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If they had believed, we would never have had the cross.
John 12:35-46
March 6, 2022
It’s on your mind1
The title of my sermon today, “Inclusio,” may look strange to you. Maybe you
thought it was a misprint, and we intended to write “Inclusion.” An inclusio is a
sandwich in writing or speaking. It means you bracket the content with the same words
or topic at the top and bottom of the passage, or the beginning and the end of the talk.
This sermon is an inclusio, because it begins and ends with the same topic – the
Russian invasion of Ukraine. Everyone’s talking about it, everyone’s thinking about it, so
it seems appropriate to focus our attention there.
Ukraine is wedged between Europe and Asia, and historically has been pulled
both east and west. The current situation is far from the first time this political tug-ofwar has erupted into military conflict.
This is partly because of geography, but it’s also due to the ethnic diversity of the
country, migration in and out and across Ukraine, various religious groups that have
dominated and competed, and the empires that have sought to control that area.
Ukraine’s flag is half blue and half yellow, representing the wide blue skies and
the rich agriculture of wheat fields and flowers. Ukraine’s rich soil makes it the
breadbasket of Europe. This has also led to conflict as empires have sought to take
advantage of Ukraine’s natural assets.
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The printed version of the sermon is expanded from the sermon preached in the worship service, which
was edited and condensed to allow time for corporate prayer.
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The current conflict has many layers, but Vladimir Putin clearly believes it’s in the
interests of Russia to invade and control Ukraine. As I heard once this week, “Without
Ukraine, Russia is a country. With Ukraine, Russia is an empire.”
That’s the beginning of the inclusio. You now know I’ll return to this topic at the
end of the sermon.
Light and darkness
The Scripture reading today is also an inclusio. Whether John intended this I do
not know, but it is common in the Bible to bracket a topic like a sandwich. Our text
begins and ends with the theme of light and darkness.
John loves this theme. He introduced it in the opening verses of his gospel. “In
the beginning was the Word…. In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind.
The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it…. The true light
that gives light to everyone was coming into the world.”
Jesus himself says in John 8:12, “I am the light of the world.”
We have arrived at the major division between the two halves of John’s gospel.
After the prologue, the Book of Signs (chapters 1-12) includes six or seven (depending
on who’s counting) miracles of Jesus which are “signs” that point to his identity.
Jesus turns water into wine, he feeds the five thousand, he raises Lazarus from
the dead. These are not just “miracles.” The verb John repeatedly uses is that Jesus
“performed” the signs. He produces, causes it to happen, creates it – with full purpose.
In John’s gospel he’s performing these signs to produce faith.
From there we’ll transition into the Book of Glory from now through Easter
Sunday. “Glory” is also a theme throughout John. The prologue says, “The Word
became flesh…We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only Son, who came
from the Father, full of grace and truth.”
How Jesus displays his glory will surprise John’s readers. You probably know, but
don’t get there too fast. The entire book – signs and glory – are designed to help John’s
readers believe. That’s the word that dominates John’s gospel more than signs or glory,
light or darkness.
Signs
In between the brackets of light and darkness in John 12, John connects the two
parts of his book. As he concludes the Book of Signs, he addresses the question, “Why
do they not believe after they have seen the signs?” You would believe if you had tasted
that wine, or looked into the eyes of a blind man who could now look back at you, or
shook the hand of Lazarus after he emerged from four days in the tomb. Wouldn’t you?
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Why do they not believe? John connects this pivotal moment to another
unbelieving era centuries earlier. God’s people had experienced other signs. “The arm
of the Lord” brought them out of bondage in Egypt to their promised land and giving
them their nation under King David and the temple Solomon built.
What’s happening with Jesus “fulfills” (38) the “word” (logos) Isaiah had spoken.
In other words, their unbelief was continuing a plan set in motion long before. “Who has
believed our report?” Isaiah asks.
If we were to continue in Isaiah 53, we would come to words you would find
familiar and deeply loved: “Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows…. All
we like sheep have gone astray, but the Lord has laid all our sins on him.”
John continues the reference to Isaiah, moving back toward the beginning of
Isaiah, the passage where the prophet “saw the Lord, high and lifted up.” But that’s not
the part that interests John the most.
What he quotes is where Isaiah learns from God himself that his prophetic
ministry is going to fall on deaf ears. What’s shocking is that God himself is the one who
will make his people blind to what they should see. He will harden their hearts. Isaiah
says, “They could not believe.” That was true in Isaiah’s time, but it’s also true for those
who have now seen the signs Jesus performed.
Don’t tune me out yet. Don’t tune Isaiah out. Don’t tune Jesus out.
Glory
John now pivots to the second half of his book. Why did Isaiah say this about
their inability to believe? Because, according to John, seven centuries before the time
of Jesus, Isaiah saw his glory. To borrow the inclusio metaphor, in the midst of a great
darkness, Isaiah saw a flicker of light.
That light would grow until it became great glory. By the Holy Spirit Isaiah was
able to speak about what John was getting ready to unfold in John 13-21. How God was
glorified would be a surprise. It would be, in fact, what Isaiah 53 prophesied – but
nobody believed it in Isaiah’s time and nobody believed it in Jesus’ time.
The glory would be that Jesus would be lifted on a cross and would bear our
griefs and carry our sorrows. The Lord would lay on him the iniquity of us all.
