Encounters with Jesus- Lazarus Raised
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John 11:1-45

April 10th, 2011

Dear friends in Christ,


This morning we read the last of four lengthy readings where Jesus encounters someone in John’s gospel.  It began with Nicodemus, who learned he needed to be born anew.  It continued with the woman at the well, who was offered the living water of the Spirit.  Next it was the man born blind from birth, who was healed by Jesus to reveal God’s glory and came to know him as the Savior.  And finally, today, the most amazing encounter of all, the raising of Lazarus.  
By now I hope you have been able to see that there are similarities in the way John presents these stories.  For example, just like last week’s miracle of the healing of the blind man, the raising of Lazarus is done for God’s glory, so that others may know the Son of Man, the savior, Jesus.  It’s not so much about Lazarus, as it is about God.  Underlying all of these stories is the ongoing tension with the Jews, especially the Pharisees, whose understandings and way of life are being challenged by Jesus.  In fact, it is the raising of Lazarus that becomes the straw that breaks the camel’s back for these leaders.  Because, following this miracle,  even more people are believing in Jesus, the Pharisees hold a council and set in motion the plot to arrest Jesus and have him killed. 


In this lesson we see the same kind of confusion, this time from the disciples, we’ve seen in the other stories.  When Jesus told them Lazarus was sleeping, they thought he meant he must still be alive, sleeping, getting better.  But Jesus meant he had died.  Today we have another” I Am” statement from Jesus, “I am the resurrection and the life.”  And this week it is Martha who responds with a confession of faith, “Yes Lord, I believe, that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”


So there are interesting similarities among these lessons we have been reading.  And there also seems to be a progression, with the raising of Lazarus being the climax.  So what can we learn from this final great sign of Jesus?

Well, it seems to me that this story, at heart, is about dying and rising.  It anticipates the cross and resurrection.  It’s there to give us hope and strength as we face times of dying in life.  It gives us hope that out of the dying, rising and new life will also come.

You know, if God blesses us with a long life, times of sadness will be inevitable.  You can’t have one, without the other.  That’s just the way life works.  It’s how you cope with the sadness, come to peace with it and resolve it, that finally matters.


Two years ago yesterday Melissa’s mother passed away after a lengthy illness primarily the result of Parkinson’s disease.  Six years prior to that her father died fairly quickly from prostate cancer.  In 2005 I lost my father to cancer as well.  There was such sadness at all of those times, for us and for our kids and for so many of our family and friends.  We’re grateful that Melissa’s  folks and my father we’re given long lives and were blessed in many ways.  Sometimes that doesn’t happen.  Children get sick and die.  A tragedy takes a life prematurely.  How much greater is the grief in such times.

And of course the physical death of a loved one is just one kind of grief we face.  There are lots of things that tug at our hearts and make us sad.  How about moving away from a community where you have lots of family and friends?  Or ending a relationship that didn’t work out?  Or losing a job as a result of the economic downturn?    Maybe it’s putting that first child on the school bus and sending them off to their first day of school.  Or dropping off a son or daughter at the dorm for their first year of college.  Or how about having to put a faithful pet, a dog or cat perhaps, to sleep, because you know it’s time to bring their suffering to a close.  And sometimes we have to give up certain activities because we just can’t do them physically anymore

These are all things many of us have had to face, or will face in the years to come.  Sometimes life just seems so unfair and difficult.  We relate to Martha and Mary who scold Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  It’s the cry of a grieving heart.  Lord, where were you?  How could you have let this happen?  Why do we have to go through this?  Can’t you just take this pain away and make everything better again?


Yes, there’s plenty of sadness to go around.  Life has its share of dying times.  Lazarus died, and the grief is felt throughout this lesson.


But I find tremendous hope from this lesson as well.  I find in the actions of Jesus, great promise that can lead us through those dying times and guide us to the rising times.  Yes, there are crosses we bear, but there is also resurrection and new life.

When Mary goes out to meet Jesus, it is one of the most emotional passages in all of scripture.  Mary is weeping for the death of her brother.  Other mourners were crying as well.  Mary also had questions and that underlying anger that so often comes with an unexpected loss.  


And what does Jesus do?  He weeps with her.  When he saw all the sadness the lesson  says, “he was greatly disturbed and deeply moved.”  And then it says, “Jesus began to weep.” 


Why would Jesus weep?  Didn’t he already tell Martha her brother would rise again?  Didn’t he already know what was about to take place, that Lazarus would be raised?  Yes, but Mary didn’t know that.  He was grieving with her, feeling her loss, standing beside her in her sorrow.  And some have said that Jesus also grieves for Lazarus, maybe this is the human side of his two natures.  And some have suggested he grieves not for this death, but because Lazarus would one day have to die again, which breaks Jesus’ heart.


In my times of grief, I have found that what has been most helpful is to have a friend just to talk with, who maybe gives a hug, who is just there as a comforting presence.  This is how I see Jesus with Mary.  He felt her pain and understood her loss.  And what he did for Mary, he does for us.  He weeps with us, he comforts us, he hugs us in our times of sorrow.  He takes some of that pain, to help us get through.  


But there is something more.  Jesus doesn’t just stand beside us in our grief.  In this lesson something even greater happens.  He transforms death to life.  He gives new meaning to what was thought to be the end of it all.  Jesus comes out to the cemetery and in a loud, conquering voice shouts, “Lazarus, come out!”    And Lazarus does.  “Unbind him, and let him go,” says Jesus.  And they do.  Now, not even death can bind Lazarus.

In that moment we see that the son of God is more powerful than even the final enemy, death.  “I am the resurrection and the life,” says Jesus to Martha, “ he who believes in me, though he dies, yet shall he live.”  And that is the great gospel promise.  Jesus transforms the understanding of death from the final end to the gate of passage to eternal life with God.  When we, by faith, live in a relationship with him, death is approached very differently.  Now, not even death can separate us from God’s love in Jesus Christ.  And that makes all the difference.  We no longer live in fear of death.  Although we mourn the passing of loved ones, we mourn for ourselves, not for them.  For although they are missed, we trust they are in a new and better place with God.


And there is one more thing that really needs to be said. This is an amazing miracle that shows God’s power.  We can look back on it and find comfort and hope, seeing this power of God.


But it took more than a miraculous display of power for death to finally be defeated.  It wasn’t enough for Jesus just to say, “Lazarus, come out.”  That showed God’s power, but it did not defeat death forever.


Something more needed to happen.  And that something more is that as Lazarus came out of the grave, Jesus would soon have to take his place in the grave.  For death to finally be defeated, Jesus had to die for the world’s sins.  And that is, in fact, what happened.  Barely a week after the day he called out Lazarus, Joseph and Nicodemus laid Jesus in a tomb a few miles away.

It was the cross, the tomb, and the God’s resurrection of Jesus, that finally defeated death.  The raising of Lazarus anticipated that, but only Jesus, in obedience to the Father, could bring it about.  


The older I get, the more I believe that life is about dying and rising.  Death comes in many forms, always accompanied by sadness.  Lazarus died, and his sisters grieved.  But from this story we learn that Jesus cries with us, even as he wept with Mary.  And so we take comfort in Christ’s presence.  But more than that, by calling out Lazarus, and then going into the tomb himself, Jesus defeats sin and death forever.  They have lost their power.  He is the resurrection and the life.  He turns our sorrow to joy, our dying to rising, our cross to resurrection.  Let us cling to that promise through all the challenges of life,  until that day we too will rise from the grave, be unbound, and live with Him forever.  Amen 
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