
The Triumph of the King (1)

John 12:31 

Some years ago I watched a documentary about the lives of two young men 

growing up in Sarajevo, both of whom were excellent marksmen in the sport 

of shooting. We heard about the growth of their friendship as they competed 

together to win the prize at target shooting, as they watched the daughter of 

one of them grow into an accomplished young woman, as they shared their 

lives together. But it was a tale that was to end in tragedy, as it turned out that  

one was a Croat and the other a Serb, and in the war of hatred that erupted in  

their city, they found themselves on opposite sides. And the tragedy unfolded 

still further as one became a killer, using his expert skills at marksmanship as 

one of the notorious and feared snipers who killed so many people trying to 

survive in the midst of a battle frontline that split their city in two. We saw the 

anguish as the other sought to overcome his repugnance of killing, because 

he had only ever shot at paper targets for sport, when it became apparent that 

he was the only one with the skill and the knowledge that would allow him to 

track and kill this deadly sniper, this assassin, who was his closest friend. He 

finally was prepared to do it when he saw how this sniper targeted and killed 

so many women and children in the streets and houses of the city. And we 

saw the torment when he recounted the way in which he patiently and skilfully 

stalked and finally killed his best friend, the deadly sniper of Sarajevo. 

This  story  is  worth  bearing  in  mind  as  we  explore  the  passage  from the 

Gospel as we consider the path of Christ as he moves towards the climax of  

his work in the world, as he anticipates his death and prepares himself and his 

followers for it.  In  John 12:31 we read these words: “Now is the time for  

judgement on this world; now the prince of this world will be driven out.” Here 

Jesus was speaking of the coming death he would suffer on the cross,  a 

death which was in fact not a defeat, but a victory. In this succinct statement 

we have spelled out the purpose of Christ’s coming into the world: to destroy 

the works of the devil who is the ancient enemy of God and of his Kingdom. 

This is confirmed by John in his first letter, which states: “The reason the Son 

of God appeared was to destroy the devil’s work.” 1 John 3:8. But surely this 
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is not really the main reason why Christ came into the world and died on the 

cross? Surely it was so we sinners could be saved! Surely, it is our sin against  

God that needs to be atoned for, that meant that Christ had to die. Yes, it is 

true that by his death on the cross, Christ became the sacrifice for our sins, 

and through the shedding of his blood made forgiveness possible and opened 

the way to restored fellowship with God.

But that is not in fact the primary purpose of Christ’s coming and his death: it 

is in fact one of the effects of his coming and death. The purpose was in fact 

to destroy the works of the devil, as John tells us. In order to understand this  

rather puzzling statement, we need to reflect on what led up to this climactic 

event in world history. What had made it necessary for Christ to come into the 

world and for him to have to die? In order to grasp this, we need to consider 

what God hoped to achieve by this. 

You will recall that our relationship with God began in the garden of Eden, a 

garden planted by God himself, where he had prepared a place for humans to 

live. Here he created Adam and Eve, and here the task and blessing was 

given: care for the world God made, and look after it and each other as God’s 

stewards and fellow-workers. But beware you don’t break the rule made for 

your own good: don’t touch the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and  

evil. Why would God warn the human beings he had just finished creating not 

to even consider doing something contrary to his wishes? Because he knew 

that there was loose in the garden a power at work to draw them away from 

his promised blessing, a power seeking to destroy what God had made. 

The world God had created was good. There was no blemish or flaw or defect 

to be found in it. Nothing about the world, nothing about the nature of human 

beings,  provided  any  occasion  for  complaint,  or  weakness,  or  tendency 

towards wrongdoing. But somehow, somewhere, things had gone wrong. The 

angelic beings, who were created good, were always beholding the face of 

God and participating in his council, observing with delight and wonderment 

the  products  of  his  creative  labours.  But  even  in  this  realm  of  light  and 

wisdom, envy and pride arose, and from that sin,  that totally unwarranted, 

totally groundless sin, followed all  the pain, suffering, sickness, cruelty and 
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depravity we see around us. For that sin brought about a rebellion among the 

angels,  and the chief  of  those angels took his  followers into  exile  to  fight  

against God and his kingdom.