John’s implied question is this: What if they had “believed” when they saw the
“signs”? We would never have had the cross, which was the means by which God would
save the world. They do not believe so that Jesus will be crucified, and the glory of God
would be demonstrated on the cross!
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“Why do they not believe the signs?” God planned for them not to believe the
signs. He blinded the eyes of the Jews so that the whole world could see God’s glory.
Now we come to the second question, “How should we respond?” First, don’t
get lost in the question, “Why are they responsible for rejecting Jesus if this is part of
God’s plan?” Maybe you remember my answer to that a couple of weeks ago: MYOB
(Mind Your Own Business). John has been giving us “God’s business,” which is that
there’s a plan to what looks random – even evil.
John’s next few verses note that believing in Jesus was still up to individuals.
Even though the larger rejection was part of a plan, many of the leaders believed. We
know that Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea were the names of some who believed.
There must have been others as well.
But believing wasn’t everything. They weren’t ready for the next step, because
they feared being put out of the synagogue. Human community and connection is
powerful. William Barclay says, “Secret discipleship is a contradiction in terms, for
either the secrecy kills the discipleship, or the discipleship kills the secrecy.”
This is why I don’t like how most translations treat verse 43. Most of them say
that the religious leaders loved “the praise of men” more than “praise from God.”
The word is “glory.” They loved human glory – fame, riches, power, control –
rather than “God’s glory.” Human glory seeks to change the world by controlling it.
God’s glory changes the world from a cross.
In verses 44-45, Jesus says that to believe in him is to believe in the one who sent
him. This glory-plan belongs to and will be completed by the Father. Those who
believe, and the struggle to believe this endures through the ages, will have and shine
light into the darkness.
Signs don’t change hearts. Only glory – God’s glory – can do that.
The Gospel and Ukraine
So, to return in our inclusio to the topic where we started. I love how Ukraine’s
flag symbolizes heaven (the blue sky) touching earth (the golden fields). The incarnation
of Jesus, fully God and fully human, connects heaven and earth by his signs – but more
enduringly, by his glory, the cross of his suffering.
But how does this help us view the current European conflict through a gospel
lens?
First, we recognize darkness. This conflict reveals the end result when a desire
for human glory is left unchecked. For reasons we may never understand, Vladimir
Putin has joined a long line of utterly deceived empire-builders whose passion for
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control knows not the boundaries of respect for human dignity and freedom. What’s so
shocking to us is that it’s still happening. What he’s doing has been done throughout
recorded human history.
In Dominion, Tom Holland writes, “No people in antiquity would have ever
succeeded in winning an empire for themselves had they doubted their license to
slaughter and enslaved the vanquished.” It is only the spread of the Christian gospel
that allows us to judge what Putin is doing as evil. The Communist era sought to
vanquish the truth of the Gospel through oppression, and Putin is the result.
It was this same darkness that refused the “signs” Jesus performed, and then
conspired to put an end to him. Darkness hates light, hates truth, hates freedom. Putin
is like them in the pursuit of human glory. He just wears a business suit.
Second, we believe in The Light. We believe darkness is never the end of the
story. It wasn’t with Jesus, and it never is even within human history. No empire bent
on world domination through human glory has endured. Most failed within a few years
or generations. Some lasted longer, even centuries, but none endured – even those
supposedly “Christian” empires.
The entire Bible is a light-darkness inclusio. Genesis 1 begins, “In the beginning
God created the heavens and the earth.” Although “darkness was upon the face of the
deep,” God said, “Let there be light.” Light and darkness have been waxing and waning
since the dawn of time, but Light will win. Jesus is the Light of the world, and he will
win. In the last chapter of the Bible, John records about the new heaven and new earth:
“There will be no more night. They will not need the light of a lamp or the light of the
sun, for the Lord God will give them light. And they will reign for ever and ever.”
Finally, we wait, watch, pray, and do. The fact that God is working his purposes
out doesn’t mean we do nothing. Waiting is not doing nothing; it’s believing. Watching
is not doing nothing; it’s keeping our eyes open to what God is doing. Praying is not
doing nothing. Revelation teaches us that the prayers of God’s people are being
gathered in a symbolic bowl and they will be answered at the end of the age.
Meanwhile, we have to do what we can. We welcome refugees. We support
those who are serving and loving them. We partner with every effort that shines light
into the darkness.
The encouraging fact is that God always has his people. I was deeply encouraged
this week by an email from David Bryant, who leads a national effort proclaiming the
supremacy of Christ and praying for a “Christ Awakening.” The email began with the
story of the Ukrainian President’s courage as Putin’s military machine entered his
country.
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But the email included a Ukrainian Christian family singing the following song in
their home as Russian troops advanced in their city.
When I fear my faith will fail, Christ will hold me fast.
When the tempter would prevail, He will hold me fast.
I could never keep my hold through life's fearful path,
For my love is often cold; He must hold me fast.
He will hold me fast, He will hold me fast.
For my Savior loves me so, He will hold me fast.
(HE WILL HOLD ME FAST, by Ada Ruth Habershon /Matt Merker)
God always has people who know the difference between human glory and
God’s glory, who understand and live in the reality that darkness will not triumph. Light
will have the last word. Amen.
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