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Eternal life is yours through faith in Jesus Christ, the Lord of Life who triumphed over death and the grave when He rose from the dead, my dear friends.

The Word of God, which is powerful in meaning for our lives today and always is the Gospel lesson for today.  I am just going to reread those very beautiful, very comforting, and very powerful words Jesus spoke to Martha (11:25-26):

  Jesus said to her, “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.  Do you believe this?”
This is the Word of our Lord.

In Jesus Christ, who came into our world for you and me, my dear friends,

The Bible makes it perfectly clear that Jesus came into our world for many reasons.  It said he came to make the Father known to you and to me – to reveal God to us and show us the Father’s heart (Jn 1:18).  He came full of grace and truth (Jn 1:14, 17) to a world that’s full of twisted lies where we wonder which is the truth and what is false.  He came to bring us peace, which he did and established with his death on the cross (Ro 5:1). He came to bring us hope and joy (Jn 15:11; Col 1:27).  We are told that he came to seek and to save that which was lost, which was everyone of us (Lk 19:10).  We are also told that he came to set the prisoners free – to free those who all their lives were held in slavery by the bondage of sin and Satan (Lk 4:18; He 2:14-15).  But the favorite one for me is the one that Jesus said in John 10:10.  He said, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full” – full abundant life.  Jesus came to bring us life.  That’s what this reading in God’s word says to you and to me this day.

JESUS CAME TO BRING US LIFE

The setting for this part of God’s Word was the death of Jesus’ dear friend Lazarus.  Jesus was a frequent visitor to the home of Martha.  He would visit Martha, Mary, and Lazarus whenever he traveled to Jerusalem.  Jesus was far away at the time when he received news that his dear friend Lazarus had been deathly sick for a period of time.  The situation must have been serious enough that they sent word to Jesus, but we’re told that Jesus delayed in coming.  He delayed in coming for reasons that are known only to him, but he delayed for a reason.  In the meantime, Satan was working, wasn’t he?  The thief comes only to steal, kill, and destroy.  He had come to steal Lazarus’ life.  He came to kill and destroy someone that was close to Jesus Christ.

I think we forget about Satan in our lives.  In our day-to-day lives we pay him very little thought.  We forget about why he came and still comes, sometimes like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour, sometimes silent as a snake, poised to strike and bite us with his poisonous lies and temptations.  But we certainly see the devastating results of his work all around, don’t we – death and destruction?  He wreaks havoc in so many people’s lives – broken homes, failed marriages, and people addicted to alcohol and drugs in their bodies, their minds addicted to lust and greed.  So much death.  So much destruction.  It’s into that world, our world, into that setting that Jesus comes to bring life, where there was only death.

It was into the setting of his friend’s funeral who had already been dead for four days that Jesus came onto the scene.  Martha, always a woman of action first, ran out to greet him; and the first words she said to Jesus were “Lord, if you had been here, if only you had been here –she didn’t say it, but she almost implied it, didn’t she – ON TIME, my brother would not have died.”  It was almost a reproach toward Jesus.  Oh, there was faith in her words.  She said, “I know even now that God will give you what ever you ask.”  It was a limited faith; but she wondered why Jesus took his merry, old time.  These were words of regret too, weren’t they - the words “if only, Lord”.  Was Jesus slow, or was he right on time?  Why did Jesus wait?  Why did he delay his trip?  

We are told that when Jesus got the news that his friend Lazarus was sick he stayed where he was two more days.  Normally, we would have expected that Jesus would – boom! – pick up and head there right away; but he didn’t.  Then he told his disciples that Lazarus was asleep.  They thought he meant physical sleep and that he would wake up again.  No, he had to tell them “Lazarus is dead.”  But he says it’s for the glory of God; the glory of God was going to be revealed that day.  That unmistakable power of God was going to be at work, and it would shake people to their very soul!  

