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Dear congregation,

Today we begin to reflect on the most amazing miracle recorded in John’s gospel:  the raising of Lazarus (John 11.1-44).  In this sermon we introduce the story – looking especially what Jesus said to Martha and her reply.

Jesus said to her:  “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?” 

She said to him “Yes, Lord; I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who is coming into the world.”    (John 11:25,26,27)

Next time we focus on the other sister Mary and raising to life of Lazarus.
LAZARUS’ DEATH (SETTING)
Lazarus and his two sisters Martha and Mary lived in Bethany, a village about 3kms southeast of Jerusalem.  The indications are that they were a relatively wealthy and certainly a well-respected family.
  Above all, what stands out is that there was a very special and deep friendship between the Lord and these three. (11.3 ‘Lord, he whom you love is sick.’  11.5 ‘Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus.’)  

As recorded in the latter part of John 10 (31ff), because of hostility of the Jews (especially in Jerusalem) and their desire to stone him, Jesus and his disciples had recently moved into the wilderness region across the Jordan. This was where John had been baptizing and ministering.  A safe place.  In the present climate, going to Jerusalem was like going into a lions’ den.  The Jewish authorities hated him. They saw him as a threat, a danger who must be eliminated.  Jesus knew this.  So did his disciples.
However, when Lazarus became very sick, the sisters sent a message advising the Lord of his condition.  (‘Lord, he whom you love is sick.’)  No doubt aware of the danger, may be the sisters hoped for a miracle similar to that at Cana where Jesus had healed the royal official’s sick child by just saying the word! (John 4.46-54.)
On hearing the news, the Lord appears to do nothing.  No special miracle-working word.  He stays put and only says, ‘This illness does not lead to death.  It is for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it.’ (John 11:4)

Was he just hoping that Lazarus would get better without him needing to head into Bethany and danger?  Not at all.  It is more likely that even then the Lord knew that Lazarus would die, or maybe that he was already dead.  What he is saying is that God would reveal his glory and glorify his Son by using Lazarus.  

In spite of his great love for the stricken family, Jesus stayed where he was, for the glory of God.  The reason for this delay will become clear as the story unfolds.  

Two days later, the Lord said to his disciples, ‘Let us go to Judea again’ (11.8).  The disciples saw and shrank from the danger.  They tried to dissuade him by reminding him of how the Jews at Jerusalem had tried to stone him last time. 

The saying about ‘12 hours in a day’ in 11.9,10 is somewhat obscure for us today.   What the Lord is saying here is that, although his public ministry is about to come to an end, it must be completed in full.  He cannot cut it short.  He just as you cannot shorten a day, so he could not shorten the task the Father had assigned him.  There will soon be darkness: his capture.  Until that moment arrives, it is still ‘daylight’, the period during which he must preach, teach and enable his followers to be given light through him.  That daylight period includes going to Bethany.
But Jesus was not proceeding blindly.  To highlight that he already knew what lay ahead, that he knew exactly what had already happened to his beloved friend Lazarus, he tells the disciples, ‘Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going to awaken him.’ (11.11)

When the disciples heard the word ‘asleep’, they preferred to take it literally. Phew!  His sisters can simply shake Lazarus gently and wake him up.  But they misunderstood.  Lazarus is dead, physically.  In fact, as we will soon find out, by the time Jesus got to Bethany, Lazarus had been dead for four days!

In those days Jewish people commonly believed that a person’s spirit or soul hovered around the body for the first three days after his/her death.  It was only after that, when the body began to decompose, that the soul would depart, driven away by the odour.  

The Lord had deliberately waited for this length of time for the sake of his disciples, and for your sake and mine, so that your eyes and your heart may be opened to believe the glorious truth about Jesus!  Lazarus was truly dead.

Thomas, acting as spokesman for the others, courageously says, ‘Let us also go, that we may die with him.’ (11.16) 
Prophetic, insightful words about the true nature of discipleship, don’t you think?

THE LORD AND MARTHA

By the time the Lord arrived at Bethany, it was four days after the funeral.  There were still many mourners there – including a significant number of people from nearby Jerusalem.  Lots of people who would soon become witnesses to an astonishing sign from God.  
Martha, likely the older of the two sisters, heard that Jesus had arrived. She went out to meet him while Mary, apparently unaware of this, remained at home.

