“Dude, you look like Edward Norton.”

· Such was the comment told to me by some teens I met for the first time.

Now, I don’t know if you’re familiar with the actor, Edward Norton.

· You may know him from films like: Pride and Glory, The Italian Job,

 The Illusionist, and Fight Club. 

· But – last summer – Edward Norton starred in the movie “The Incredible Hulk,” which many teens liked.

· Do you know that movie or at least the story of the Hulk?

· Scientist in gene experiment has mishap that turns himself into a raging, muscle-man superhero with green skin when he gets angry.


So I don’t know if the teens were telling me I looked like Edward Norton 

· because of my awesome physique (flex () 

· or because I turn green when I get angry.

In either case, it’s sooo not true.

Regardless, I have to admit, the idea of getting super ripped with muscles in an instant IS pretty tempting. ( 

· I WOULD like to make a regular schedule of working out at the gym.  

· (Like running around with teens isn’t tiring enough, right?)  

But – like anything worthwhile – I know if I AM going to bulk up, it’s gonna take

 some work.  

· I have to eat more, for one thing, (right, Michael? () 
· (This dude says he’s gonna get an anchor for me so I don’t blow away).  

· But I also know I have to put in some time, sweat, and tears.  

Despite what the health industry tries to sell us for weight loss OR weight gain, 

· there’s no easy pill I can pop, 

· drink I can chug, 

· or shot I can take that will truly give us lasting results without harming our bodies.

In other words, the old adage may be cliché, but it is true: NO PAIN, NO GAIN.

-------------------------------------

It’s a truth we can see in our gospel lesson this morning too (John 12:20-33).

· Jesus knows that His hour has come (v. 23).

· It’s time to face the music for the reason God sent Him.

· For soon, Jesus will die – and horribly at that.

The thought of it troubles Him, as He says (v. 27).  

· But instead of shrinking back from the pain (“Father, save me from this hour?”), 

Jesus affirms that it IS His very purpose to endure the cross and thereby 

glorify the name of God the Father.

Jesus compares the ordeal with the simple analogy of a grain of wheat (v. 24).

· Only in that single grain drying out and getting used up will a new life – 

a wheat stalk – come forth. 

· But not just a wheat stalk…a wheat stalk that bears much fruit (i.e. more grain!)

The fruit that is to emerge from Jesus’ death is two-fold: 


1) Many people will be drawn to Him (v. 32).

2) A similar lifestyle of self-sacrifice in anyone who is a Christian (v. 25).

----------------------------

Let’s look at each one.

First, many people will be drawn to Jesus.

· Ever played capture-the-flag?

· You know, it’s the game where two opposing teams hide a flag of some sort in their own designated boundary. 

· And then each team has to venture into the other’s area to find the flag without getting caught themselves.

· The first team to find the other’s flag holds it up and wins.

Well, when you find the flag and hold it up, what happens?  

· All the other players – wherever they are – come back together.  

· It’s a way of acknowledging, “Game’s over.  Victory is won.”  
Well, Jesus’ death and resurrection from the cross is His victory…but it’s also OURS!!

· It’s for all folks to come together around Jesus and say to the loser Satan, 

“Game’s over!  Victory is ours in Jesus Christ the Lord!” 
I’ll never forget Colin one time when we came back from a youth retreat a few years ago.  

· The church van was having trouble starting.  

· The weekend had been wonderful, but sure enough – as has been my experience before – the enemy tries to dampen our spirits through little attacks and frustrations like vehicle trouble.  

· So I shared that with the students and told them to pray as we stopped at a gas station.  

· Well, sure enough afterwards, the van started!

· We cheered, and Colin shouted out, “In your face, Satan!”
Jesus is lifted up, and those who recognize the victory in faith – even in the pain of death on a cross – get to share in that victory now and forever.

But you know what?  

· In capture-the-flag, if you’re playing in a big area and don’t know right away that the flag is found or don’t hear someone say they’ve found it, you keep doing your own thing – still bound by the rules: searching, hiding, running away.

· Similarly, there are many people in this great big world – near and far – who don’t know Jesus has been lifted up as a flag – signaling victory over sin and death.

· There are also many who HAVE heard, but have not applied Jesus’ victory to their life.  

· So they’re still playing by rules that don’t matter anymore.  

· They think they can win another way or that there’s another flag to find.

· They could actually stop tiring themselves out with all their running around and hiding, but they don’t…and won’t.

· They’re determined to keep doing things their way.  

· It’s only when one realizes that the game’s over – it’s won for you – 

that you are freed to return to base and enjoy the victory.  

· The good news with Jesus’ victory is that it doesn’t matter what “team” you’re on.  

· His victory is for all.  

· You just need to head back to Him and come together in His presence.  

I’m sure all of us know folks who by their lives and choices break our hearts.

· We see them run their lives ragged – tiring themselves out with cycles of bad habits, poor decisions, and slavery to certain people and things that they COULD get out of…if they would just realize that the door to their cell is unlocked and the keys are in Jesus’ hand.
· They just need to step out in faith and trust Him.  