This sin was without cause. There was nothing that could justify it, nothing 

that  could  excuse  it,  nothing  that  would  explain  it  away.  For  to  justify,  to 

excuse,  to  explain,  is  to  legitimise,  and  sin  is  totally,  always,  everywhere 

completely illegitimate. It is rooted in rebellion against God and a refusal to 

follow his ways, a refusal to acknowledge his laws, and a refusal to bow to his 

rule and confess him as Lord and King over all. And so too with human sin. 

There is no excuse for it, there is no reason for it, there is no explanation for it.  

For sin is something that is illegitimate in God’s world. That is, in its precise 

meaning, sin is illegitimate because it is without a law - no lawful basis can be 

found for it in the creation order God had brought into being. For the world  

God created is a world governed by his law. For instance, we read in Psalm 

119:89-91, 

“Your word, O LORD, is eternal; 

it stands firm in the heavens. 

Your faithfulness continues through all generations; 

you established the earth, and it endures. 

Your laws endure to this day, 

for all things serve you.”

Or in Psalm 135:5-7 we read,

I know that the LORD is great, 

that our Lord is greater than all gods. 

The LORD does whatever pleases him, 

in the heavens and on the earth, 

in the seas and all their depths. 

He makes clouds rise from the ends of the earth; 

he sends lightning with the rain 

and brings out the wind from his storehouses.
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The winds blow, the rain falls, the clouds gather,  the grass grows and the 

trees bear fruit, not because of some mysterious forces at work, but because 

God has so ordained that it should be so. The world is governed by God, it  

functions according to the laws he put in place and which continue to hold for 

all creatures great and small. Again we read in Psalm 147:15-20,

He sends his command to the earth; 

his word runs swiftly. 

He spreads the snow like wool 

and scatters the frost like ashes. 

He hurls down his hail like pebbles. 

Who can withstand his icy blast? 

He sends his word and melts them; 

he stirs up his breezes, and the waters flow. 

He has revealed his word to Jacob, 

his laws and decrees to Israel. 

He has done this for no other nation; 

they do not know his laws. 

Praise the Lord.

How then do we know that the world is governed by the laws which God has 

given for it? Because he has revealed this to his people; it has been made 

known to those who believe, so that we can be wise and understand what 

keeps all things together and why they are constant in the way they function. 

God is behind it all, it is his world, and he gave his righteous, just, true and 

faithful laws to ensure that all things continue as they should, acting as his 

servants obeying his command. 

Where  then did  sin  come from? What  was the  cause which  produced it? 

Strange as it may seem, sin did not come from anywhere, there was no cause 

which produced it. For to say sin had an origin, or a cause, is to seek to find  

something within the creation God had made which provided its basis. If there 

was a cause for sin, something which came into operation and produced it, is  

to say that somewhere within the creation was a flaw, a defect, a mistake, 

which God had unwittingly (or even knowingly) placed there, and thus made 
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sin  possible.  But  sin  is  the  impossible  possibility.  It  did  not  originate  in 

anything God had made. It did not arise from the way he had made the world.  

It is not natural or simply the way things are. There is no law which God made 

which establishes its function or existence. Sin is an alien force, and intrusion, 

an illegitimate power, a distortion of God’s good creation, that has no place, 

no  right,  no  justification  to  be  at  work  within  God’s  good  creation.  Sin  is 

rebellion against the law of God; a refusal to obey his commands, a rejection 

of his right to reign over us. And because we are rebels against God, we 

continue to assert our own rights against the rights of God. 

