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 Welcome to the Sunday before Holy Week.  Our Lenten observance is 

coming to a conclusion.  Next week we begin the pilgrimage to Jerusalem, to 

the cross, and to the death of Jesus---the death of hope.  Easter Sunday we 

celebrate God’s astounding answer to our hatred and hopelessness---but that 

comes later. 

 Once again our theme turns to the “cost of discipleship”.  In the 1930s 

German pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote a book titled Cost of Discipleship1.  

His thesis was that grace was often given away with the impression that 

nothing is required in following God.  Bonhoeffer believed that although grace 

is freely given by God, following Christ entails a cost and a commitment. 

 Ironically less than a decade after the book was published Bonhoeffer 

became a living example of his words.  His faith led him to oppose Adolf Hitler 

and to even participate in the underground movement to assassinate Hitler.  

His involvement led to his arrest in 1943 and later to his execution in 1945.  I 

have used Bonhoeffer as an example many times because he stands as one 

of the clearest examples of the cost of faith in modern times.  

-1- 

 The text for today is from John’s gospel.   Much of our scholarship places 

the gospel in the latter decades of the First Century.  This would mean that 

John’s gospel was written some fifty or more years after the time of Jesus.  

Many if not most of the group of persons who would have seen or heard Jesus 

had departed life---given that life expectancies then were far less than today.  

The Jewish Temple was destroyed in 70 C.E.---recent history for most in the 

time of John’s gospel.  The Roman Empire was changing.  The Jewish 

traditions embraced by the disciples were fading as the church was evolving 

into a Greek-Gentile community.  Added to this change were the localized 

                                                
1 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, Cost of Discipleship (Chr. Kaiser Verlag Munchen, 1937) translated into English by 
SCM Press in 1959. 
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persecutions of Jews by Rome.  It is within this context that John writes his 

gospel. Our text is positioned after two scenes: one of the anointing of 

Jesus and the other concerning his entry into Jerusalem.   

-2- 

 John relates that it was the time of the Passover.  Some Greeks had 

traveled to Jerusalem to attend the festival.  Most likely these were not Greek 

speaking Jews but Gentiles who had converted to Judaism.   

 Andrew and Philip make the request to Jesus that some Greeks wanted 

to meet with him.  They are the two disciples with Greek names.  In John’s 

gospel, Andrew and Philip are the first disciples called by Jesus.2  Here they 

become the conduit through which Jesus reaches the Gentiles. 

 Jesus takes the opportunity to once again announce that his “hour” is 

coming---a time when God will reveal who he truly is.  He now can tell the 

means by which the Son is to be glorified.   

 Jesus uses an example from nature to talk about the meaning of his 

death.  Please note, John here is not talking about resurrection but is talking 

about the significance of the death of Jesus.  What does his death mean? 

 The example from nature is how one seed---one grain of wheat 

produces a plant that will yield hundreds, thousands of seeds.  In other words, 

Jesus will be the planted seed and out of Jesus’ death will come thousands, 

millions of new seeds.  Those who follow Jesus will also be seeds, when 

planted even more seeds will result.  The Kingdom of God grows like wheat or 

grain.   

 Jesus then repeats something found in all gospels---that to love one’s 

life—to save one’s life---is to be outside of the community.  Rather one is to be 

willing to lose their life for the sake of God and in losing their life they will find it. 

 As events move closer and closer to the last week when Jesus and 

authorities came into conflict and Jesus was executed---the tone turns darker.  

The die is cast and Jesus is moving toward a confrontation that will bring his 

                                                
2 John 1:40-50.  Andrew brings Peter to Jesus and Philip brings Nathanael to Jesus. 
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death.  His disciples do not understand.  According to John’s gospel the death 

of Jesus will open up new possibilities for God’s work.  The death of Jesus will 

give birth to the church, to legions of followers who will continue the work of 

being a light within the darkness of life. 