So was Jesus slow?  Is God slow in our lives?  I bet you we sometimes think so.  Now God has his reason for doing what he does when he does it.  He doesn’t operate on our time table.  Yes, God is slow.  He’s slow to anger, but abounds in love.  He doesn’t treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities the Bible says.  In that way, God is slow; but in another way, God is not slow – not at all.  If we believe what it says in 2 Peter 3:9, it says The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness.  He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.  God does what he does when he does it because he wants all people to come to repentance and be saved.  God has a much bigger picture and a bigger mindset than we do with our limited vision of life and time, because he has people’s eternal welfare always at stake. He waits patiently for people to repent and be saved.

Are there any “if onlys” in your life?  Do you ever question God’s timing?  Why he brings something into your life or why he did not come and do something when there was a crisis in your life?  Why did he let some pain or some disaster or some overwhelming problem come into your life?  Do you ever wonder what God was doing and question him?  Have you ever lost something or someone very important to you – money, a job, your health, a home, or a loved one?  It’s easy to question and wonder “God, where are you?”  The psalmists are honest.  They pour that out.  “Why, oh, God, are you so far from the words of my groaning?”  They express honest emotions that we feel and think inside, but often are afraid to speak with our mouths; but they’re still there.

Do you have any other “if onlys” in your life – a different kind of “if only” such as “if only I hadn’t married him or her”, or “if only I hadn’t listened to them, I wouldn’t be in the mess I am today.”  “If only I hadn’t done that”, or “if only I had taken that job”; “if only I wouldn’t have said that foolish, hurtful thing to her at that moment”.  It’s easy to live with regrets and cry out “if only, Lord, if only”.    “If only I hadn’t”, “if only I would have listened to you and your Word more carefully; if only I would have obeyed and done what I knew was right!” Sin leaves a lot of regrets in life, doesn’t it?  

Well, there are no “if onlys” with Jesus Christ.  He takes them all away.  He takes all the things that we wish we wouldn’t have done, and he paid for them, every last single one, when he died on the cross.  Not only that, but he takes all of the “I wish I would have’s”, all of our failures, all of our mistakes; and he buries them in the grave forever.  Never again will they haunt you.  Never again will they condemn you.  That’s what it means for you and me to be “in Christ”, you know.  The Bible says (Romans 8:1) There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because the condemnation, the punishment, the failures were all carried out in Christ on the cross.  So you and I, we take all of our “if onlys” to Jesus, and we realize that he is in control and he cares, and he takes them all away.

What we see here is death meeting life.  Life wins! It always does.  Satan brings death into our life and into our world.  Did you know that God did not design you and me to die.  That’s not the way God created man in the beginning. He created man perfect and holy in his own image.  And we’re told that death only came into our world when man fell into sin.  Satan introduced sin.  Man disobeyed God and fell into sin; and we’re told that sin entered the world through one man and death through sin.  In this way death comes to all because all have sinned (Ro 5:12).  We inherited that from our original parents, the sin that always ends in death introduced by Satan.  

But before you and I die physically, Satan certainly brings death into other aspects of our lives, doesn’t he?  He is the thief who tries to steal anything good that God brings to us and gives to us.  He is the thief who tries to destroy anything right in our life.  And we kind of work along with him, don’t we?  We fill our hearts with evil thoughts and speak hurtful, evil words out of our mouth; and we wonder why we have crummy or broken relationships.  We let a little lust into our hearts, play around with temptation a little bit; and we wonder why people fall into affairs, or why they engage in sex before or outside of marriage, or why we have unwed parents – people who are now responsible for another life that they have brought into this world the wrong way.  

We let a little greed take over, and we wonder why it plunges us into ruin and destruction and why we experience nothing but bitterness.  The apostle Paul warns us through Timothy (1 Ti 6:9-10).  He said that people who want to get rich, not people who are rich, but people who have this strong unhealthy desire to get rich fall, into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction; for the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil.  Some people eager for money have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many a grief. It’s no wonder they have ruin and destruction and are pierced with grief when they wander from the faith.  That’s Satan’s goal.  That’s is his ultimate goal.  

