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“Do You Believe This?” — Apr. 2, 2017
John 11:1–45
1 Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. 2Mary was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill. 3So the sisters sent a message to Jesus, “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” 4When Jesus heard it, he said, “This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory.” 5 Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. . . .
6After two days 7 he said to the disciples, “Let us go to Judea again.” 8The disciples said to him, “Rabbi, the Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are you going there again?” 9Jesus answered, “Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Those who walk during the day do not stumble, because they see the light of this world. 11Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there to awaken him.” 12The disciples said to him, “Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will be all right” 14Then Jesus told them plainly, “Lazarus is dead” . . . . 16Thomas, who was called the Twin, said to his fellow-disciples, “Let us also go, that we may die with him. . . .”
17 When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days. 18Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, 19and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them about their brother. 20When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed at home. 

21Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 22But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask.” 23Jesus said, “Your brother will rise again.” 24Martha said, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” 25Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, 26and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” 
27She said to him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.” 28 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.” 29Mary got up quickly, went to him, and knelt at his feet. . . . 33When Jesus saw her weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. 34He said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to him, “Lord, come and see.” 35Jesus began to weep.36So the Jews said, “See how he loved him!” . . . .
38 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying against it. 39Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha said, “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead for four days.” 40Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?” 41So they took away the stone. And Jesus looked upwards and said, “Father, I thank you for having heard me. 42I say this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you sent me.” 43When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” 44The dead man came out, his hands, feet, and face wrapped in cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.”
45 Many of the Jews who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did, believed in him.

Jesus not only had disciples. He had friends. The siblings, Martha, Mary, and Lazarus, were long-time friends who then became disciples after Jesus began his public ministry. Mary is famous for sitting at Jesus’ feet while Martha was in the kitchen grumbling about getting no help (Luke 10:39–40). But Martha, really, should be equally famous for being the first person to express faith in Jesus’ promise of eternal life. “Those who believe in me,” he tells her, “even though they die, will live. . . . Do you believe this?”; she says “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God” (John 11:25–27). The woman at the well had affirmed that Jesus was the Messiah, and Peter had already said that Jesus was the Son of God, but Martha is the first one to affirm the link between faith in Jesus and eternal life.

And her faith is followed by Jesus performing the greatest miracle of his career, the resurrecting of someone who had lain dead for four days. He shows what is the consequence of faith: resurrection from the dead. All of us will experience that miracle when we leave this world.

At the end of the story, it says, “Many of the Jews who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did, believed in him” (11:45). Apparently the miracle created faith in some people who had been sitting on the fence. This is extraordinary, since Jesus did not use miracles to cause people to have faith, but only after they had already displayed some faith. This is right near the end of his public ministry. After the raising of Lazarus, the chief priests and Pharisees harden their hearts and start moving to frame of Jesus (11:46–53). So this great miracle not only restored a family of his friends, it brought faith to some who were hesitating, and it hardened the hearts of those who were plotting against him.

Why did Jesus, as a rule, refuse to use miracles to win people over? Because he wanted people to believe for authentic spiritual reasons, reasons other than being impressed by his show of power. And that makes this very relevant for us, because, in our faith walk, we generally have to be content with spiritual reasons and not with miracles. There aren’t as many obviously miraculous events as there were in the physical presence of Christ.

So, what are some of those spiritual reasons that brought people to Jesus? One would be that a person was touched by Jesus’ kindness and his building up of people’s self-respect. An example of this experience would include Zaccheaus the tax collector, who was despised by his townsfolk, but whom Jesus uplifted by announcing in front of everybody that he would be staying at Zacchaeus’s house, and that “Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham” (Luke 19:9). Another example would be Martha’s sister Mary, whom he defended from criticism when she emptied an expensive jar of perfume on his feet. When she was criticized, Jesus said “leave her alone” (John 12:7); “Why do you trouble the woman? She has performed a good service for me . . . . Truly I tell you, wherever this good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her” (Matt 26:10, 13). So Jesus built people up, lifted their spirits in a way that might really have seemed miraculous.

Again, Jesus uplifted the frightened woman who touched the hem of his robe. He said “take heart, daughter; your faith has made you well” (Matt 9:22). He knew what each person needed right at the present moment. And he knows that now, too.
Another reason for believing Jesus was that he provided someone with an insight into truth. The woman at the well was told about worshipping God in spirit and in truth whether one were a Samaritan or a Jew. Another reason people accepted Jesus was that they experienced a revelation of God. The blind man who was healed realized at first that Jesus was some kind of prophet, and when he met Jesus again later, realized that he was a divine figure, and he worshipped him (John 9:38). The centurion at the crucifixion recognized Jesus’ Godly character after he saw Jesus’ dignity while on the cross (Mark 15:39). 

Jesus changed people’s lives. He’s changed your life, and my life.

But sometimes we want more than just these spiritual insights. Sometimes we want bells and whistles, thunder and lightning, a sudden fixing of our problems, to affirm our faith. Or is it just me? Do you ever wish for dramatic miracles to help establish your faith?

It is more of a challenge to find meaning in the normal course of life, to detect what is memorable and beautiful in the persons and events of the day. 

It is also more of a challenge to make a decision to forgive someone who you feel has been causing you trouble. It is a challenge to take the difficult steps necessary to try to repair a damaged relationship. It is not easy to have to admit that you played some part in creating the conflict. 

Wouldn’t it be nice if Jesus would work a miracle; just fix our relationships? But that does not happen. Rather, we have to take up our cross daily and follow Jesus. Follow his way. Jesus would forgive. But he also wants us to have decent self-respect. Maybe that is the biggest miracle—the way Jesus was able to balance self-respect and forgiveness. We tend to think we can only have one or the other: either we forgive, are treated like a doormat, and lose our self-respect—or else we maintain our self-respect, refrain from forgiving, and stand aloof. Jesus was able to stand tall without standing aloof. Jesus could forgive, and lose nothing of his self-respect, and he wanted us to learn to do the same. It’s counter-intuitive. It goes against our defensive learned behavior because it involves neither fight nor flight, but a certainty that one is not really threatened. It takes calm far-sightedness and an abundance of mercy. 

No one said forgiveness with self-respect and confidence would be easy. Can Jesus work that miracle in our lives? If we are really willing, it ceases to be hard, and we will recall Jesus’ words, “my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Matt 11:30). Forgiveness can restore the forgiven person, like the Prodigal Son was restored by his father’s forgiveness. When the prodigal’s brother complained about this, the father said “we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has come to life” (Luke 15:32). Clinging to your claim of RIGHTNESS only makes you isolated and joyless, like the son who refused to celebrate.

Let us cling to the spiritual experience that brought us to Jesus. Let us recall the miraculous changes in our lives. But let us not cling to self-defense.

And forgive. Forgive each other, and you could also forgive me for my mistakes. Let’s work together for healing. It is my spiritual project now to address the tendencies that lead to conflicts, tendencies toward defensiveness or control that we all have, that I have as well. Will you support this spiritual effort, this healing project? 
Symbolically speaking, will you let yourself be raised from the dead? Let yourself start to glimpse eternal life, which is not just the future life, but is also a present possession.

Will you continue to be a learner? No matter how much experience or wisdom you have, there is so much to be learned, so many more revelations to be had. Eternal life is invigorating life, here and now.

