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August 9, 2009

“The Delays of God”

John 11:1-16

FCF:  The silence and/or felt absence of God
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) The nature of the delays of God are such that
(anchor) we can trust Him even when we cannot understand His ways.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

Looking back to the 40th anniversary of the Apollo 11 moon landing a few weeks ago, it was interesting to learn of its effects on pop culture.  After all, this was no small feat.  It inspired a few films, usually with a twist.  One such was “Marooned” – the tale of a three-man crew on an experimental space station.  On their return to Earth, they attempt to fire the thrusters for reentry.  The engine fails to ignite.  They are unable to reenter or to even re-dock with the station. The crew is marooned in orbit, running out of air.  Initially, there is some resistance from NASA in attempting a rescue.  Now think on that.  Imagine how the astronauts or their families would have felt.  “How can you do this?  You can’t just abandon us!  Everything’s gone wrong and we have nowhere else to go!”
Now, I don’t mean to make too much of that.  It’s not a line from the film.  And, even if it was, it’s but fiction.  Except that we’ve all said it.  “O God, where are you?  What’s happening?  Please help us!”  The deafening silence and felt absence of God.

SCRIPTURE READING:  John 11:1-16
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION

A great line towards the beginning of the movie, “Fellowship of the Ring.”  Frodo the hobbit is teasing Gandalf the wizard saying that he is late for Bilbo’s celebration.  Gandalf makes quite clear he most certainly is not late (READ quote):  “A wizard is never late, Frodo Baggins, nor is he early.  He arrives precisely when he means to.”  That being the case, Gandalf the Grey is someone who can always be counted on.

Let’s set the stage for John 11.  This is the first time John has mentioned this family.  But apparently, some of his readers were familiar with at least one member of the family, Mary.  Likely, John had told the story of this anointing before – an account that doesn’t appear until the next chapter.  The sisters make a request, an urgent plea from a family Jesus knew well.  Their hope is, of course, that He would be sympathetic and quick to help when His friends were in dire need.  But Jesus waits.  Despite the wrenching anguish He knew His delay would cause these sisters, and the grim experience Lazarus would have to weather, Jesus stayed put.  A response most telling on His part.
The delays of God.  We see this at a basic level.  Why not address the effects of the fall immediately?  Why the long centuries’ wait for the Messiah?  How much longer until His return?  But it goes further than that.  Days, weeks, months, years can go by as we pray for a need, long for the salvation of a loved one, ache for a promise yet unfulfilled.  The delays of God.  This text speaks to those – both to their reality and to their nature.  That is to say simply this.  The delays of God are such that, as we come to understand them, we can trust Him even when we cannot understand His ways.
I. THEIR INEVITABILITY 
We see that first in their inevitability.  Why, after all, do these delays come?
A) Our Limited Perspective

Part of the answer lies in the fact that ours is a limited perspective.  
1. As finite creatures

Why?  Simply because we are finite creatures.  We can’t see or know but so much.
2. As fallen sinners

Why else?  Because we are fallen sinners.  What we do see gets twisted and contorted.
Think of the disciples.  We see their reluctance to Jesus’ plan to return to Judea (READ John 11:7b-8).  We see Thomas’ pessimistic resolve (READ John 11:16).  We see how they gauge Lazarus’ state (READ John 11:11-13).  Ours is a limited perspective.

B) His Unlimited Perspective

But Jesus’ is not.  As God, His perspective is unlimited, unhindered in any way.
1. As the infinite God
Though fully man, He is fully God.  He is no creature.  He is the infinite God.
2. As the holy God
And He is the holy God as well.  What He sees He sees straight and true.
He can see that Lazarus had died and that he needed to die (READ John 11:14-15).  Lazarus needed to die.  And Jesus knew that He needed to die as well (READ John 11:9-10).  The “light” by which Jesus walked was the doing of His Father’s will – even to the cross.  Jesus was committed to following that path wherever it led.  
All this is to say that the reason His response to this urgent plea from these sisters He loved differed from their expectations was because His outlook differed from theirs.

