Sermon Lent 5A — John 11:1-45 — 26 April 2023
Sermon Videolink: https://youtu.be/SCJ5SwYg5OE
When you make an emergency call, you expect a fast response. If someone you love has an accident or a heart attack you hope that the ambulance service comes quickly and that when they get to the hospital they won’t end up ramping for ages waiting to get into Emergency.  Mary and Martha were making an emergency call to Jesus. Their brother Lazarus was seriously ill, and they knew that his only hope of survival was their good friend Jesus. Not only were they certain that Jesus could help but they had a very close relationship with him. We are told that Jesus loved Lazarus, Mary, and Martha. They were the best of friends, surely he would come to the rescue.

Jesus loves Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, yet he decides to stay where he is for two more days. It wasn’t that Jesus didn’t care. Jesus wasn’t worried about his friend because he knew that his friend’s illness would not lead to death. In the end, Lazarus would come through alive and well, but not in the way everyone expected. 

Can you imagine Mary and Martha sitting by Lazarus’ bedside hour after hour watching him getting worse and worse, weaker, and weaker and eventually slipping away into death; all the while wondering where Jesus is? All the while hoping he would come, because if he came then their brother would not die.  Have you ever been ill or had a loved one who was very sick? Have you prayed to God to come and help and yet it seemed as though he did not listen to you? Has someone you love died even after you pleaded with God to come and heal them? 

Eventually, Jesus tells his disciples he is returning to Judea because Lazarus has fallen asleep, and he must wake him. They think if he is only asleep then it is best not to return to Judea because it is a dangerous place for Jesus. People had tried to kill him there. When Jesus said his friend was asleep, he was speaking about his death. For us, human beings, death is perceived as permanent. If we saw a valley of dry bones all we could see is death, destruction, despair, and hopelessness. When God sees a valley of dry bones with a few words he can raise them back to life. With God death is not permanent at all, death is little more than sleep. After his resurrection, his disciples also begin to refer to death as sleep, because they know those who die in the Lord will all one day be awakened by him.
When Jesus finally arrives in Bethany, Lazarus has been dead for four days. This is an important aspect of the account. At that time many people believed that when someone died their spirit hung around the body for 3 days but by the fourth day the spirit was gone, and any hope of life was completely gone. Lazarus was dead, so dead that all that is left is a decaying, smelling corpse. 

Martha goes out to meet Jesus and says exactly what had been on everyone’s mind. "If you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  While someone we love is still alive, while they are still taking in breath, part of us holds onto hope and most people of faith continue to pray. When the breathing stops though, all hope disappears, and it is replaced by mourning, grief, and lament. Lazarus is dead and buried. All Martha has left is grief and lament. Maybe you too have lamented to God. “If only you had answered my prayer: she would not have died, he would not have died, they would not have died.”
Despite her grief, Martha also reveals her faith in Jesus as she says, “But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask." She has enough faith in Jesus to trust that even in these tragic circumstances he can do something. Perhaps you too have been in a situation that seemed hopeless. Perhaps you have been asking God to help you in some circumstance and he seems to be silent. And yet you still hang onto faith in Jesus, trusting that God can redeem even the most desperate of circumstances in our lives. Martha’s hope is about to be realized in a way she never expected. 
Jesus says, “Your brother will rise again.” 
Martha thinks he is talking about the resurrection on the last day, but Jesus has something more immediate in mind as he makes one of his famous “I am” statements and says, "I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die” (vs 25,26).  When Jesus says “I am.” He is saying that he is God, the great “I am.” who spoke to Moses from the burning bush.  Jesus is the Word made flesh and in him is life. Life to the full now and life into eternity with him.  
Jesus knows that death is not the end for Lazarus but as he speaks to Mary and Martha. As he sees the grief and pain that death has brought into his friends’ lives, he is deeply moved. This is what human beings have to put up with again and again, death, loss, grief and all the brokenness that touches everyone in this world. Jesus is so deeply moved and disturbed that he weeps.

He is not crying because he has messed up like some who are present seem to think. He is not crying for his friend Lazarus because he knows that he will raise him. Rather he is crying for the pain that death has caused those he loves. This is our God, the one who loves us. The one who is moved to the core of his being by our suffering, pain, and loss. The one who has empathy, feeling our grief and sadness with us to the point of weeping both for us and with us. No wonder he wants to defeat sin, death and the devil once and for all. No wonder that after this incident he begins his final journey to the cross to stop death in its tracks. 

Jesus is about to turn around this tragedy and by doing so prove that he has truly been sent by God. Arriving at the tomb, Jesus asks for the stone to be removed and then prays to his Father for our benefit to show us that God always hears what Jesus says and always answers him. Jesus knows that the Father hears him and he is about to prove it in a very dramatic way. Jesus the Word made flesh, the same Word that spoke the universe into being, says three words, “Lazarus, come out.” In an instant, Lazarus is raised from the dead. 
By raising Lazarus Jesus has given us a sign. Jesus is the great ‘I am.” Jesus is ‘The resurrection and the life.’ For whoever believes in him, even death cannot hold. All who believe in Jesus, even though you will die, in an instant Jesus will call you out of your grave. With Jesus, there is hope even in the midst of the most hopeless situations. With Jesus, there is life even in the midst of death. Amen. 
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