
 
1 

THE SUDDEN, UNEXPECTED TURN 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 
 

John 16:12-22 

12 “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. 13 When the 

Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own 

authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things 

that are to come. 14 He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to 

you. 15 All that the Father has is mine; therefore I said that he will take what is mine 

and declare it to you. 

 

Your Sorrow Will Turn into Joy 

16 “A little while, and you will see me no longer; and again a little while, and you will 

see me.” 17 So some of his disciples said to one another, “What is this that he says to 

us, ‘A little while, and you will not see me, and again a little while, and you will see me’; 

and, ‘because I am going to the Father’?” 18 So they were saying, “What does he 

mean by ‘a little while’? We do not know what he is talking about.” 19 Jesus knew that 

they wanted to ask him, so he said to them, “Is this what you are asking yourselves, 

what I meant by saying, ‘A little while and you will not see me, and again a little while 

and you will see me’? 20 Truly, truly, I say to you, you will weep and lament, but the 

world will rejoice. You will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn into joy. 21 When a 

woman is giving birth, she has sorrow because her hour has come, but when she has 

delivered the baby, she no longer remembers the anguish, for joy that a human being 

has been born into the world. 22 So also you have sorrow now, but I will see you again, 

and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you. 
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“You will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn into joy.” (John 16:20) 

 

You hardly know whether to laugh or to cry when you see those Allstate insurance 

commercials. You know, the ones that say, “Mayhem is coming.” The ones where the 

actor says, “I’m the key scraping along the side of your car.” “I’m a wild deer that 

suddenly steps out onto the highway right front of you.” “I’m your blind spot. My job is 

easy. Hide big things.” Then, he points to a semi. “I’m your favorite team flag, and I’ve 

been flying from your car through winning and losing for 14 seasons. But that’s 130 in 

flag years, and now I’m barely holding on by a thread.” Then, the actor-slash-flag rips 

off the speeding car, and lands splat on the windshield of the car behind it, causing its 

driver to swerve dangerously and have an accident. Then he says, “And with your cut-

rate car insurance, you could be paying for this yourself. So, get Allstate. You could 

save money and be better protected from mayhem like me.” 

 

Yeah, mayhem is coming. It’s no surprise that an insurance company would be the 

one to remind us of that. That, in spite of taking every precaution and every preventive 

measure we can think of, bad stuff is still going to happen. Mayhem is coming. We try 

to stay positive about life. And we plan ahead. And we take every preventive 

measure we can think of to make our life good. We take our meds, we use seatbelts, 

brush and floss our teeth, unplug the toaster, keep our smoke alarms operational, eat 

plenty of fruits and vegetables, put security systems in our homes, refuse to give out our 

social security number over the phone, and we wear sunscreen. But we still buy 

insurance, car insurance, homeowner’s insurance, health insurance, life insurance, 

extended warranties for our computers and appliances. Because we know mayhem is 

coming. Bad stuff is going to happen.  

 

Jesus’ disciples took preventive measures. Jesus had said to them, “A little while, and 

you will not see Me.” And they got worried. They began asking each other, “What’s He 

talking about? What does He mean, ‘a little while, and you will not see Me’?” Jesus 

reassured them, but the disciples were worried about what might happen to Jesus that 

very night. So, they took precautions. They took two swords with them as they left the 

Passover Supper. They were prepared to fight to protect Jesus. Later Peter would use 

one of those swords to slice off the ear of one of the officials who came to arrest Jesus. 

The disciples took preventive measures.  
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But mayhem was still coming. It was predictable. It is predictable. It is predictable as 

revealed in actuarial tables and mortality rates and those graphs used to record the 

history of the stock market. The kinds of tools that insurance agents use on us to 

convince us that we need insurance. Mayhem is coming. Tragedy and catastrophe 

and evil will happen in this world. Bad stuff will happen in our own lives despite our 

preventive measures.  

