fine young man is him walking away from Jesus crest-
fallen, and Jesus watching him go. I wonder, did he hear Peter on the day of Pentecost 
and enter salvation then?  
 
This is only one of the hard sayings of Jesus. The Beatitudes are also hard sayings. 
They seem beautiful when read, but when we let them confront our daily living and the 
course of our lives, then that is where we begin to learn the implications of salvation. 
 
The passage in John 12 contains the core of the hard teachings of Jesus. Let me paint 
a picture to set the scene. You have a sore leg. You go to the doctors. What is it you 
want to hear? What I would want to hear is that all is fine, it is a small matter, a pill or 
some ointment will fix everything and I will be as good as ever in a day or so. However, 
how would we react if the doctor told us that it was a serious condition which if left will 
develop and kill us?  When we ask if there is anything which can be done we are told 
that the only thing which will preserve our life is to have our leg amputated! I was once 
in the local hospital and I heard my mother tell the doctor off as he told her I needed 



hospitalization and would be in hospital for three or four months and I needed to go 
now! She was so shocked that she told the doctor that he was mad to conclude such a 
thing. However, the doctor was correct and I had a prolonged stay in hospital with a leg 
in traction for almost three months! You see, the disease was more serious than it 
appeared, and the cure was a bit more radical and far reaching than was comfortable to 
think about. When it comes to salvation, when the diagnosis is made and the treatment 
regime given, either we can walk away like the rich young ruler, or go with those who 
know the truth. 
 
In John 12, the chapter opens with some Greeks who came very respectfully to request 
an opportunity to meet Jesus. They did not just force themselves into Jesus presence, 
but approached in a polite and respectful way by approaching and applying their 
request through the chain of command as it were. They might have actually done better 
if they had come up behind Jesus and touched Him like the woman who had a bleeding 
illness, or like those who busted through the house roof!  
 
We do not know if they got their interview with Jesus or not, because John opens up a 
dialogue of a greater importance. Jesus speaks of the hour coming, of His glorification. 
This is the looming shadow of the Cross and His death on the Cross through which He 
will become available not only to just a handful of Jewish people, but to Greeks as well, 
indeed every nationality and people group under haven. The Greek people who desired 
to see Jesus were the occasion when Jesus announced again that salvation was going 
to burst open like a flood and become available to all, Greeks, Jews and every other 
people. He is announcing a major step forward in God’s plan and purpose to give 
salvation to many, many people.  
 
In verse 24, Jesus sets about giving a vivid picture of what is about to happen in a few 
days and He uses a metaphor which would be familiar to all people of that day. Jesus 
talks about an everyday event to explain what He was about to suffer. He says that for a 
seed of wheat to be productive and to fulfill its potential, it has to be cast into the ground 
and die. We are all familiar with the cycle of the seasons. In winter, everything seems 
dead. However as the cold days lengthen and begin to warm, the trees and plants 
which seemed dead burst out from the ground or break out into leaf, and the cycle is 
begun once more for growth and fruit to develop. Jesus is telling the people that for Him 
to produce the fruit of salvation, He must be cast into the earth and die, and that is what 
He did on the Cross. 
 
If the seed remains unsown, it does not increase, but remains just one seed, and we 
find that in verse 24. 
 
Now all that sounds wonderful if it is Jesus who does the dying and the being cast into 
the earth and then we are the ones who get the increase of seed so as we can make 
bread, but that is not the point of what Jesus is telling us. The only way by which 
anyone can find salvation is by following the same path as Jesus. It is not the path of 
dying on behalf of others, but it is the path of dying to our own will and desires and 
following the will of God. Jesus died on the Cross as a substitute for us, He died in our 



place, but even before that, He did what He talks about in verses 25 and 26. He had to 
decide to walk in the will of God for Him rather than in the path which He would prefer. I 
am not for a moment saying that Jesus was in any way reluctant to walk in God’s will, 
but it is a sign of both His humanity and His being sound in body and mind that He 
realized what He was about to face on the Cross and He did not have some sort of 
unhealthy death wish.  
 
We find in Luke 22 verses 39-45 the account of Jesus prayer to the Father shortly 
before His arrest on the Mount of Olives. Jesus is very conscious of some or all of the 
suffering which He is about to embrace, and He prays a very human and believing 
prayer. He prays in verse 42, 
 
‘Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will be but yours be done.’ 