We refuse to consider that we are placed on this earth not to serve ourselves 

or  our  own interests,  but  as  God’s stewards,  his  workers,  his  employees, 

contracted inescapably to look after his world for him as he has commanded 

us to do. We cannot make our own laws, because there is a law in place 

already which cannot be overturned. All we can do is seek to obscure that law, 

to conceal it, to deny it exists, to reject it when it presses upon us, to seek to  

avoid it when it is inescapable and hems us in on every side. And when we 

are  confronted  with  the  unbreakable  law  of  God  which  can  never  be 

overturned, all we can do is scream out against the God who placed it there 

and curse him because of it. 

But we have no just cause to do so. We have no reason to repudiate the law 

of God, which as we are taught is good, and true, and righteous and holy. We 

have no excuse to offer, because there is no defect in the way we were made 

that tends us towards sin. We have no justification for sinning, because no 

justification can be offered. What can we say to a holy God who gave us his 

commands to follow when we willingly break them and act in completely the 

opposite manner? What possible plea can we offer for why we deliberately do 

what we are explicitly told not to do? This is why so many people seek to deny 

that  God  has  any  rights  over  them,  why  they  assert  their  own  rights  as 

supreme above the commands of God, above consideration for others, and 

eventually against their own best interests. And of course many people seek 

to  deny  the  very  existence  of  God,  in  a  desperate  attempt  to  avoid  the 

inescapable fact confronting them: there is a law which governs the whole 
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creation set in place by a power above their ability to control or overthrow, 

imposed from above and able only to be obeyed or breached. So then, there 

is never any excuse, never any justification, never any reason for sin: it is 

simply wrong, and cannot be tolerated or overlooked by a holy God. But since 

sin had crept in unlawfully, and since Satan had enticed Adam and Eve, and 

all  their descendants after them, to go astray and rebel against the law of 

God, somehow it had to be dealt with.  

Thus the most staggering event in the whole of human history took place: God 

himself, who had created all things, the whole universe brimming with power 

and majesty, took on human form and became one of us and lived among us 

as one of us, knowing that the purpose of this was not to receive the worship 

and honour which was his due, but to be killed by the very creatures to whom 

he had given life. And why did he do this? Was it simply to rescue us from the 

power of the devil, to take us away from this world of pain and sorrow to a 

better place? Was it to save something out of the disaster zone which his 

creation  had  become?  No,  it  was  not  a  rescue  mission,  as  if  to  snatch 

something from the world which was heading for destruction before it all went 

up in smoke and flames. Rather, it was a mission to save that very world: to 

stop the destruction, to reverse the powers of darkness and evil which were at 

work, and to repair the damage and restore the lost and broken creatures to 

their rightful place. 

Thus Christ came into the world, yes certainly to save sinners, but not to do 

just that. He came into the world not to first save sinners, and then see what 

could be done about the problems they faced. Christ came into the world to 

save the world! As we read in John 3:17, “For God did not send his Son into  

the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him .” Now we 

need  to  be  aware  that  the  Bible  uses  the  single  English  word  “world”  to 

translate four quite different words. While there is some overlap and similar 

use made of these four words, they tend to be used in more narrowly focused 

ways. Two of them are used mostly to mean the world around us, from one of 

which we get the term “cosmos,” and from the other we get terms such as 

“geology” and “geography,” one which means the people who live in the world, 
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from which we get the term “ecumenical,” and one which most often means 

the world as a spiritual system hostile to God, or the time during which that 

spiritual power has sought control, from which we get the rather rare English 

word “eon” used mostly in geological terminology to refer to periods of earth 

history. This Greek word is also sometimes translated as “age” in the New 

Testament. It is this “world” that is called “evil” in some texts, as when we are 

called not to “be conformed to the world,” in Romans 12:1. Here it means the 

worldly system, the powers of sin and rebellion that shape the world around 

us and set the pattern for life, which we are to avoid. 

