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“In a Little While . . .” 

John 16:16-22 

 

 It must have been a bewildering evening for Jesus’ disciples. 

 They were sharing this special meal with Jesus, and in the middle of everything, this one that 

they believed to be the Messiah had gotten up, laid aside His outer garment, tied a towel around 

His waist, and washed their feet—a task so menial that no Jewish male, even if he were a slave, 

could be required to do it. But Jesus had done it voluntarily (John 13:1-17). 

 Then He started talking to them as if He were trying to prepare them for something. He knew 

what lay before Him, what He would be going through in the coming hours and days. He wanted 

them to be ready for it, and to know that His death on the cross would not be the end, that there 

was something greater, something far more, beyond what He would suffer.  

He told them that one of them was going to betray Him. It was hard for them to believe that, 

and even though He told them how He would identify the traitor, they thought that when Judas 

Iscariot got up and left after Jesus identified him by giving him the piece of bread He had dipped 

in the pot, Jesus was simply sending him out to buy something else for the meal or to give 

something to the poor. After all, he was the treasurer.  

After Judas left, Jesus told them that He was only going to be with them a little longer, and 

gave them His commandment to love one another as He had loved them (John 13:18-30). 

 He continued the conversation by talking about going away to prepare a place for them, and 

telling them that He was the way to get there because, as He put it, “I am the way and the truth and 

the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:1-14). This, by the way, was the 

sixth of Jesus’ seven “I am” sayings in the Gospel according to John. You remember that Jesus 

used this phrasing to identify with the great I AM of the Old Testament. When God revealed 

Himself to Moses and called him to go tell Pharaoh to let His people go, Moses asked God who 

he should tell the people sent him. God’s response was, “I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say 

to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you’” (Exodus 3:13-14). 

Jesus then promised them that the Father was going to send the Holy Spirit as another 

Advocate or Comforter or Counselor or Helper, and that through the Spirit He would come to 

them and be present with them (John 14:15-31). 

 At that point, they all got up, left the meal, and went out together. Judas had already left and 

gone out to betray Jesus. So Jesus and His now eleven disciples were walking along making their 

way toward the Garden of Gethsemane on the Mount of Olives, across the Kidron Valley from 

Jerusalem. 

Along the way, Jesus gave them His seventh “I am” saying, telling them how He was the true 

vine, and they were the branches of the vine in a vital union with Him. As they would abide in 
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Him and He in them, they would bear much fruit as He lived out His life through them (John 

15:1-17). He warned them that the world would hate them and persecute them because they 

didn’t belong to the world but belonged to Him (15:18-25). And He promised them that the Holy 

Spirit would testify about Him, guide them into all truth, and glorify Him (15:26 – 16:15).  

 Now they didn’t really understand any of this at this point. And Jesus was about to confuse 

them even more. 

 

“A little while . . .” 

 He looked at them and said, “In a little while, you will see me no more, and then after a little 

while, you will see me” (16:16).1 They had no idea what He was talking about! 

 Some of them were saying to each other, “What does he mean by saying, ‘In a little while you will 
see me no more, and then after a little while you will see me,’ and ‘Because I am going to the Father’?” 

They kept on asking this, and finally declared plainly, “We don’t understand what he is saying” 

(16:18). 

 Jesus knew they didn’t understand and wanted to ask Him about it, so He asked them, “Are 
you asking one another what I meant when I said, ‘In a little while you will see me no more, and then 

after a little while you will see me’?” (16:19). Then He explained it to them. 
 “Very truly I tell you, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices, but your grief will turn to 

joy.” He compared it to the joy that follows the pain of childbirth: the mother forgets her anguish 

because of the joy that a human being has been born into the world (16:20-21). 

 Then He told them, “So it is with you: Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you 

will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy” (16:22). 

 But what was Jesus talking about? 

 The very next day, He would be crucified by the Romans at the instigation of the Jewish 

leaders—both religious and political (some were both). He would be with the disciples just a 

little while longer. 

 Through His death on the cross, He would be separated from them for a little while. They 

would weep and mourn over His suffering and death, even as the world rejoiced over it. 

 But death and the sorrow it brings would not have the last word! They would grieve, but their 

sorrow would be turned into joy when on the third day, He would rise from the dead! 

 

 Did you notice that Jesus’ statement about “a little while” is repeated in full twice (first by the 

disciples, then by Jesus Himself as He asks them if this is what they’re discussing), then in part 

by the disciples? 

 In ancient writing, this was a way of putting great emphasis on the statement. Not only was 

Jesus preparing them for their shock and grief over His crucifixion; He was also preparing them 

for the joy of His resurrection that would follow on the third day.  

And while in this statement He says that they will see Him again, in 16:22 He says, “I will see 

you again and you will rejoice . . . .” It would not just be some hallucination on their part; as well as 

their seeing Him, He would see them—“after a little while.”  

 No matter how deep the darkness or grievous the grief of His absence, joy would come in the 

resurrection. His relationship with them would continue, but on a higher plane. 