Satan’s goal is our ruin and our destruction. He is the agent of death.  It should come as no surprise.  Jesus said this to his enemies a couple of chapters earlier in John 8:44.  He said that your father – the devil, He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there was no truth in him.  When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.  And he keeps on lying because he wants you and me dead, spiritually dead, wandering from the faith, pierced through and through, our lives riddled with stupid decisions and dumb mistakes that we make because we have drifted away from God and his Word.

You see how he works?  He’s worked that strategy on you and me successfully too often.  His ultimate goal is our eternal ruin and destruction.  He seeks to destroy our faith.  He wants us to join him in the abyss that is hell.  That’s his goal.  That’s his ultimate goal.  And, like I said, we sometimes aid and abet the enemy.  We play into his hands.  How do we do that, you ask?  We do that when we have a baby baptized, but then we fail to take and teach that baby and train that baby and raise that baby and see that baby as one of the most precious stewardships we have this side of heaven to know Jesus throughout his or her lifetime – to teach him values and morals and ethics, the difference between right and wrong, to teach him in God’s Word.  We don’t read Bible stories to him at home.  We don’t have home devotions.  We don’t bring him to church.  We’ll send him to confirmation class; and let somebody else do it for us.  And we wonder why they turn out the way they do.  That’s how we aid and abet the enemy.

We do it when we stay away from church for lengthy periods of time.  We think that coming to church once every four weeks, once every three weeks, once every five weeks is a perfectly acceptable diet of God’s Word.  But we separate ourselves from the true diet – the truth that we need in a world that is just full of putrid lies.  And we wonder why we’re such weak and vulnerable prey, why we fall into temptation, why am I suffering like this when I have brought it on myself?  Or we sit in the pew week after week, hearing God’s Word, but we fail to do anything with the truths we have learned.  We fail to build our life on the foundation of his life-guiding principles.  We fail to apply what we hear to the situations in our life.  We fail to take our own spiritual growth toward maturity seriously, and we stay weak like Paul says, like Hebrews 5:12 says that you ought to be teachers by now, but you’re still infants.  And we wonder why we fall into temptation and sin.

We don’t practice the spiritual disciplines consistently in our life, which is worship, prayer, praise, and thanks to God, regular steady attendance in his worship services.  It’s no wonder it’s so easy for Satan to work his way into our lives and to wreak havoc in lives and homes and marriages and families and even in our congregation. It’s easy for him to work when we work with him, when we spend more time with him than we do with God.  But the good news, my friends, is that the agent of death met the Agent of Life – Jesus – at the cross.  And it certainly appeared like Satan and death won.  Jesus did die.  But he didn’t stay dead. That’s the good news.  

Now Jesus had told us this in John 10:14-15, 17-18.  He said “I am the good shepherd.”  “I lay down my life for my sheep.”  “The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life – only to take it up again.  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.  I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again.  This command I received from my Father.”  Jesus met the agent of death on the cross.  He took sin, our sin, and Satan head on, head-to-head on the cross; and it looked like he lost, but he didn’t.  He won!

We’re told that when a fierce battle was taking place over in Europe and Wellington was battling the enemy forces, there was a series of semaphore signals that was sent through England.  The signal came “Wellington defeated”, and the fog set in.  And then a fog set in on people’s hearts because they believed that the message was Wellington was defeated by the enemy; but that wasn’t the full message.  After that patch of fog passed away, the full message of the semaphore signal read “Wellington defeated the enemy”; and that’s what Easter says for you and me.  The cross on Good Friday says “Jesus defeated”; but Easter says “Jesus defeated the enemy – death and Satan – and has brought life and immortality to light into our lives, into this church, into our homes and our families and our marriages through the Gospel.  That’s the good news, my friend.  The good news is “Jesus did not stay dead”. And because he lives, he brings us life.

Jesus predicted exactly how he would do it. Then he proved it by rising on the third day, just as he said he would.  I take up my life again should come as no surprise.  Jesus had already demonstrated his power over death when he raised Jairus’ daughter back to life; when he met that funeral procession outside the city of Nain where a widow was weeping over the dead form of her one and only son. Jesus brought life back into that son’s body and gave him back to his mother.  And it should have come as no surprise to Martha and to Mary and all of those who were weeping with them outside of Lazarus’ tomb when the Agent of Life met death head on. Life wins.  “Lazarus, come forth,” Jesus said; and that man who had been in the grave four days walks out.  Wow!  

