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August 16, 2009

“Jesus:  Lord of Life, Lord over Death”

John 11:17-37

FCF:  Discomfort with death

PROPOSITION:  (magnet) Jesus is the Lord of life.  And death.  

(anchor) Knowing this transforms our response to it.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

We’re uncomfortable with death.  We’re accustomed to it perhaps to some degree.  Funeral homes, cemeteries, hearses, obituary pages remind us that death is lurking out there.  But, when it comes right down to it, it still makes us uncomfortable.  Think of some of our traditions.  It really wasn’t until the 19th century that embalming became standard fare.  And with that, ornate caskets, vaults, and cosmetics.  All reflecting our discomfort with death, our desire to hide it, escape from it, ignore it as much as we can.
I’m not suggesting we should get comfortable with death as though it’s okay.  Not at all.  But how should we approach it?  And in what ways does Jesus guide us here?
SCRIPTURE READING:  John 11:17-37
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

The military chaplain fulfills a vital ministry and has a unique place within the armed services.  Retired Colonel Dave Peterson, who spent 30 years as a U.S. Army chaplain, is quoted in an issue of byFaith magazine (READ May/June 2005 quote):
Whether assigned to a battalion, a wing, or a ship, you are considered the pastor for those people.  You train with the troops, live with them, go to war and serve in the field with them, gaining credibility and their trust.  You teach the Scriptures, you show people how to live…and you prepare them to die.

That’s a striking and stirring statement.  You show people how to live and you prepare them to die.  How?  You take them to Jesus – the Lord of life and the Lord over death.

Let me remind you of where we are in John 11.  Jesus received news of Lazarus’ illness, his sisters clearly hoping Jesus would arrive in time to heal him.  Jesus’ response to that news was to delay.  Knowing what was to happen, He waited.  Out of love for them, He waited.  With His Father’s glory and His followers’ good in mind, He waited.

And now, He arrives on the scene.  At the time, the common belief was that the soul hovered over the body for three days, hoping to reenter it, but then gave up and departed.  By the time Jesus arrived, Lazarus had been dead for four days.  That being the case, what was about to occur would be magnified all the more in the minds of those who there.  Jesus then met with each of Lazarus’ sisters, independently from the another.  And what we see here is consistent with another occasion we find in Luke 10, Jesus’ visit to their home.  Martha is active, going out to meet Jesus.  Mary is contemplative, waiting for Him.  Both greet Him with essentially the same statement, “Lord, if you had been here, by brother would not have died.”  But the force of those words is different for both.  
Jesus’ response to their loss is vital for us to observe, consider, and take to heart.  He is, after all, the Lord of life.  And over death.  Knowing this transforms our response to death.  At two levels – how we think about death and how we feel about it as well.
I. HOW WE SHOULD THINK ABOUT DEATH
How should we think about death?  We see something of this in Jesus’ dialogue with Martha (READ John 11:21-24).  What she says is profound.  It’s not a rebuke but regret mixed with trust.  That is, she is saying that her brother’s death, wrenching as it has been, has not shaken her confidence in Jesus or her allegiance to Him.  Think of that.
Jesus responds with a double assurance, speaking to both a future and immediate resurrection.  She takes this as but a conventional word of comfort.  At this point, it’s all she’s able to understand or envision.  But Jesus has more in mind (READ John 11:25-26).  “I am” – another claim to deity here in John’s gospel.  (READ John 11:25a) Not just that He’ll bring this about, impressive as that would be.  Not even that He’ll cause it.  But these things are so closely wedded to Him they can be found only in relationship to Him.
(READ John 11:25a) Two complimentary statements, each then explained.
A) Future Hope

First, Jesus is speaking to our future hope, even in the face of death.
1.  “I am the resurrection.”

“I am the resurrection, the restoration, the renewal, the reunion of your body and spirit.”
2.  “Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live.”

“I am the resurrection…Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live.”  Believers in Him will share His risen life even though they experience bodily death.  The believer, even though he or she dies, will nevertheless come to life at the resurrection.
B) Present Experience

Such is our future hope.  And with that, our present experience.
1. “I am the life.”

