The Raising of Lazarus

(or, “Do You Believe God Will
Raise YOU From the Dead?”)
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Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her
sister Martha.

Mary was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with
her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill.

So the sisters sent a message to Jesus, ““Lord, he whom you love is ill.”

But when Jesus heard it, he said, “This illness does not lead to death; rather,
it is for God’s glory, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it.”
Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus,

after having heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place
where he was.

When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four
days.

Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away,

and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them about
their brother.

When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while
Mary stayed at home.

Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have
died.

But even now | know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.”

Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.”

Martha said to him, *“I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the
last day.”

Jesus said to her, “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. Do you believe
this?”

She said to him, “Yes, Lord, | believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of
God, the one coming into the world.”

When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told
her privately, “The Teacher is here and is calling for you.”

And when she heard it, she got up quickly and went to him.

Now Jesus had not yet come to the village, but was still at the place where
Martha had met him.

The Jews who were with her in the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up
quickly and go out. They followed her because they thought that she was
going to the tomb to weep there.



32 When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said
to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”

33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping,
he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.

34 He said, “Where have you laid him?”* They said to him, ““Lord, come and
see.”

35 Jesus began to weep.

36 To the Jews said, ““See how he loved him!”’

37 But some of them said, ““Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man
have kept this man from dying?”’

38 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a
stone was lying against it.

39 Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the sister of the dead man, said
to him, “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead four days.

40 Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the
glory of God?”

41 So they took away the stone. And Jesus looked upward and said, “Father, |
thank you for having heard me.

42 I knew that you always hear me, but | have said this for the sake of the crowd
standing here, so that they may believe that you sent me.”

43 When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!”

44 The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his
face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, ““Unbind him, and let him go.”

My friends: today’s passage of Scripture in the Gospel of John presents us with
one of those situations where you and | are faced head-on with one of those issues in life
that are of extreme importance. It is the issue of RESURRECTION.

Do vou believe that Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead?

In his letter to the Church at Corinth, the Apostle Paul states a truth when he says,
“The last enemy to be destroyed is death.” (I Corinthians 15:26) So the question, “Do
you believe that Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead?” itself leads to a more basic
question:
Do vou believe that God raised Jesus from the dead?”

It is around that question that one wrestles with the basics of the Christian faith,
because it leads us all to that question we all wonder about:
Do you believe that God will raise YOU from the dead?
[Do you think that I am getting close to where YOU are sitting?]

The late Shirley Guthrie, Professor of Theology at Columbia Seminary in
Decatur, Georgia, put it this way in his book, Christian Doctrine:
“If we can say that any one aspect of the Christian faith
is more important than any other, the resurrection is it.
Without faith that Jesus rose from the dead there would
be no Christianity. It was not the ethical teachings of




Jesus or his noble death that gave birth to the Christian
Church and made it spread. It was the news of his
resurrection.” (Guthrie, Shirley, Christian Doctrine,

Richmond, CLC Press, 1968, p. 265)

A Presbyterian Minister named Harry Cole was the Pastor of the Lochearn
Presbyterian Church in Baltimore, Maryland. He tells, in an issue of The Presbyterian
Outlook (April 6, 1987), of a harrowing experience where his wife, Jackie, becomes
seriously ill, is hospitalized, and goes into a coma. After six weeks, because of the
medical reports of her physical deterioration during the coma, Harry Cole finally decides
to remove her from her life-support systems. But a court refuses to allow this to be done.

We take up the story at this point.

On Thursday, May 15, a close friend of ours, John Evans, came to see Jackie for
what he thought was the last time. It was a warm, sunny late afternoon when John
and | walked into Jackie’s room. She lay motionless in her hospital bed, pale and
debilitated from the effects of her illness.

The whooshing sound of the respirator which | had come to know so well over the
previous weeks continued to signal that it was breathing for her. John walked
around to the far side of Jackie’s bed while I stood at the foot. | asked him if he
wished to be alone with her. He said it wasn’t necessary, and reached over the
guard rails of the bed, taking Jackie’s hand in his own.