 

The Christian journey 

Now we live on this side of the resurrection. We know the stories from the last two chapters 

of John’s Gospel and the last chapter of each of the other three Gospel accounts. God did indeed 
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raise His Son Jesus Christ from the dead, and He appeared to His disciples numerous times over 

the period of about 40 days before He ascended to the Father. Later on, He appeared to Saul of 

Tarsus, whom we know as the Apostle Paul, on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:1-9). 

So what does this business about “a little while” mean for us nearly 2,000 years later?  

Well, the Christian life is a journey. And on this journey with Jesus and our fellow disciples, 

we sometimes go through darkness and pain, grief and sorrow, suffering and trials. Psalm 23 

refers to these times with the powerful metaphor of “the valley of the shadow of death” (Psalm 

23:4, KJV, RSV, ESV, NASB, NIV 1984). That metaphor means “the darkest valley” (NRSV, NIV 

2011). 

Dr. Jerry Wallace is the Chancellor and retired President of Campbell University (Jo Ann’s 

and my undergraduate alma mater). Through the years Dr. Wallace served in various roles—first 

as an adjunct professor, then full-time professor and chairman of Campbell’s Department of 

Religion and Philosophy, then as Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences. He retired as Provost 

and Vice-President for Academic Affairs before being called on to serve as President. He was 

one of my professors when I first started my studies at Campbell.  

Before he started teaching at Campbell, Dr. Wallace served as pastor of the Elizabethtown 

Baptist Church in Bladen County for about 15 years back in the 1960s and 70s. I once heard him 

say in a sermon he preached at one of my churches that every year he was at Elizabethtown he 

preached a sermon from this passage in John 16 that he called “The Little Whiles of Life.” In it 

he would talk about the difficulties and sorrows and trials and griefs that we go through in life—

the “little whiles.” He would then remind his people how we can go through all these difficulties 

because we know that God is with us, that He will bring us through, and that they will only last 

“a little while.” And ultimately, we will share in Christ’s resurrection victory for all eternity. 

 

Resurrection confidence 

That is what it’s ultimately about, isn’t it? Christ suffered and died, but He arose victorious 

over sin, death, and the grave. He has promised that because He lives, we will also live—we will 

share in His resurrection victory for all eternity when He raises us at the last day! We can face 

the little whiles of life because of our confidence in the resurrection! 

And now we are going through one of those little whiles. Recently we’ve had a lot of 

sickness and serious illness in our church family, and several deaths. And now there’s a global 

pandemic with the COVID-19 coronavirus. Even though thankfully we don’t yet have 

community spread in our area or our state, many states and other countries do. NC officials have 

set in place measures to prevent it that have required radical changes in the way we do things, 

even down to our corporate worship. While I’m grateful that we can be together in worship 

through our radio broadcast, it still pains me that we are not able to gather together in the same 

place to worship. Nevertheless, as John Fawcett so aptly put it in his hymn “Blest Be the Tie that 

Binds,” we are still joined in heart and hope to meet again—in a little while. 

During this Lenten season we’re reminded of our own mortality and our need for 

resurrection, of our sinfulness and our need for God’s salvation. We are a fallen race living in a 

fallen world. Sooner or later we all face trials and tribulations, suffering and sorrow. And sooner 

or later we will all die—every single one of us—unless we are still alive when the Lord returns.  

We’re reminded that God is God and we are not, that He is infinite while we are finite. Our 

sinfulness as humans unleashed suffering in our world, but Jesus in His amazing and infinite 

grace took on our suffering and bore our sin to save us, redeem us, and set us free us from our 

guilt. And the outcome of His suffering shows us that the suffering is not the end. Resurrection 
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is! Steve Green sings it so powerfully in the song “Embrace the Cross”2:  

 

An empty tomb  

concludes Golgotha’s sorrow. 

Endure then, till tomorrow,  

your cross of suffering. 

 

We mourn and grieve over our sufferings and losses, just as the disciples did when Jesus was 

arrested that night, unjustly tried and convicted, beaten, and crucified. He died, and for a little 

while they didn’t see Him. But  then He rose and revealed Himself to them, and their grief turned 

to joy. 

And when we endure our little whiles, those times of suffering that we may or may not 

understand, when we trust in Christ, He will see us through until that time comes when our grief 

turns to joy—“in a little while.” 

  

And so, my brothers and sisters, when “the little whiles of life” come your way and you find 

yourself in the darkest valley, as you surely will someday—or maybe you’re already there—take 

courage. Remember that Jesus suffered and was indeed dead—for “a little while”—but that just as 

surely as Easter Sunday follows Good Friday, He lives and reigns forever and ever, and that after 

our little while, we who trust Him will be with Him in glory for all eternity! 

 Thanks be to God! Amen!  
 MEG 

 
 

1 Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 
2 Words and music by John G. Elliott. Copyright 1989 LCS Songs (a div. of Lorenz Creative Services)/Charlie 

Monk Music/Pamela Kay Music. 