“I am the life, eternal life, ever-lasting and ever-deepening fellowship with God.”
2. “Everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die.”

“I am the life… Everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die.”  This risen life is a life that knows no death.  The believer, the one who through faith in Christ already enjoys resurrection life this side of death, will in a very real sense never die.

What Jesus is saying is that our relationship with Him assures a future transformation, a sure resurrection after our death.  And we’re to live with that in view.

Illustration:

What does that look like?  Imagine this.  You’re Superman.  If you’re a son of Krypton, are you content to just walk around?  No, you fly.  If Lois Lane is in trouble, do you shirk from saving her?  No, you go – up, up, and away.  And if that means moving in the way of Lex Luthor’s ray gun, so be it.  Because you’re faster than a speeding bullet and more powerful than a locomotive, able to leap tall buildings in a single bound.  Now, please hear me.  Recklessness is not the same as faithfulness.  But living in fear and cowering because of every little thing that comes along isn’t exactly faithfulness either.

Application:

My point?  If you’re a follower of Christ, you need live in the fear of death no longer.  Its arm has been broken.  Its teeth have been pulled.  Its power has been drained.  Jesus is its Lord.  He is the resurrection and the life.  And He is making all things new.
This is the message we bear as His ambassadors, as His heralds, to this frightened, fractured, insecure world.  And it is one we need to embrace daily ourselves.  Listen.  Our greatest enemy has been defeated.  Think of it.  Think back to the effect this had on the apostles once they finally heard it.  Where do our ears need to hear it anew?  Your sins really have been forgiven.  Your relationship with Him really has been restored.  You really have nothing to fear.  You’re His now.  You’re His now, with all the conviction and comfort that brings.  His purposes now govern you.  His presence and power go with you.  He is the resurrection and the life, the Lord of life and the Lord over death.  And that, my friends, is how we should think about death.  Because that’s how it is.
II. HOW WE SHOULD FEEL ABOUT DEATH

Now, that said, how should we feel about death?  Our thoughts are in order.  But how are our feelings to be directed?  Here we need to eavesdrop into Jesus’ dialogue with Mary.  Martha goes to Mary and tries to arrange a private conversation between her and Jesus.  Mary goes to Him but followed by her fellow mourners.  She falls at Jesus’ feet, expressing the same regret and trust as her sister.  And then she begins to weep.
A) Righteous Anger

And Jesus’ response?  (READ John 11:32-33) This is righteous anger.
1. The reality of Jesus’ anger

How do we know that?  John says He was “deeply moved in spirit.”  This phrase conjures up images of the snorting of a horse.  It is not so much anguish as anger, indignation more than sadness.  John also tells us Jesus was “greatly troubled,” implying internal turmoil and external shuddering.  This is not uncontrollable grief but inexpressible anger.
2. The reason for His anger

But why was Jesus angry?  Not that at the inconvenience thrust upon Him.  Not at the showiness of the mourners.  Not even at the unbelief expressed in their uncontrollable grief.  Rather, it was the evil of death, its unnaturalness, the misery of the human race.  Jesus was burning with rage against our oppressor whom He’s come to destroy – sin and death and Satan himself.  Death was no barrier for Jesus.  It was a call to battle.

For He could see, far better than we, the ugliness of the violation upon His world.
Illustration:

Some of you know something of what this feels like.  If you’ve had your home or school or place of work vandalized.  Perhaps it was your car or something you treasured was callously damaged.  You then know something of that sense of violation.  And anger.
Within proper limits, that brings forth a righteous anger.  And that is exactly what Jesus is displaying here in His being “deeply moved in spirit” and “greatly troubled.”

