John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, April 10, 2011 – Lent V
Text: John 11:17-44

“Lazarus, come forth!” And the dead man came out (of the tomb), his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth.  Then Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and set him free!”

It’s interesting that John is the only evangelist who records this particular event, which we just read.  The only one who reports Jesus’ raising of Lazarus from the dead.  Some scholars wonder at why the other Gospel writers would omit such a powerful event – and some even question - that because of this – did this “raising of Lazarus” actually occur at all!
But if we look closely at other Gospels, we see that in the 7th chapter of Luke, this evangelist also records his account of our Lord raising someone from the dead – the son of the widow of Nain.  And then in the 4th chapter of Mark’s Gospel, Mark shares with us Jesus’ raising of Jairus’ daughter from her deathbed.  And, you know, it’s not inconceivable, as far as I’m concerned, that in his three years of earthly ministry, Jesus may very well have performed more raising of folks from the dead than just these three!
The point is – we’re starting out with the position that this story from the life and ministry of Jesus which John shares with us here is absolutely and positively true and accurate … all the way down to the smell, which I’d venture to say came out of that grave, once the stone was rolled back.

John tells this story here with a real eye for detail.  As we read these words, it’s almost as if we feel we’re there – with Jesus and his disciples, and Mary, and Martha … and with all the others, as they wait in anticipation – as the grave stone is rolled back, and as Jesus calls his friend, Lazarus, to come forth!
So, what was the big deal about the about the four days mentioned here that Lazarus had already been in the tomb?  Well, the climate in Israel is such that it encourages rapid decomposition.  So within three days, a corpse would have been

fairly well into that process.  Also, Jewish documentation from this time period indicates a common belief that the soul only stayed with the body until it began to decompose.  So when John tells us it had been four days since Lazarus was placed in the tomb, he’s making a point that he’s not just “mostly dead,” but he’s “totally dead!”  (Billy Crystal/Princess Bride reference)

Let’s go back in the text a bit, to the part where Martha says to Jesus, “Lord, if you had (only) been here, my brother would not have died!”  You see, Martha had faith in Jesus’ power to heal.  I’m sure she’d either personally witnessed this herself, or she’d heard reliable accounts from others who had.  And life experience for her indicated that once somebody was dead, there was no longer any hope – they weren’t coming back!
However, she does go on to say to him, “Even now, I know that God will give you whatever you ask of Him!”  Even though Martha likely believed that they were out of options at this point, I believe she still left the door open for the prospect that God just might come through in a way that was beyond the realm of human possibility and understanding.

“Your brother will rise again.”  To which Martha responded, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.”  Jewish belief was that at the end of the ages, on the Day of Judgment, all the dead would be raised.  This is what Martha had in mind, as a faithful first century Jew.

However, Jesus “threw her a curve,” when he said, I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.”  

You see, Jesus was talking about something that went beyond the theology and belief of the general resurrection of the dead!  He was referring to the only way one could pass from death to life!  But he wasn’t speaking of something which would take place in the physical realm – in this life!  He was talking about life that would go on – beyond the grave – for those who believe, and who had placed their faith and trust in him!

When I preach at funerals or memorial services, I speak of life that goes on, in the “nearer presence of the Lord,” for those who have made a decision, in this mortal life, to embrace Jesus Christ as Savior and as Lord.  We talk about the fact that life is changed, but not ended … Life that goes on for all eternity … “in the presence of the Lord, where there is fullness of joy – and in his right hand, where there are pleasures forevermore!”
Some years ago, I worked with a guy who had been raised in the Church, but who was very cynical regarding anything that had to do with Christian faith and belief, and the idea that there was anything to hope for beyond this life.  His philosophy was that you live, you die, they put you in the ground, and it’s over!  He knew I believed differently, and he respected that – but he still held onto his “unbelief!”  Interestingly, his brother was a seminarian!!
What a sad way to live life!  How tragic it is to think this life is all there is, and that there’s no other meaning and purpose, and no future … just the “here and now!”

Jesus made it clear that this is not the case though!  And that for those who believe and trust in him, life does – in fact – go on!  “I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live.”
In contrast to my friend I just told you about, I’m thinking of Terry’s mother, and the fact that she knew with all her heart, mind and spirit – that this life was not all there was!  I remember her telling us, as she was lying in the hospital bed in her last few days, “I know where I’m going … I’m going to be with Jesus!”  And I remember her friends from her Church choir, gathered around her bed, singing praise songs … and I can’t help but think that Dee must have heard, not just them, but a heavenly choir of angels – whose voices filled that hospital room that night! 
I think people – even people who actually believe that this life isn’t all there is – often tend to have the concept that the afterlife is about sitting on the clouds, enjoying earthly pleasures (like eating cheesecake snacks), and kind of being on a permanent vacation of self-indulgence!  Actually, I can see how one might envision motorcycles and guitars, though!!  But I believe a more accurate assessment of what resurrection life may be like has a lot more to do with being in relationship with the only One who truly satisfies!! … a lot more than even cheesecake!!
So if Jesus’ promise here doesn’t mean that one who trusts in him and has faith in him will never experience physical death, then why does our Lord choose to raise Lazarus from the dead?  I mean, he’d already shared with Martha that those who believe and trust in him – “even though they die, they will live.”  They will have eternal life – beyond the grave – in the “nearer presence of the Lord.”  Wasn’t that good enough?

I’m glad you asked that question!  Because I believe that Jesus is taking advantage of the opportunity he has here to show those present – and those of us who believe in him & who’ve chosen to follow him today – that he has the power and the authority to speak into reality that “resurrection” life he has promised!  In the raising of his friend, Lazarus, he shows us that belief is not in vain!  And if Jesus can bring life back to a four day dead corpse – not one who’s mostly dead, but totally dead … how much more can he give eternal life to those who call upon his name – trusting in him for the forgiveness of their sins, and for their salvation!  Amen?!
Jesus cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come forth!”  And the dead man came out … and Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and set him free! … Unbind him, and set him free!”  

Have you been “unbound, and set free?!”  Have you said “yes” to Jesus – not just as a great teacher, or a prophet, or a worker of miracles, or even a messenger sent by God … but as the Savior and Redeemer of the world – and as your own personal Savior, Redeemer, and Lord?!

The most exciting thing, I believe, about “resurrection life” is that you and I don’t have to wait until we leave this world to begin living it!  Living “resurrection life” is not just about having your “ticket to get into heaven” punched – it’s about embarking on a journey, and entering into an eternal relationship with the Living Lord - in the here and now!  Amen?!
“Resurrection life” is about how I live today, and the promises of God I can enjoy right now – and not just “pie in the sky in the sweet by and by!”  “Resurrection life” is about basking in the presence of the King of kings and Lord of lords each and every day!  And being in a growing and maturing relationship with him, being transformed and changed into the people of God each of us has the potential to be in Jesus Christ!

“Resurrection life” begins for you, and for me, the moment we ask Jesus Christ into our hearts and lives, trusting in him, and in him alone, for our eternal salvation!  And it continues – on, and on, and on, and on …!!  “I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live …”

Let’s pray.  Lord God, thank you that Jesus is truly the resurrection and the life.  Thank you that those of us who have placed our faith and trust in him, even though we will, at some point in time, reach an end to our journey here on this earth, and this life – thank you that life, for us, will go on - beyond the grave!  A life that won’t necessarily involve cheesecake, or even motorcycles or guitars … but a life that will involve being in an everlasting relationship with you.  We lift up those who may be among us this morning - who’ve not yet made a decision to embark on that eternal journey.  May this be the day they embrace your one and only Son Jesus as “the resurrection and the life.”  Amen!! 