John called out her name and said hello. She responded immediately. Jacqueline
opened her eyes. She looked out into the room and saw me standing in front of
her. It was the 47" day of her coma. Within minutes, Jackie was transferred back
into the Intensive care Unit where the previously high level of treatment to save
her live was resumed.
Now, what do you make of that Presbyterian preacher’s story?
In light of your faith in God, how do you deal with it?
And what do you make of the story of Jesus’ raising Lazarus from the dead?
In light of your faith in God, how do you deal with it?
Perhaps some of you remember that the Apostle Paul emphasized the importance
of the resurrection of Jesus to us believers when Paul wrote to the Church at Corinth and

to the Church gathered here this morning:

Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you
say there is no resurrection of the dead? If there is no resurrection of the dead,



then Christ has not been raised; and if Christ has not been raised, then our
proclamation has been in vain and your faith has been in vain. We are even
found to be misrepresenting God, because we testified of God that God raised
Christ---whom God did not raise if it is true that the dead are not raised. For if
the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised. If Christ has not been
raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins. Then those also who have
died in Christ have perished. If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are
of all people most to be pitied. (I Corinthians 15:12-19; NRSV)

Do you believe that God raised Jesus from the dead?

My friends, in the 43 years that | have been an ordained Presbyterian Minister, |
have laughed with Presbyterians at parties and weddings, and | have worried with
Presbyterians through hospitals and divorce. But I would imagine that one of the ways
that Presbyterians have honored me as a Pastor is by allowing me to touch a part of their
lives at the time of the death of a loved one or the death of a friend.

You and | know that there is really very little you can say to someone who is
going through that valley of the shadow of death. You can pray that God will use you to
be God’s rod and God’s staff to comfort them. You can tell the family that you are sorry
for their suffering, and you can offer to be of whatever help you can be. But the emotion
of the moment acts as a barrier to much more than that.

And yet, if you have been to any of the funerals that | have conducted, you know
that it is as a funeral that | feel most compelled to SHOUT the Good News (1) that there
is a God, and (2) that in Jesus Christ God has overcome both death and the grave!

The Apostle Paul reminds us:

For this perishable body must put on imperishability, and this mortal body must
put on immortality. When this perishable body puts on imperishability, and this
mortal body puts on immortality, then the saying that is written will be fulfilled:
“Death has been swallowed up in victory.” “Where, O death, is your victory?
Where of death, is your sting?”’.....Thanks be to God who gives us the victory

through our Lord Jesus Christ. (I Corinthians 15:53-55, 57; NRSV)

In the 16™ century, the English poet and Church of England Priest named John
Donne (who lived from 1573-1631) wrote:

Death, be not proud, though some have called thee mighty and dreadful, for thou
art not so; For those, whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow, die not, poor
death; nor yet canst thou kill me. From rest and sleep, which but thy pictures be,
much pleasure, then from thee much more must flow; and soonest our best men
with thee do go, rest of their bones, and souls’ delivery. Thou are slave to fate,
chance, kings, and desperate men, and doth with poison, war, and sickness dwell;
and poppy or charms can make us sleep as well and better than they stroke; why



swell’st thou then? One short sleep past, we wake eternally, and death shall be
no more: death, thou shalt die.

(The Standard Book of British and American Verse, selected by Nella Braddy,
New York, The Garden City Publishing Company, Inc., 1932, p. 97)

Writing near the end of his Book of Revelation, John writes one of his visions:

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth
had passed away, and the sea was no more. And | John saw the holy city, the new
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned
for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “See, the
tabernacle of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them as their God; they
will be His people, and God Himself will be with them; He will wipe every tear
from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be
no more, for the first things have passed away.”  (Revelation 21:1-4; NRSV)

Now, | do not know what you are going to do with the Baltimore Presbyterian
Preacher’s story about the resurrection of his wife from a coma of 47 days duration. And
I do not know what you are going to do with the gospel-writer John’s story of the
resurrection of Jesus’ friend Lazarus from being dead for four days in a tomb.

But, as you wrestle with these two stories, | do want you to hear the preaching of
the Church and the proclamation of this Minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ:

| DECLARE UNTO YOU (1) THAT THERE IS MORE THAN THE GRAVE,
AND (2) THAT JESUS WAS TELLING THE TRUTH WHEN HE SAID:

“l AM THE RESURRECITON AND THE LIFE;
EVERYONE WHO BELIEVES IN ME,
THOUGH THEY DIE,

YET SHALL THEY LIVE;

AND WHOEVER LIVES AND BELIEVES IN ME
SHALL NEVER DIE”

(John 11:25)