It should come as no surprise when they laid Jesus in the tomb that he didn’t stay there, that he came out alive.  Why?  Because Jesus says, “I am the resurrection and the life.  He (you and I) who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.  Do you believe this?”  You have to answer that question, you know.  He asked it of Martha, and he’s asking it of you and me.  “Do you believe I am the resurrection and the life, that I will bring about your own resurrection and give you eternal life?

Do you agree or disagree: it’s easier to believe when life is going well and we have no problems pressing us? It seems like it’s a whole lot easier, doesn’t it?  But when challenges hit close to home, what do we do?  When your brother lies in a freshly dug grave four days, your senses are numb, your emotions are shot.  What do you do when you’re told your brother will live, your brother will rise?  It’s one thing when bad happens to someone else.  It’s an altogether different story when it comes our way, isn’t it – when it doesn’t make sense to us?  I don’t understand, Lord, why this is happening?  

Do you and I have the faith of a Job, who could say after all his earthly possessions had been stolen and his ten children killed in a storm, “The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; may the name of the Lord be praised”. Would you say that when everything you own on earth has been taken away from you?  And then your health, like Job’s, was attacked by Satan; and you are told, “Curse God and die!”   And again he replied, “Shall we accept good from God, and not trouble?”  In all this, Job did not sin in what he said.  Could you and I answer with such faith that God has eternal purposes and eternal reasons that I don’t understand, but I accept?  I don’t understand why my loved one died when he did, when she did; but I accept, Lord, that you have a plan in place that I will see fully when I get to heaven.  

When those things come into our life, that’s when our faith is challenged, and that’s when we are put to the test.  Why does God do that?  Well, I think he has several reasons: to refine us and to purify us.  I think it’s to grow us; and there are times when we need to grow;  to get our eyes off of ourselves and on to him and on to others who need us, to stop feeling sorry for ourselves like it’s so easy for us to do; and to strengthen our faith.  I think that’s why God sends challenges into our life.  Challenges are not bad things; they can work for our good.  But when they come, and they will; and for some of you, it already has.  Some of you, I know, lost your job.  Some of you, I know, are experiencing relationship problems and health challenges.  And in the past year, some of you have lost someone you love, and it hurts.

For me, it’s having my brother in Iraq at the tip of the spear and having my son scheduled over there next month.  And I’ll be honest with you.  My faith and my heart sometimes conflict.  My emotions sometimes come through; but my faith wins out!  For you it may be something different, but these things I have learned:  1) Don’t try to figure it out.  You’re not God.  I’m not God.  I’m not in control, and neither are you. 2) But do give it over to him, whatever the crisis in your life or whatever it is that is overwhelming you, give it over to God. 3) Put it into his hands.  His hands and his shoulders are much stronger than yours and mine. 4)Pour yourselves out in prayer - it is a powerful tool that works.  God says it does.  I believe it does. I have seen it work. 5) Fill your mind and heart and lips with Scripture.  Fill your heart and mind with Scripture so that your lips speak only Scripture, only the positive truths of what he says in his Word, and not the negative things your eyes tell you;6) and focus your faith and your attention on Jesus Christ and off of your problems and off of your troubles.  Look at who he is.  “I am the resurrection and the life.”  There is no greater power than that over death. Jesus demonstrated that in raising Lazarus and God proved it in raising Jesus back to life.
You do not think that God has power over any other problems in you life?  He has already demonstrated his power over your sins and power over death.  Wow!  Is there anything God cannot do!  Focus on what he already has done for you and me in dying and removing our most perplexing problem of sin and guilt on the cross and rising to life to guarantee you and me our own life and eternity.  

And then, look at what he promises to you and to me.  “Whoever lives and believes in me will never die,” he says, “but will have eternal life.”  “Do you believe this?”  I pray that your response is the same as that of Martha, “Yes, Lord, I believe.  I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world” for me.  Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding shall guard and keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