Illustration:

In 1937, Walt Disney released the first full-length animated movie, “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.”  Producing an animated movie was a gargantuan task – far different than today.  Disney artists drew over one million pictures.  Each picture flashed onto the screen for a mere one-twenty-fourth of a second.  Here’s the thing.  As we watch the movie run at regular speed, it seems so simple.  We have no idea all that goes into it.
Our lives are like that movie.  God puts infinite thought, skill, and careful attention into every detail.  Yet, at regular speed, we can’t take it in.  We can’t see it.

Application:

Which takes us back to our limited perspective and His unlimited perspective.  What can we know?  In the midst of the storm, when it’s all coming loose, what can we hold onto?  What can we know?  Is there anything we can know and be sure of?  Though we cannot see, He can.  Listen to this from the Heidelberg Catechism (READ HC:28):
Question 28:  How does the knowledge of God's creation and providence help us?

Answer:  We can be patient when things go against us, thankful when things go well, and for the future we can have good confidence in our faithful God and Father that nothing will separate us from God's love.  All creatures are so completely in God's hand that without the divine will they can neither move nor be moved.

What we call His delays are inevitable.  But we can trust Him even when we cannot see.
II. THEIR MOTIVE
But, that said, why would He delay?  What’s going on here?  What’s the reason, the motive?  The answer may surprise you.  It’s love (READ John 11:5-6).
A) Not Apathy
Now we need to be clear here.  Jesus’ delay in returning was not apathy.
1. Not “Yet, when…”
Any translation that says (and some do) v.6 begins with “Yet, when…” is flatly wrong.
2. Not contrast or conflict
These two verses are not set in contrast, conflicting with one another in any way at all.  That would make it appear that something was deficient in Jesus’ love for them.
B) But Love
Hardly.  It was because of His deep burning love for them that He stayed.
1. But “So, when…”

After this clear statement of Jesus’ love for them in v.5, v.6 begins with “So, when…”
2. But connection and cause

There is a clear connection between Jesus’ love and His delay.  In fact, it is no stretch whatsoever to say that it was precisely because of His love for them He stayed put.
Now what do we make of that?  This love is more than we bargained for.
Illustration:

C. S. Lewis put it this way in A Grief Observed (READ quote, pp.41-42):
What do people mean when they say, “I am not afraid of God because I know He is good?”  Have they never been to a dentist?

 Now that may sound flippant but Lewis made a significant point here.
Application:
And he was a man who knew something of what he wrote.  The early death of his mother, terrible experiences at boarding schools, wounded in the trenches during WWI, rejected by his peers in academia, and the loss of his wife to cancer.  To guide his readers through their own struggles, he wrote in The Problem of Pain (READ quote, pp.41-42):

When Christianity says that God loves man, it means that God loves man:  not that He has some “disinterested,” because really indifferent, concern for our welfare, but that, in awful and surprising truth, we are the objects of His love.  You asked for a loving God:  you have one.  The great spirit you so lightly invoked, the “lord of terrible aspect,” is present:  not a senile benevolence that drowsily wishes you to be happy in your own way, not the cold philanthropy of a conscientious magistrate, nor the care of a host who feels responsible for the comfort of his guests, but the consuming fire Himself, the Love that made the worlds, persistent as the artist’s love for his work and despotic as a man’s love for a dog, provident and venerable as a father’s love for a child, jealous, inexorable, exacting as love between sexes.  How this could be, I do not know.
All of which is to say we might well want to say to God, “Leave me alone.”  But His love, even in delay, is such that that is the one thing He most assuredly will not do.

III. THEIR PURPOSE
These delays are inevitable.  And they are motivated by Jesus’ love.  But what of their purpose?  What does He have in mind?  What is all this for?  Two things.
A) God’s Glory

First, God’s glory, the blazing forth of who He is (READ John 11:4).
1. How it looks

Now, on the surface, this sounds a bit calloused on Jesus’ part.  But that’s not it at all.  The point is that, in the end, death would not have the last word.