Seeing Jesus, Martha cries out, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.  But even now I know that whatever you ask from God, God will give you.” (11.21,22)

Feel with and for her.  ‘Lord, if you had been here…’  If only…  Jesus, if only you knew what we went through as we watched Lazarus dying!  You should have been there.  You wouldn’t have let Lazarus die.  You could, would have stopped it.  Lord, if only you had been there. How often haven’t you and I thought, and wanted to say just that?  If only God or Jesus would step in and help us when we stand by helplessly as a dear one suffers and dies.  Why weren’t you there when we needed you?   Can you imagine how often, in the past four days, she would have said to her sister Mary, ‘If only the Lord was here.’   Jesus, where were you?
Somehow we want to believe that if Jesus was really with us, he would shield and protect us from pain, suffering and all the injustices, unfair, undeserved things that we experience in this life.  

Was God absent when Lazarus died?  Did Jesus simply stay away?   Think about it.  The Lord Jesus has already indicated that what happened to Lazarus, as is also the case with whatever happens to you or me, is ‘… for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it.’ (11.4)

Martha hadn’t heard those words yet.  But you and I have!   We heard what Jesus had said before setting out to Bethany.  Furthermore, we know, do we not, that God is totally in charge of all of life, 24/7.  Even though we walk through the valley of the shadow of death, the Good Shepherd is there to protect and help, to keep us as our keeper.  The Lord is there in our suffering, sickness, fear, anxiety, depression, yes, even our dying.  He is in control works everything in our lives for his glory, that the Son of God might be glorified through whatever happens to us.   
Confused, hurting and uncertain, Martha looks to Jesus and adds: ‘But even now I know that whatever you ask from God, God will give you.’ 

Was she expecting a miracle? There is nothing to indicate that.  In fact, a little later when Jesus asked for the stone to be removed from the tomb of Lazarus, she objected (John 11.39).  All that she is saying is that she is confident that Jesus knows best, and whatever he, in accordance with the father’s will, asks – whatever that may be – she will accept.  Lord Jesus, it’s in your hands.  All things work together for good for God’s children.
 The Lord’s reply is, in the words of one commentator (Carson p.412) ‘a masterpiece of planned ambiguity.’   Jesus deliberately used an expression that contains several meanings. He says to her, ‘Your brother will rise again.’ (11.23)  
Martha, as a God-fearing Jew, believed that at the end of the age, the great Day of Judgment, the ‘Last Day’, all of the dead will rise.  Death will not have the final say in anybody’s life. In Jesus’ day the Sadducees denied this (Mk 12.18-27, Acts 23.8).  Bible-believing Jews (the Pharisees) were in no doubt (Acts 23.8) that there would be a general resurrection on the Last Day.    
What Jesus says can said to anyone who is mourning.  Martha, we will all see each other again on the Last Day.   

But the Lord Jesus was saying more, much more!  
Hear and consider carefully what Jesus says to Martha:    
“I am the resurrection and the life.  Whoever believes in me, though he dies, yet shall he live and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die.” (11:25,26)
Throughout his ministry the Lord Jesus had spoken about resurrection on the Last Day. (Remember the time Jesus referred to himself as the Bread of Life in John 6. 

For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will but the will of him who sent me. 39 And this is the will of him who sent me, that I should lose nothing of what he has given me, but raise it up on the last day. 40 For this is the will of my Father, that everyone who looks on the Son and believes in him should have eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day.” 6:38,39,40.)  Martha, along with Jesus’ other disciples, believed that.

Yes, there is resurrection and life ‘at the last day’ and Jesus himself will raise us up.  That’s the incredible claim he repeats and underlines to Martha.  There is no resurrection, there is no new, eternal life outside of or apart from himself!  
‘I, I myself, am the resurrection and the life.’  He is the source, the giver of resurrection and life.  Why?  Because he himself is the Son of God – the author and giver of life.  It is only Jesus who is and has this power to give Lazarus, to give you and me resurrection and life.  He alone. No one else. Nothing else!  He himself can and will raise us up as he will raise up Lazarus. 