So when we are speaking about the “world” in Biblical terms, we need to be 

clear just what it is we are referring to. We tend to interpret this word to mean 

the earth around us, or the people that live on the earth, as for instance when 

we speak about  God loving the whole world  so that  whoever  believes on 

Jesus might be saved (John 3:16). But because we have not been careful 

about the different meanings of the term “world” when we have encountered 

it, the church has often read the warnings about not conforming to the world 

as a call to separate, to isolate, to insulate ourselves from the world in which 

we  live,  God’s  good  creation,  as  something  inherently  evil,  and  by 

transference, to see the physical world in which we live as somehow tainted 

and dirty. But this is the world God loves, this is the world God created, this is 

the world which is governed by his wise and just laws which cause the sun to 

rise and the rain to fall, the winds to blow and the grass to grow, the animals 

to play and the flowers to bloom. How could this world be evil, something to 

avoid,  something  we  should  be  wary  about  being  concerned  about  and 

involved in? 

By seeing the call to avoid conforming to the world as a call to isolation from 

the culture in which we live, to be involved in the life of the world but not to be 

truly part of it,  we have in fact prevented the work of God being operative 

through us that would bring his love and redemption into the world. We are 

not called to come together on Sundays to worship, as if that was the sum 

and total of our discipleship and task. No, we are called to renew our daily  

tasks, whatever they may be, which together contribute to the great human 
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project of caring for God’s world as he would have us do, to live as his faithful 

stewards, as his obedient workers, as his trusting subjects submitting to his 

law for our lives. This then is redemption: to be faithful rather than faithless, to 

be obedient rather than disobedient, to be trusting rather that resentful and 

hostile towards God in and through all that we do. And the redeeming work 

of Christ was to put the whole creation right; not simply to rescue us out of the 

world, but to send us into the world to do what we were created to do in the 

way we were commanded to.

Because it was his creation that was being destroyed by the work of the devil, 

it was to save his creation that Christ came and died on the cross. Through 

that work of redemption, all the power of the devil, which he exercises through 

sin, death, disease, poverty, hatred, war, famine, oppression, brutality, and a 

host of other wrongs, all that power is broken, and as a result of the breaking 

of that power, we are able to be saved! If Christ had come solely to die for 

human sin, then our salvation would be incomplete and uncertain, because all 

the powers of evil and wickedness would still be at work in complete liberty 

and freedom all around us. But because he came first to do battle with the 

devil and to destroy his power, and won that victory through his sinless life, his 

atoning death, his triumphant resurrection from the grave, and his glorious 

ascension into heaven to be seated in power and majesty at the right hand of 

the  Father,  we can be  saved! By  redeeming the  whole  creation,  we  are 

saved as part of that creation, in the midst of that creation, through our lives 

lived out daily in that creation which is being saved. Thus all that we do, our 

working, our playing, our family life, our social interactions, our friendships, 

our  trade  and  commerce,  our  arts  and  crafts,  our  science,  our  laws,  our 

political systems, our music and our technology, our worship and our comedy, 

our leisure and our busyness, all the facets of our life in this world can be 

made new. If the world was left untouched while we were cleansed and made 

new, what  good would that  serve? We would be contaminated and drawn 

away into sin as soon as we engaged in any activity at all. Paul spoke about 

this in 1 Corinthians 5:9-10, “I have written you in my letter not to associate  

with sexually immoral people-- not at all meaning the people of this world who  

are immoral, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters. In that case you would  
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have to leave this world.”  Paul knows we cannot leave this world, he means 

that we cannot associate in the church with those who refuse to follow the 

Law of God. It is no surprise to us, or at least it should be no surprise, if those  

outside the church rebel against the Law of God and live in immorality. But it 

should be a surprise, although often it is not, that people who profess to be 

part of the church live in immoral ways. 