-3- 

 The first obvious message that John is conveying is that the church is a 

multi-cultural community.  By the time of John there were most likely still those 

who were arguing that the church should be exclusively Jewish.  Paul and 

Barnabus opened the ministry to the Gentiles supporting the position that 

Gentiles did not have to first become Jews in order to become followers of 

Jesus.  There was a deep controversy in the early church over the status of 

Gentile converts.  John appears to be siding with the position that Jesus 

welcomes all---Gentile and Jew. 

 The battle over who is welcome in church continues to this very day.  

Various Christians argue that this or that group of persons should not be 

welcome in the church.  Sometimes the debate becomes violent and the costs 

are high to those who advocate a large circle----not a small circle. 

 Ironically very often the debate moves and flows around communion.  

We follow traditions today that support “open communion”---meaning that 

everyone is welcomed at the table of the Lord.  This is not the case in some 

congregations.  In some congregation’s only persons of that congregation or 

only persons who will sign on to a particular interpretation are welcomed at the 

table.  Yet, even in congregations that are “open communion” there often is 

debate about whether children are invited and welcomed to the table of the 

Lord. 

 The point that John makes is that Jesus welcomed everyone---even 

Greeks.  The church needs to be a large circle and have a large door not a 

small one. 

-4- 

A second obvious point in this reading today is the question: what does 

following Jesus cost?  What may be required of us?   
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Much of modern church rhetoric centers on the benefits that are gained 

from God through faith.  Books and videos abound from Christian sources 

implying that faith can lead us to great wealth, great health, and to the solution 

to whatever problem plagues us.   

What is sometimes called the “gospel of success” actually arose in the 

late 19th century.  Russell H. Conwell, a Baptist minister, became extremely 

wealthy through his sermon “Acres of Diamonds” delivered to audiences that 

paid to hear the sermon.3  According to an online article about him, Conwell 

maintained that, “God was responsible for directing wealth to those who 

could use it for beneficial purposes.Ó4  In the same century, Andrew Carnegie 

published an essay titled, ÒThe Gospel of WealthÓ in which he said that wealth 

was God given but given for a purpose and use.  He himself practiced what he 

believed by spending his last years giving away his vast fortune.5 

 In the 20th century the Gospel of Wealth evolved into what some call the 

“Gospel of Success”.  Using wealth for good or seeing wealth as a God-given 

gift to be used fades into the background.  It is replaced with the idea that if one 

is faithful God will bless the person with success and wealth.6  Today books, 

lectures, DVDs, and sermons abound postulating that faith, the Bible, prayer, 

and being a Christian are keys to getting everything we desire and want.  The 

implied message---in contrast to John’s gospel---is that the more faithful we 

are the more blessed and easier our life will be. 

-5- 

 This is quite a contrast to what we read in John.  The implication by 

Jesus is that following God could well be costly.   

 ÒListen carefully,Ó Jesus says, ÒUnless a grain of wheat is buried in 

the ground dead to the world, it is never any more than a grain of wheat.  But 

if it is buried, it sprouts and reproduces itself many times over.  In the same 

                                                
3 http://www.u-s-history.com/pages/h849.html.  
4 Ibid. 
5 http://www.u-s-history.com/pages/h849.html.  
6 Idea has been made popular by Robert Schuler and Norman Vincent Peale.  In recent decades, however, 
any idea of using our success for God has been replaced with the idea that faith is the means by which we 
can gain everything we wish for.   
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way, anyone who holds on to life just as it is destroys that life. But if you let 

it go, reckless in your love---youÕll have if forever, real and eternal.  If any of 

you want to serve me, then follow me; then you will be where I am, ready to 

serve at a momentÕs notice.Ó7 

 Jesus bore this out in his willingness to go to the cross.  The disciples 

bore this out in their willingness to follow Jesus to their own untimely deaths.   

 Dr. Michael Brown in an article contrasts what he calls the Gospel of 

Martyrdom with the Gospel of Success.8  He uses the example of Stephen who 

stood before the Sanhedrin and instead of caving in stood firm in his support of 

Jesus and died as a result.  Brown points out that the word for “witness” in the 

early church was the Greek word, “martus” from which we get the word martyr. 