 
The cup refers to the totality of His suffering, estrangement from God, and may refer 
especially to the full cup of God’s wrath over the transgressions, rebellion and sin of 
humanity. Jesus was to drink the whole cup of God’s wrath to the very dregs so as we 
may be spared the wrath of God poured out on sinners such as us. This was the seed 
giving Himself to death, a death He would like to be spared from, yet, He does not insist 
on His will, but embraces the will of the Father. 
 
Verses 24-26 applies all of this to those who would believe in Christ, who would be His 
disciples in every generation, and who desire to follow Him. The journey we are to take 
is to walk in the footsteps of Jesus. He goes to the Cross for us, we then are to embrace 
our own cross daily for Him. The Christian life is one of denial of self and saying yes to 
Christ. Where ever Christ goes, if we do this, we will go with Him. Ultimately, verse 26 
tells us that those who die to themselves in order to follow Christ will be with Christ in 
glory, and will also be honoured by the Father. 
 
Verse 25 spells all this out in very strong and clear language. Those who preserve their 
own lives, who find ways to compromise and avoid suffering because of faith in Christ 
will ultimately lose their lives. The only other option in life is to follow through with 
following Christ and denying ourselves to such an extent that we hate our lives in this 
world. Such people who do this are promised will keep their lives for eternal life.  
 
The hating of our lives is not some sort of austerity where we deny that there is any 
beauty, pleasure or love in this life. It is not blind to the beauty of nature, the joy of being 
alive, and the soul nurturing love for and from others. What it means is that when we are 
at a crossroad and there is a godly path, and a path which is not plainly so, we chose 
the godly path. 
 
This is not just in some things, perhaps some major life decision, but in all our daily 
living. Let me give you some examples. What do you do if you come out of a shop and 
discover that they have under charged you? Do you smile at the bargain you have got, 
or do you go back and pay the correct price? What do you do if you find someone in 
distress on the street when you are on your way to a film or a concert which you have 



been anticipating for months? Do you hurry past on the other side of the street or do 
you stop and lend a hand? What do you do if you are asked to take on a new 
responsibility or a promotion in your job which will require you to work harder and 
longer? Do you work out whether you can take on this new job and still hold to your 
Christian disciplines, responsibilities to family and home, or do you take the job because 
it will mean more money or a higher profile in the company? 
 
Then there are bigger issues. You are Christian and you fall for a man or woman who is 
not a Christian. Do you marry them hoping that God will save them – it does sometimes 
happen, or do you lay the facts out straight that you will not marry them unless they 
become Christians. This has happened also. This is a real big issue because I know of 
a few friends who were in this situation and did not marry. They are still single, and that 
is costly to them, but they are looking ahead to God’s reward. There are all sorts of 
other examples which many people today would not see as a problem. It is almost 
universally accepted that it is normal for couples to live together without being married 
or without ever getting married. This is not how the Scripture views human sexuality, 
and family life and many problems exist today because some men and woman are ‘one 
flesh’ with a whole bunch of people!  
 
You may think that I am just old fashioned or a prude, but I give these examples to 
underline that dying to self is not refusing Jaffa Cakes for a few days at Lent, but cuts 
right across the nature of our wills. This is not a phony following or dying, a gesture of 
hating our lives which Christ is talking about, this is a real death, a real separation from 
the norms of the world or our society when it is walking contrary to the Scriptures. It is a 
strange thing to observe that as the generation we live in departs further and further 
from Biblical revelation, the Church, and we who call ourselves Christians depart more 
and more as well and hardly realise we are doing so. For example, when I was a child, 
Sunday was a very different day from every other day of the week. There were no 
organized sports, shops were closed, often parks were closed, and it was a day of rest 
because it was such a different day. Today, Sunday is no different from any other day, 
there is no change of pace, no slowing down, no self-examination and thought, not even 
time to take a breath. Is it any wonder that the mental health of the nation is at a low 
ebb? We need rest, we need to find a time to be awake and quiet. We need sleep to 
rest our bodies and minds, but we also need waking time to be quiet, to be thoughtful, to 
be alone in solitude, to get wholesome input, and this is not how we live our lives today.   
 
Verse 26 follows in uncompromising terms.  
 