By saving us and the world we live in, which is his own magnificent creation, 

God is thereby preparing the way for the revelation of his glorious kingdom, 

when Christ returns in his full power and glory to take the throne in front of all  

humankind.  There he will  be  acknowledged by all  as  king over  the entire 

earth, and all that is in it; king of the farthest reaches of outer space, king of  

the smallest nooks and crannies in the depths of the earth, king over the stars 

and  comets,  the  galaxies  and  the  microscopic  creatures  in  the  soil,  the 

brightest stars and the darkest depths of the ocean floor, and all the creatures 

which live wherever life has been brought into being. This is the king who 

came to die on the cross, to save all this from the destructive power of the 

enemy of God, Satan and all his hosts of evil angels.

And thus we see what God has been doing all these long years of human 

history: he is at war with his sworn enemy, not that God chose war but is 

fighting back against a powerful and evil force that seeks to destroy what he 

has done, rebelling against his righteous rule and working maliciousness at 

every conceivable turn. Thus we find ourselves, as did the two men in the 

story from Sarajevo, living in a war zone, in the frontline of a pitched battle. 

We are in the midst of a war,  and not just  as innocent bystanders but as 

combatants, as participants, as soldiers of an army: either the army of light or  

the army of darkness. And as in any war, there are casualties. You may ask, 

what about the sickness and suffering, the hatred and the disasters, the wars 

and the famines which go on all around us, if this world as a whole is being 

saved through Christ? Do all these evil things happen because God allows 

them  to  happen?  Does  God  intend  for  them  to  happen  for  some  higher 

purpose which we are not aware of? Do we suffer for some deeper reason 

that God has intended? Are we sick and dying for some greater goal we are 
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unaware of? Does God not know that these terrible things are going on, and 

why is he not doing something about it? This is often the complaint made by 

those  who  find  it  hard  to  believe  that  Christ’s  death  has  accomplished 

anything at  all.  Is  it  the will  of  God that  children get  cancer  and die,  that 

innocent people are killed in wars, that they starve in famines and die in the 

midst of droughts,  of  torrential  floods and massive earthquakes? We have 

seen all too many of these disasters in recent years. Is this what God has 

planned for us? Does he allow these things to happen for reasons we can’t 

explain? After all, if the world is governed by the good and just laws of God, 

why do such dreadful events occur? And does God notice? Does he care? Is 

he ever going to do something to stop it?

These questions too are answered in the plan of God through sending Christ 

to live as one of us and to die on the cross. For all these things do not happen 

according to the plan and will of God, but come about because of the power of 

sin and rebellion which has been unleashed on God’s world. God does  not 

intend for us to be plagued with disease, to be killed in war, or on the roads, or 

through home invasions. It is not the will of God that we experience torrential 

floods,  hurricane  winds,  shattering  earthquakes,  famines  and  droughts  for 

years on end. It  is the consequence of the spiritual warfare that has been 

going on for centuries between the powers of evil and the forces of light: the 

kingdom of darkness and the kingdom of God. And how is God dealing with 

it? By calling his stewards back to obedience to their true Lord and God, and  

to turn away from serving the usurper who has sought to supplant God on the 

throne: the ancient evil one, the Devil himself. It is from his rebellion that all  

these evil  things come,  and from the  rebellion  of  those who have placed 

themselves under his sway and further his plans, not God’s, who follow his 

ways, not God’s, who set themselves up as substitute law-makers and rulers 

and authorities, acknowledging no power over them but themselves. Thus we 

have laws and governments and authorities which take no account of God 

and his laws which he has given for us to follow, and we make up our own 

rules to suit ourselves whenever we get the chance. 
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Given  then  that  the  whole  world  is  bent  on  fulfilling  its  own  desires  and 