Hear well what Jesus is saying to Martha and us:
1. Jesus says, ‘I am the resurrection…’   What he is saying is that the on the last day he himself will bring about a final resurrection of all who have believed in and served him as Lord. He will raise up his own.  Indeed, the ‘I, I myself am’ highlights that there is no resurrection to new, eternal life apart from Jesus.  He will raise all who believe and have faith in him.  No one else can raise us up.
2. Jesus also says, ‘I am the life…’ True, physical life surely is a gift from God – and the Son, along with the Father, is instrumental in giving us this.  Resurrection life is only true, full abundant life when Jesus gives.  That life is abundant, eternal, glorious and full in the most comprehensive sense possible.  

Those who believe, who surrender themselves to, set their heart on, trust and reach out to Jesus as the one way, truth and the life, those who believe he gives new life, abundant life.  To believe in the name of Jesus as Lord is the way to receive this resurrection and life!  

But hasn’t Lazarus died?  Isn’t he in a grave?  Isn’t this belief in Jesus just wishful thinking? Doesn’t death always have the last say? 

There’s more.   Jesus adds a new dimension to the resurrection and life he gives those who believe and put their trust in him.
1.  He says: ‘He who believes in me will live, even though he dies…’
You understand that, don’t you?   We who believe in Jesus are alive and will forever continue to be alive.  What Jesus is saying is that we who believe have already been resurrected, been reborn and raised to new life on this side of death.  Today!  Right now!  In Christ we are gloriously, eternally, fully alive now.  Jesus is life.  Jesus is my life today.   As Paul told the Philippians, ‘For me to live is Christ.’ (Phil 1.21)

Physical death is powerless to snuff out that new raised-with-Christ life.  It has lost its sting and victory (I Cor 15.54,55).  Yes, your and my physical body will, like a tent exposed to the elements, wear out.  It must be placed in the ground like a seed.  But our real life, the life you and I have received through faith in Christ already, will never be extinguished!  We live even though we die!
2.  ‘…and whoever lives and believes in me will never die…’
What a wonderful thought! 

In preparing for this sermon I came across something written by the famous French author, Victor Hugo: 

‘When I go down to the grave, I can say like so many others that I have finished my day’s work; but I cannot say that I have finished my life.  Another day’s work will begin the next morning.  The tomb is not a blind alley – it is a thoroughfare.  I closes with the twilight to open to the dawn.’  (Cited by Bruce Milne, BST John, p 161)

Martha, brother, sister, children, do you believe this?

I call upon you to make Martha’s answer your own.  Say it out loud with me:

Affirm or reaffirm!   Say it with me.  ‘Yes, Lord, I believe that you are he Christ, the Son of God who has come into the world.’  (11.27)  

Next time we will see how Jesus demonstrates the and enables us to see and experience the power of our confession as we focus on the other sister Mary and the raising of Lazarus. 
Dovedale, am April 26, 2020 (lockdown – day after ANZAC day.

First of two sermons on the raising of Lazarus (John 11.1-44)  
Title: LAZARUS RAISED (1) 

Reading: John 1.1-27.   
Text: John 11.25-27

Order of service:

1.  Welcome and announcements (if any) by duty elder)

2.  Duty elder introduces the opening hymn (Would you please announce that NZ & Australia remembered ‘ANZAC’ yesterday (25 April), giving thanks for those who have served to defend our country – and do so today either in military service or, as medical/frontline workers in fighting Covid 19.)   The hymn we sing is very much associated with the ANZAC  tradition:  Isaac Watts’ rendering of Psalm 90:  O God, our help in ages past.’ (STTL 175)
3. Greetings, pledge and the Lord’s greeting (Dirk)
4. Opening prayer of adoration, praise, thanksgiving and for illumination (Dirk)
5. Confession of sin ( Reading and short reflection on Romans 7.14,15, 21-25)
6. Sing: STTL 63b O Lord, my God, most earnestly.
7. Scripture: John 11.1-27 (duty elder) 
8. Intercessory Prayer (Dirk or duty elder)
9. Text:  John 11.25-27

10. Closing prayer

11. Benediction 
12. Sing: sttl 225 Christ is the world’s light 
14. For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under sin.  For I do not understand my own actions. 15.  For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. 
21 So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.  22 For I delight in the law of God, in my inner being,  23 but I see in my members another law waging war against the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.  24 Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?   25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin.

� We tend to assume that the three were all single.  That’s possible, but, in keeping with custom and expectations in those days, it is more likely that the sisters and brothers were married but brought together by first the sickness and subsequently the death of Lazarus.
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