 

Bad stuff was predictable in Jesus’ own life. He told His disciples it was like a woman 

giving birth. She has sorrow because her hour has come. What hour? Well, her time of 

being in labor, her contractions coming closer and closer together, holding her breath 

in pain, but needing to breathe through each contraction. It is so predictable. Giving 

birth follows an established order in which there will be pain. The woman will have pain 

in childbirth, because the hour of her labor has come. Jesus had spoken of His own 

hour throughout this Gospel of John. Always before He had said His hour had not yet 

come. But as surely as the hands on a clock move, as surely as a woman has pain in 

childbirth, Jesus’ hour would come. It was predictable. Now it had come. His hour 

would be like that of a woman in labor. There would be pain for Him. He was going to 

His death, and there was going to be pain in that dying. The disciples were going to 

be in pain. They would grieve. They would be sorrowful at Jesus’ dying and at Jesus’ 

death. It was predictable. Mayhem was coming. It was going to bring pain. 

 

But then Jesus said that their pain, their sorrow was going to turn into joy. Yes, as He 

said, that’s what typically happens when a woman gives birth. When she delivers her 

baby she no longer has sorrow, she no longer remembers the pain, for joy that a 

human being has been born into the world. She now has a new son or daughter. The 

joy of a new mother is so predictable, for a new life has come into the world. But that’s 

not how it is when someone dies. The pain doesn’t just go away. The sorrow doesn’t 

just suddenly turn into joy. 

 

Unless Jesus was now talking about something new in the world, something that was 

not predictable. That Jesus’ death would be like a birth. That through His death a new 

life would be brought into the world, a new life born into the world. That the grave, the 

tomb itself would become a womb. That death would unwittingly play a part in its own 
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defeat. Such a turn of events, such an unexpected, unpredictable turn of events J.R.R. 

Tolkien once referred to as “the sudden, joyous turn.” 

 

Well he would know. Near the end of his classic, The Lord of the Rings, evil is about to 

win. The odds against Frodo and his friends are too great. Frodo must destroy the ring 

that gives evil Sauron his power. But more and more Frodo comes under the control of 

the ring. He has the ring, but he can’t bring himself to destroy it. He is lustfully obsessed 

with the ring. And the ring is drawing him to Sauron. Then suddenly Gollum shows up 

again. He too is lustfully obsessed with the ring. He wrestles Frodo for it. And in the 

scuffle the ring flies off of Frodo’s finger and falls into the molten hot lava of Mt. Mordor 

and is destroyed. The tide of battle suddenly turns, and evil is defeated. The sudden, 

joyous turn happens. The ring is destroyed but not by Frodo. The ring is destroyed by 

lust. Evil unwittingly plays a role in its own defeat (Margaret Bush and others).  

 

That’s what happened on Good Friday. Death and the grave in their gluttony just 

could not bring themselves to pass up even one meal. Death and the grave saw 

Jesus, and they just couldn’t pass Him up. In their evil gluttony, death and the grave 

swallowed up Jesus. And that was God’s plan. To send His Son, so that when Mary 

gave birth in labor and pain the human being she brought into the world was not just 

a human being, but God’s own Son. It was the turning point, the sudden joyous turn in 

human history for which we still sing Joy to the World. It was God’s plan to use death 

against itself. God used the death of His Son to redeem this world, to redeem us. The 

resurrection on Easter revealing this turning point in the battle against Satan and all of 

the evil and mayhem and catastrophe that he brings.  The sudden, unexpected 

joyous turn of events in which Jesus’ tomb became the womb for bringing forth new 

life and a new world. Jesus’ resurrection body is the first part of that. When the disciples 

saw Jesus in His resurrection body their sorrow did indeed turn into joy. God turned their 

sorrow into joy.  
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Will God do the same with your sorrows and mine? At present it does not seem to 

happen all that often. Like Frodo, we still bear the scars of battle, of the mayhem we 

have endured. Yet, when we sing a hymn like Joy to the World or This Joyful Eastertide 

or Where Shepherds Lately Knelt, when we hear or sing words that promise us the final 

victory in Christ, we hear music that at times expresses almost better than words the 

hope that Jesus’ birth, death, and resurrection give us, then perhaps our tears of 

sorrow are mixed with tears of joy and we taste a little of what that joy is like that we 

shall know when mayhem is no more. Then, let us rejoice, today, this week. We do so 

now as we sing In Thee Is Gladness.  

 

Amen 

 