B) Sorrow Unashamed

But that’s not all.  Shocking as it may be, we do see a righteous anger.  But there’s something else.  There’s also sorrow unashamed (READ John 11:34-35).
1.  The reality of Jesus’ sorrow

Jesus asks this question of those there.  Not of Mary.  The “you” is plural.  I cannot help but wonder if she could have answered.  And then comes the shortest and perhaps most powerful text in all of Scripture, “Jesus wept.”  Clearly His response to all this was not wholly internal.  There were tears people could see.  Such is the intensity of His feeling.
2. The reason for His sorrow

But why?  Why this sorrow?  Some commentators have struggled with how Jesus could respond with such sorrow and sympathy when, being fully God, He knew what He was going to do.  And, given what the reader knows of His full command over the situation, it can come as a surprise to us as well.  But this takes us back to the shocking wonder of the Incarnation (READ Hebrews 4:15).  God took on flesh and shared the common lot of mankind.  F. F. Bruce (READ quote), “Here is no automaton, but a real human being.” 
And as such, Jesus then shows us how we ourselves should feel about death.
Application:

What are the implications of this?  D. A. Carson noted (READ quote):
Those who follow Jesus as his disciples today do well to learn the same tension – that grief and compassion without outrage reduce to mere sentiment, while outrage without grief hardens into self-righteous arrogance and irascibility.
What is he saying?  That there is a time when it is wrong not to grieve, when it is wrong not to be sorrowful, when it is wrong not to be angry.  And sickness and death are among them.  Not to pummel you with quotations, but I cannot resist this one from Diadochus of Photice, a Christ follower from the 5th century (READ quote):
The person who in a spirit of devotion makes controlled use of the power of his anger will without doubt be judged more favorably than the one who…has never become incensed.  The latter seems to have an inexperienced driver in charge of his emotions, while the former, always ready for action, drives the horses of virtue through the midst of the demonic host, guiding the four-horsed chariot of self-control in the fear of the Lord.
Here’s what we need to know.  Things have not always been this way.  They’re not supposed to be this way.  And they’re not going to stay this way.  Death does not belong here.  It is an intruder, an enemy.  It is not normal.  It is abnormal.  This is why it is good and right to resist it, to pray and work for healing using every medical means.  And then commit it to the good hands of God, entrusting ourselves and those we care for to Him.

And when in His providence a loved one in Christ does indeed go home to be with the Lord, Jesus’ response here profoundly helps us as well.

Illustration:

Think with me.  Yes, their body is here but they are not.  And our feelings in that are something like what people felt years ago in the separation caused by a long journey.  One party set sail over the horizon, the other left behind to wait.  It was a time of sorrow, loneliness, and longing.  All communication cut off.  And it was right to cry.  Even with the expectation of seeing one another again, it was right to cry.  It was right to miss them.   But at the same time to know, to anticipate the day when the time of separation would end.  Oh, my friends, it is the same here.  Jesus is the Lord of life and Lord over death.  And His response here of anger and sorrow in the face of death transforms our own.
CONCLUSION:

Think of what we’re saying when we declare Jesus to be the Lord of life and the Lord over death.  Death and all the tearing, the ripping asunder it brings of things meant to stay together.  That’s what it means from a biblical perspective, whether physical or spiritual.  Death separates.  And Jesus, the one we read of in John 11, has shown Himself to be Lord over it all – ruling over it even now and one day surely bringing it to an end.  

He is our trailblazer – the one who has gone ahead, forging a path, showing us the way.  You get interesting results when you search the internet for “trailblazer.”  Some hits are impersonal – an SUV, camping supply companies, magazines, an NBA team.  Some hits are a bit political – articles on both Sarah Palin and Sonia Sotomayor.  The one I had in mind was Daniel Boone.  Born in a log cabin, spending most of his life exploring and settling the American frontier.  A legend even in his own lifetime, best known for forging the Wilderness Road through the Cumberland Gap and into Kentucky.  And all this to no small effect.  By the end of the 18th century, more than 200,000 people had entered Kentucky by following the route marked by Boone, the trail he blazed.  That’s what trailblazers do.  They go ahead into areas unknown to us.  And they show the way.
Now, there’s more to be said regarding Jesus and His rule over death.  And I hope we’ll be able to explore that together next week.  But, for now, consider this.  Jesus is our Trailblazer, going before us, walking our path, showing us the way.  For He is the Lord of life and the Lord over death.  And as such He transforms our response to both.
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) Jesus is the Lord of life.  And death.  

(anchor) Knowing this transforms our response to it.