ambitions, and gives scant regard to the laws of God for our lives, is it then 

any wonder that we suffer from war and mayhem, home invasion and street 

bashings, robbery and fraud, deceit and violence, carnage on the roads from 

drunk and dangerous drivers, depravity and immorality of every kind, leading 

on towards wars, famines, oppression, prejudice, persecution, and every kind 

of evil imaginable? Can we then point the finger at God and say, why do you 

allow this? Why do you send these things on us? What right have you got to 

intend us to suffer in this way? And in such situations, when we cry out in our  

misery and blame God for all that has gone wrong in our lives, we see the 

greatest and most powerful victory of the powers of darkness. For when a 

child is killed by a drunk driver, when an elderly woman is beaten and raped 

by teenage thugs, when trusting children are lured into drug addiction and 

crime, we so often cry out, How could God allow this to happen?  And so the 

devil  laughs  at  another  victory,  for  having  shifted  the  blame  away  from 

himself, away from the people who have broken the law of God and brought 

pain  and suffering  on themselves and others as a  result,  and instead we 

blame God,  who has expressly  forbidden us  to  do  these things,  who has 

called us to abandon our rebellion and return to his wise and just rule,  to 

cease fighting against his kingdom and to become part of his people again. 

God, in short, does not allow these things to happen. He has commanded us 

not to live like this, and is appalled and heartbroken when we persist in going 

our own way. And he has taken decisive and appropriate action to bring an 

end to this situation: he sent his Son to live among us as one of us, to live a  

sinless life and to give himself as a sacrifice for our sin, not his, to die the 

death that we deserved, but which he did not, and to come under the power of 

death, even though he has all power of life. But that was not the end of the 

story,  for  God  raised  him  from  the  dead  and  vindicated  him  before  all  

humankind,  before  the  angels,  before  the  powers  of  darkness,  and  thus 

destroyed forever the power of death and the grave. God has triumphed in 

Christ over the power of evil which has been let loose in the world, and by his 

grace he is calling us to repentance and new life created in us by the Spirit, so 

we can be taken out of the kingdom of darkness and placed into the kingdom 
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of light. Why does God allow these evil things to happen? He doesn’t, they 

are the result of rebellion against him and rejection of his laws. Why doesn’t 

he do something to  stop them? He has,  and has made it  possible  for  all 

wickedness to cease. But our wickedness is such that even when we blame 

God for  allowing it,  blame God for  doing  nothing  about  it,  we still  harden 

ourselves against him and reject the very remedy we claim we need which he 

has in fact so freely offered. We are engaged in a war, a war for the hearts of  

all  humankind,  and it  is  only  as we recognise  the enemy who is  at  work 

among  us,  in  us  and  through  us,  and  who  uses  us  both  willingly  and 

unwillingly to accomplish his foul plans, and cast ourselves on the grace and 

mercy of God who alone is able to deliver us, that we will  see an end to 

suffering, sin and torment. God has made grace and mercy freely available to 

us in Christ. Will we then accept what he has offered, and stop blaming God 

for what has gone wrong in the world? Will  we instead look forward to the 

coming of his kingdom, which will be a kingdom of peace, justice, mercy, and 

righteousness, a kingdom which will fill the whole earth and all its creatures 

will be ruled once again by their Creator, their rightful ruler and the just judge?

Revelation 11:15 “The seventh angel sounded his trumpet, and there  

were loud voices in heaven, which said:   

"The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of  

his Christ, 

and he will reign for ever and ever." 

And the twenty-four elders, who were seated on their thrones before  

God, fell on their faces and worshiped God, saying: 

"We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, 

the One who is and who was, 

because you have taken your great power 

and have begun to reign. 

The nations were angry; 

and your wrath has come. 

The time has come for judging the dead, 

and for rewarding your servants the prophets 
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and your saints and those who reverence your name, 

both small and great-- 

and for destroying those who destroy the earth."

Revelation 12: 9-10 “The great dragon was hurled down--that ancient  

serpent called the devil, or Satan, who leads the whole world astray.  

He was hurled to the earth, and his angels with him. 

Then I heard a loud voice in heaven say:   

"Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our  

God, 

and the authority of his Christ.”
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