‘Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be.’ 
 

Do we want to be where Jesus is? Do we want to make it to heaven? Do we want to 
make it into the presence of the Father and be given the ability and privilege of sharing 
the joys and perfections of eternal life? If we do, then dying to self is the only path we 
can go to arrive there. Do we believe that the Sermon on the Mount records the 
teaching of Jesus? Do we believe that Jesus said what He meant and meant what He 



said? Do we believe that Jesus was telling us how the Father and the Spirit as well as 
Himself has designed life? If so, turn to Matthew chapter 7 and verses 13-14. 
 
‘Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to 
destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that 

leads to life, and only a few find it.’ 
 

This is the same sort of teaching as John 12. There are only two paths, and two 
destinations, and we are to choose which we will follow. I often pray for revival. I could 
tell you of examples of revivals where God has not responded to the prayers of His 
people until they start to be aware and careful as to which road they are on. On the 
other hand, there are examples of revivals which God sent which moved people, 
believers from the broad path to the narrow way. I suspect that we may be in an era, 
where God requires believers to walk more carefully on the narrow road before He will 
revive us.  
 
As for the Church of Scotland, such as it is, it has departed so far from the narrow road 
in the last decades that many Reformed Presbyterian denominations in other nations no 
longer regard it as a safe denomination to have much to do with. The nations Scotland 
sent missionaries to are now sending missionaries to us to evangelise our godless 
peoples and churches!  
 
Folks, this is deadly serious. Read Acts 2.40. 
 
‘With many other words he warned them; and pleaded with them, ‘Save yourselves from 

this corrupt generation.’ 
 

Take these passages seriously. The plight of fallen humanity if dreadful. Our plight is 
desperate, we cannot waste any more time playing at religion. We cannot be casual and 
content when the least attended time is the time given to prayer. I really am concerned 
as we come to the time of opening up the hall for the use of the community that our time 
and attention will be taken up again with things that contribute nothing to salvation. If 
groups start using the hall and church buildings again, which they will, who will pray for 
them? Turn to Colossians 4.12. 
 

‘Epaphras, who is one of you and a servant of Christ Jesus sends greetings. He is 
always wrestling in prayer for you, that you may stand firm in all the will of God, mature 

and fully assured.’ 
 

O for people like Epaphras, who will pray and wrestle and die as a wheat seed so that 
life will come to others. Who will take on the mantle of prayer for the groups who use the 
buildings, or are they to be left as cannon fodder? Prayer is not easy. It costs time, 
energy and brings us into conflict with ourselves, our own failings, sins and 
incompleteness, it brings conflict with the world and the devil. However, if we ‘pray not,’ 
we will ‘have not’ as James says! Praying does not earn us things from God, but we 
pray because God tells us to do so, to pray big prayers, for the Kingdom, and to pray for 



the immediate, our daily bread. We are to pray to be delivered from evil and we are to 
pray so that we will live in a way that hallows God’s Name. This is grownup work 
whether we be 6 or 60 years old.  
 
There has to be death before there can be resurrection. If aspects of our lives are not 
put to the cross, there will be no resurrection in these aspects of our lives. If we don’t 
sow the seeds we buy, then we have no grounds to complain to God if we have no crop 
of potatoes, peas or beans and the flower beds only produce a crop of wild flowers, 
usually referred to as weeds. For every call to die, there is a promise of reward, of 
benefit, of resurrection, partly in this life, but in fullness in the life to come. We are being 
offered rewards, benefits and joys which remain, which cannot be taken from us. 
Everything we have in this life can be taken from us. Wealth, health and beauty are but 
fleeting shadows that can come and go in a moment. Reputation, fame and success are 
only as long lasting as fashion or until someone stronger or faster or brighter eclipses 
the best we have ever achieved. However, holiness, the love of God and love from God 
remain no matter what happens to us in this life.  
 
There is one other passage which I want to bring to our attention today. For many of us 
it will be a familiar, perhaps a favourite passage. It is Philippians 2 verses 4-11. Paul’s 
purpose in this passage is to show the steps by which Christ descended voluntarily to 
enable Him to be the perfect servant of God and for the effective work of salvation. Paul 
then shows the response of the Father to Christ’s humiliation and humility. The road to 
the highest place was by taking the road to the lowest place. Paul also shows us the 
exalted place which Christ did not insist on, He did not please Himself but chose rather 
to please the Father. In response to this service to the Father, the Father exalts and 
honours His Son just as John 12.26 describes. If we follow Jesus as Jesus followed the 
will of the Father, denying Himself beyond anything that can ever come our way, then 
the Father will honour us for following His Son.  
 