· But their cell just seems too comfortable, too familiar, too maintainable, and “just enough” to get by.  

· So, they think they’re ok.

· But all the while, they’re missing out on the freedom and victory Jesus has already won for them and that He holds for them freely. 

We were once like that.  We all know people like that now. 

· They’re in our family.  

· At work. 

· Our friends.  

· And, in some ways, it’s still us too. 

Please take a moment now and pray for them – for us – who need to see Jesus lifted

 
      up. 

(Silence)
….in Jesus’ name.  AMEN.

--------------------------

We just prayed for people to see Jesus, and it’s interesting that our gospel lesson this morning starts out with some Greeks coming up to Philip and actually saying, 

“Sir, we wish to see Jesus” (v. 21).

· Look at what Philip does, though.  

· He goes to Andrew (v. 22), and it is Andrew who goes with Philip to take the Greeks to see Jesus.

· We’re not sure why Philip didn’t go straight to Jesus himself with the Greeks. 

· Maybe he wasn’t sure how to handle the situation, so he wanted Andrew’s

advice.

Whatever the reason, we need to make sure that when people come to us, they are led to see Jesus and not someone else.  

· We need to be able to show Jesus in our own lives.  

· And how do we do that?  We get out of the way.  
Let’s look at v. 25: “Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.”
· The first fruit we talked about was Jesus’ pain and our gain.

· This fruit borne from His death is our gain too… but it is also OUR pain.

This is what separates the church-goer from the Christian.  

· The Jesus fish on the car from the Jesus seal on the heart. 

· This is what’s called radical discipleship.
· But it’s not radical in the sense of going too far or being overly religious.

· It’s radical in that this is what ANY Christian’s life should be marked by:

a lifestyle of self-sacrifice.

So what does this radical discipleship – this lifestyle of self-sacrifice – look like exactly: “to hate their life in this world”?
· Well, Jesus is not saying, “Be all emo and abhor your existence.”

· What He is talking about, though, is attachments and choices.

· A Christian’s life is to be so devoted to God that no one nor no thing is distracting.

· All that we have – relationships, jobs, and possessions – become ways to have God’s name glorified.

· Our relationships with others are to support us in our life with God.

· Our jobs are venues to do things with godly character and to bring more of His reign and ways to earth as it is in heaven.

· Our possessions are expressions and instruments for sharing God with others. 

The problem is that our own self keeps trying to rise up and lay claim on our life.

· “This is my life – I’ll do what I wanna do” (‘3 snaps in a Z-formation’)
· Also known as the Frank Sinatra syndrome (“I did it my way”).

But that’s not what the self was created for!!

· We were not created to be the center of being and determine everything.

· It’s not about you!

· We were created to be in union with God and to receive life from Him!

The word for “life” in this verse (v. 25) is the Greek “soo-kay” (where we get the word

 “psyche” from).

· And though we generally associate the word more with the mind, the word here actually has more to do with the totality of one’s being.

· “Soo-kay” is life – in all its fullness – given to us by God.

· And depending on our attitude (see Romans 12:1) toward God, we receive in our life a character that is either eternal – meaning it will go on forever – or mortal – meaning it will die.

So when Jesus says, “those who love their life lose it,” he doesn’t just mean you’ll misplace it or not use it correctly.  

· He means you will destroy it, because it’s mortal.

· It will give out, burn up, and break down.

· As it says elsewhere in the Bible, “The wages of sin (i.e. a self-governed life) is death…” (Romans 6:23a).

But those who deny self in this world open themselves up to receive the divine life.   

· And that divine life never dies.  

· That’s why the other half of that verse I just quoted says, “…but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 6:23b).  

Again, I want to be clear: hating one’s life – denying the self – is not masochism or 

self-destruction.

· Instead, it’s saying “no” to the rebellious way we all want to live for ourselves and living in the light of eternity.

THAT’S the fruit Jesus died for to see in every Christian.

· That is radical discipleship.

· And at its heart… is love – love God with all you’ve got.

And what’s at the heart of love?  Sacrifice.

· Think of the military – especially those who gave their life for this country and the ideals they loved.

· Think of marriage.  

· When the honeymoon glow fades and the feelings aren’t as strong as they used to be, what keeps love kindled?  Each other’s sacrifice.
· Jesus himself said, “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13).

This is the pain.  This is the way of following Jesus – no matter the cost.  

But no pain, no gain.  And oh what gain it is!!  

· (And I’m not talkin’ about big pecs or biceps)

· Gain for true life now – free from guilt, shame, addiction, worry, stress, too little.

· Gain for life forever – being with and around God in perfect love and joy with no more tears, no more sorrow, no more suffering.

I’d like to close by playing a song for you (Charlie Dodrill’s “Under the Impression”)

· I invite you to listen and ask God to speak to you and show you where pain can be gain.

(Listen to song)

Pray…