Brown writes,  

ÒOne gospel is interested in the things of this world, the things of men (and 

women).  The other gospel is interested in eternal things, the things of God.  

One says ÔAdd to your life!Õ  The other says, ÔLose your life!Ó  One message 

encourages self-satisfaction, the other encourages self-denial.Ó 

 We love Easter Sunday with its uplifting message of God’s love.  Many of 

us avoid Good Friday---it is just too much of a downer---all that talk about death 

and stuff.  We love to hear all the things God does for us or will do for us---we 

do not like to hear about the cost of faith or the cost of being a follower of Jesus. 

 In the current debate about immigration, churches are resisting the 

move to criminalize efforts to help those who are illegally trying to enter the 

United States.  If the bill passes in its current form then it is a possibility that 

Christians could be arrested and charged with a felony for helping a stranded 

person or welcoming the stranger as Jesus commands.  If a law is passed 

what will be the Christian response---to ignore the command of Christ or to 

defy the law and risk losing much?9 

                                                
7 Peterson, Eugene, The Message, p.1945-1946. 
8 Brown, Michael, “The Gospel of Martyrdom vs. the Gospel of Success”, 
http://www.icnministries.org/revolution/martyrdom-successPF. 
9 Wood, Daniel B.,“Churches resist tougher immigration laws”, Christian Science Monitor, 
http://www.csmonitor.com/2006/0314/p01s01-ussc.htm.  
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 Closer to home how much time, money, and spiritual gifts will I use for 

God’s kingdom?  Will it only be out of my excess---the left over change after I 

am satisfied?  Will the ministry be cut back in hard times because we “just 

can’t afford it?” Or will God’s people sacrifice? 

 Holy week brings all of this into focus.  We relive the sacrifice of Jesus.  

We are asked the question---am I truly willing to go where Jesus went?  It is a 

haunting question for me---for each of us.  We are in a true sense WOUNDED 

SERVANTS. 

 Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote the following while in prison awaiting his 

death.  During the months of imprisonment he wrote a diary that was smuggled 

out by sympathetic guards.  Bonhoeffer became a symbol of the very best.  On 

the day of his execution he held a communion service for the other prisoners.  A 

British officer was so impressed by this German pastor that would think of 

them on the day of his death that the officer became a follower of Christ.   

 But it was not easy for Bonhoeffer.  He wrote the following: 
Who Am I? 
Who am I?  They of ten tel l me 
I stepped for ward from my cellÕs confi nem ent   
Calmly, cheer fully, fi r mly, 
like a Squi re f rom hi s country house. 
 
Who am I?  They of ten tel l me 
I used to speak to my warder s 
f r eely and fr iendly and cl early, 
as though it w er e mine to com mand. 
 
Who am I? They also tell m e 
I bore the days of misfor tune 
equably, s milingly, proudly, 
like one accustom ed to win. 
 
Am I then really that which other m en tell of? 
Or am I only what I mysel f know of myself?  
Restl es s and longing and sick, like a bi rd in a cage, 
s t ruggling for breath, as though hands w er e compr es sing my  
      throat, 
yearning for colour s, for flow er s, for neighborlines s, 
tossing in expectati on of great events, 
pow erles sly t r em bling for f r i ends at an infi nite di stance, 
w eary and empty at prayi ng, at thinking, at making, 
faint, and ready to say farew ell to all. 
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Who am I?  This or the Other? 
Am I one person to-day and to-mor ro w another? 
Am I both at once?  A hypocrite before others, 
and before mys el f a contemptible woebegone w eakling? 
Or is som ething wi thin m e still like a beaten army fl eeing  
in disorder  f rom victory al ready achieved? 
Who am I?  They mock m e, thes e lonely ques tions of mine. 
Whoever I am, Thou kno w est, O God, I am thine!10  

                                                
10 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, From the book Cost of Discipleship, “memoir”, page 15. 