This is a straight forward passage, but one which is very demanding, it is an easy 
passage to read and move quickly on, but a hard saying of Jesus to take to heart and 
act upon in faith. 
 
If we were to spend a bit of time reading the passage in Philippians 2 and thinking about 
it and meditating on what it meant for Jesus to become obedient to death, even death on 
a Cross it would help us to begin see what will be required of us to follow Christ. We will 
be misunderstood and thought strange, we will be accused of being standoffish and over 
rigid, but so be it, the end is more than worth the journey on the narrow road. Bunyan’s 
hymn ‘Who would true valour see,’ will help us gain an insight about these things. The 
reading of Biblical and Christian biography will also illuminate how others have walked 
this narrow road. Hymns are full of these thoughts, perhaps not so many of the newer 
hymns, but then it is better to read the hymns from times of revival and times when the 
Church has been overtly spiritual. Here is a couple of stanzas from C. A. Tydeman. The 
hymn begins, ‘I have a Friend whose faithful love.’ 
 

 



‘He held the highest place above, 
Adored by all the sons of flame, 
Yet, such His self-denying love, 

He laid aside His crown and came 
To seek the lost, and at the cost 

Of heav’nly rank and earthly fame, 
He sought me – Blessed be His Name. 

 
It was a lonely path He trod, 

From every human soul apart, 
Known only to Himself and God 

Was all the grief that filled His heart: 
Yet from the track He turned not back 

Till where I lay in want and shame 
He found me – Blessed be His Name.’ 

 
One last thing to say by way of appeal to take this subject of following Christ’s road of 
the Cross seriously. Henri Nouwen in his book ‘Here and now. Life in the Spirit’ has a 5 
paragraph piece which is pure gold. You can google the whole article online and I would 
encourage you to do so. The first paragraph sets out the idea of ‘Downward Mobility. 
 

‘The compassionate life is the life of downward mobility! In a society in which upward 
mobility is the norm, downward mobility is not only discouraged but even considered 

unwise, unhealthy, or downright stupid. Who will freely chose a low-paying job when a 
high-paying job is being offered? Who will chose poverty when wealth is within reach? 
Who will chose a hidden place when there is a place in the limelight? Who will chose to 
be with one person in great need when many people could be helped during the same 
time? Who will chose to withdraw to a place of solitude and prayer when there are so 

many urgent demands made from all sides?’ 
 

Jesus did, the Old Testament worthies did, the Apostles and saints have done this over 
the ages, and often more is done in quietness, solitude and in hidden work than is done 
with all the razzmatazz of our present day norm.  
 
The Late Mr. Still used a wide margined RSV Bible. He had a wide margin because he 
would scribble notes on the pages. However, he also used a broad tipped felt tip pen for 
certain passages which contained the principle we have looked at today. Whenever he 
encountered a passage that had a relevance or a reference to the principle of death and 
resurrection, dying to self to find ourselves being raised by God, he would mark it with a 
large red ‘D/R’ for Death and Resurrection. 
 
He had many of these D/R’s marked, from the history of Joseph and Moses exiled in the 
desert after fleeing from Egypt and then being called and commissioned by God at the 
burning bush. Then there were many passages in the Gospels where Jesus speaks 
about His forth coming death, and of course many in the Epistles of Paul, for example 
the putting of the old man and the putting on the new man in Ephesians and so on. 



 
The way up is by first going down. The road to resurrection is by first dying. The way to 
be great is to be the least and lowest and the servant or the child set in the midst of the 
disciples. We lose our lives to gain eternal life, and if we hold on to our lives, our 
imagined dignities and reputations, and our self-opinionated place in the pecking order 
of the world, then we will do so at the risk of eternal life. Therefore, as Peter said on the 
day of Pentecost, 
 

‘Save yourselves from this corrupt generation,’ by laying our lives down. 
 
We must do this as Christians. If you are not a believer, then give yourself no rest, but 
call out to God to convict and save while there is still some time.  