2. How it is

The Lord of life would.  Not that this sickness was not be fatal but that it would not end in death.  It would end in resurrection from the dead, and that for God’s glory.  God’s glory would be revealed.  His revelation, His self-disclosure – which takes place pre-eminently in His Son.  The Father and the Son mutually committed to the other’s glory.
B) Our Good 

But these delays come yet for another reason – our good (READ John 11:14-15).
1. What needed to happen
What Jesus knew needed to happen was this – His demonstration that He Himself is the resurrection and the life.  He needed to establish the faith of His disciples, of the onlookers, and also of the family.  His delay is for the good of all there.  And here.
2. No half-measures

That’s what needed to happen.  Had Jesus gone and just immediately healed Lazarus on the spot – which He was fully capable of doing – they would all have been glad.  It would have been another astonishing healing.  But at the expense of this far, far greater lesson.
We can’t see all that God is doing.  But it’s clear that, whatever it may be, it is driven by love and driven towards purposes greater than we can imagine or conceive.
Illustration:

Consider this scenario.  The only survivor of a shipwreck comes upon a small, uninhabited island.  He prays repeatedly for God to save him and everyday scans the horizon for his answer.  Even though he is exhausted and in despair, he eventually manages to build a little hut to keep him out of the weather and to store his provisions.  

But then one day, after searching for food, he comes home to find his little hut on fire.  The worst thing that could have happened was happening.  Everything he had was being completely consumed.  So in his grief he cries out, “God, how could you do this to me!”  Early the next morning, however, he is awakened by the sound of a ship approaching the island.  They’d come to rescue him.  “How did you know I was here?” the stunned castaway asks his rescuers.  “We saw your smoke signal,” they reply.
Application:

Now, here’s my question.  Where do you see your hut being consumed by fire?  Think with me back to the words we sang (READ “God Moves in a Mysterious Way”):
(1) God moves in a mysterious way, His wonders to perform;
He plants His footsteps in the sea and rides upon the storm.

(2) Deep in unfathomable mines of never failing skill
He treasures up His bright designs and works His sovereign will.

(3) Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take; the clouds ye so much dread
Are big with mercy and shall break in blessings on your head.

(4) Judge not the Lord by feeble sense, but trust Him for His grace;
Behind a frowning providence He hides a smiling face.

(5) His purposes will ripen fast, unfolding every hour;
The bud may have a bitter taste, but sweet will be the flower.

(6) Blind unbelief is sure to err and scan His work in vain;
God is His own interpreter, and He will make it plain.

CONCLUSION:

The delays of God.  Where else do we see them?  It’s common in the Psalms.  Where else?  In Jesus’ own experience.  Think of the “Lord’s Prayer” and how He gave it to us and then gave up its power, promise, and peace.  How?  Take it clause by clause.  Jesus, in the incarnation, leaving His home in heaven.  His bearing our sin upon a cross, separated from His Father who is in heaven.  Jesus’ name, throughout His earthly days, treated as anything but hallowed and holy.  Long stretches of time when it seemed as though the kingdom would not come, the terrible agony of Gethsemane when it became all the more clear that His will would not be done.  A life of poverty, times of fasting, the thirst in His death – denied the very provision of daily bread He offers.  Taking our debts upon Himself, denying Himself the mercy extended to debtors.  Led into the teeth of temptation, assaulted by the evil one.  He endured all that for us, praying desperate prayers and experiencing the deafening silence and the agonizing delays.  Think of it.

What does that tell us?  These delays are real and Jesus knows them.  He has heard the silence.  Which means that however else things might appear to us at the moment, however mysterious and maddening they may be, we can know beyond a shadow of any doubt that Jesus does indeed love us.  He loves us.  As surely as He loved Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, He loves us.  And so His followers can know that the silence is but for a season and the delays are not what they seem to be.  And one day, as the night ends and the day dawns, all this will be proven to be better than we could ever imagine.
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) The delays of God are such that

(anchor) we can trust Him even when we cannot understand His ways.

