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‘The Messiah Must Be Lifted Up’ 
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It’s been the sort of week in politics that in years gone by would have left the commentariat 
breathless with giddiness. But in the age of Boris and Brexit and viruses from China, it’s a 
little harder to get excited and you may be forgiven if you’ve missed what’s euphemistically 
called a cabinet reshuffle. The upshot seemed to be that rather more heads than expected 
ended up rolling on the floor, including some quite senior ones. And several others were 
suddenly propelled to the highest offices of state, including some surprisingly junior ones 
that no one had previously heard of.  

The fortunes of politics and power can be astonishingly short-lived, and a steep 
ascent on the ladder of success may be followed by an equally precipitous fall. Perhaps the 
most dramatic fall this week was that of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, famously the son 
of a Pakistani taxi driver, whose path through politics eventually led from years of 
parliamentary apparatchik obscurity via a brief stopover in the Home Office straight to the 
pinnacle of government at No. 11.  

And yet, as of this week, the first British Asian to hold one of the great offices of state 
was suddenly back in his terraced house as a backbencher without ever having presented a 
single budget. That British Asian was immediately replaced at No. 11 by another one of 
younger vintage. The Guardian tut-tutted while the Telegraph nodded approvingly. This 
impetuous prime minister’s careless loss of a Chancellor turned out to restore order and 
propriety by duly installing a standard-issue Oxford PPE graduate next door. So maybe 
everyone got what they expected, and all’s well that ends well? 

We are not here this evening to talk politics. But politics does raise particularly 
striking and salutary questions not just about ambition and control but about the fickleness 
of success – and in fact about what success itself might mean. What do you think it means 
for you? Is success to grab the top of the greasy pole of money or power or popularity?  

What might the pinnacle of success be for us in Oxford? I’m sure there must still be 
some for whom it’s the PPE degree and a career in politics, although they seem fewer than 
they used to be. Maybe victory on the river or in football cuppers? A First? A funded graduate 
degree, in Oxford or maybe overseas? Law school? A great consultancy or management 
training contract in the company milk round with a great starting salary? A fast-track civil 
service career? Or maybe, for some of us, a postdoc or a permanent academic job? Which is 
the greasy pole for which you would give everything to get to the top? 

Hold that thought – while we take a few minutes to look at this evening’s passage 
from your Hilary term series on the Gospel of John. The context of our reading is the last 
week of Jesus’s life, when the chief priests have already plotted to eliminate him. Jesus has 
come to Jerusalem incognito, together with large crowds of Jewish pilgrims from around the 
Mediterranean world. Hundreds of thousands of people are crowding into this small city for 
the festival of Passover. Some Greek-speaking pilgrims request to speak with him. Jesus 
responds with a message that seems to be partly for them and partly for all believers. He 
relates the heart of his message to this moment, this “hour”, in which he is going to bring his 
life to a point, to fulfil his vocation.  

But what does success mean at a moment such as this? It means to become fully true 
to himself, fully Jesus, fully human in his assignment as the Son of Man. His job is to glorify 
God, and a divine voice reassures him that indeed God is glorified in the work of the 
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Messiah. That job of the Messiah is to lay down his life for his people, to hold nothing back. 
He will agree to take on in himself the full weight of the enemy’s attack: and so ‘the prince of 
this world will be driven out’. He sees this as happening on the cross – the most humiliating 
and disgraceful of Roman punishments, which nevertheless Jesus in the Gospel of John 
repeatedly identifies as his ascent, his rise, his success. ‘And I, when I am lifted up from the 
earth will draw all people to myself.’  

Earlier on in chapter 3 Jesus was in discussion with a Torah sage called Nicodemus. 
He compared his lifting up on the cross to Moses lifting up the bronze serpent in the 
wilderness in the book of Numbers. All who looked to it were saved from the poisonous bite 
of deadly snakes. So also will his lifting up on the cross turn out to be a source of deliverance 
from destruction. And here in chapter 12 again he returns to the theme of his crucifixion in 
similar terms. Far from being his definitive defeat by the might of the Roman Empire, it is 
precisely by his cross that Jesus will draw all people to himself. There, and not on the greasy 
pole of power, is the secret of their rescue to new life. 

It’s here that we come to a point of disagreement between Jesus and the crowd about 
what success might mean for a Messiah. Unsurprisingly, the bystanders object that surely 
the job of Messiah is to be successful and not to fail. That was to become a theme of ongoing 
dispute and controversy for centuries between those who follow Jesus and those who did 
not. ‘We have heard from the Law that the Messiah will remain forever. What’s this business 
about having to be lifted up?” Jesus’s answer is to encourage his listeners to embrace and 
believe in the light while the light is with them, in order to avoid being lost in the dark. 

We are back to the question of success. Heads rolled in Westminster this week, 
seeming Giants of power tumbled to an early demise while others were propelled to the 
heights of power. In politics, power is everything and the top job is to govern all the rest. 
Without power, success means nothing. But for Jesus, success in the job of God’s messenger 
and Messiah is roughly the opposite. It means to stand ‘self-givingly’ in the breach for others, 
to save them and to rescue them from their attacker. For the Messiah to succeed is to place 
himself in harm’s way so that his people can succeed. It is to bring his life to a point – putting 
his very self on the line for them. In this way, it is by stooping and suffering alongside the 
very lowest of the low, condemned innocently like a criminal deprived of all rights on death 
row, that he is lifted up and draws all people to himself. Lifted up like the serpent of Moses 
in the wilderness, to deliver his people from the attacks of their enemies.  

As both St John and St Paul might put it, for Jesus the Messiah success is a matter not 
of grasping his privilege over others but of humbling himself even to death on a cross in order 
to lift them up and rescue them from the power of darkness. His idea of success is going all 
the way for others. Whether government ministers old or new can spell out that sort of 
vision for the country remains to be seen. But it’s a challenge for us in Oxford too. It is that 
for which Jesus came to live and die and rise again. 

Now is the time for judgment on this world; now the prince of this world will be driven 
out. 32 And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” … Walk 
while you have the light, before darkness overtakes you. … Believe in the light while 
you have the light, so that you may become children of light.” 

 

 AMEN 

 

 


