5th Sunday in Lent, 3/9/08

John 11:17-27, 38-45

Jesus Is Death’s Destroyer!

 I. He promises immortal life.

II. He raises the dead.


Bruce Stephan nearly died in 1989 when San Francisco’s Loma Prieta earthquake collapsed a section of the Bay Bridge under his car, hurtling it downward to a precarious perch far above the bay’s waters. 

He managed to climb to safety and eventually returned to his native New York City. Then came Sept. 11. 

Stephan was working on the 65th floor of the World Trade Center’s North Tower when an airliner slammed into the building. His wife Joan was working in the center’s South Tower when it was struck by another plane. They both survived.

His story ran in the July 21, 2002 edition of the San Francisco Chronicle under the headline, “The Man Who Cheated Death—Twice.”

Cheating death. We know what the phrase means, but you could argue that cheating death is even possible. A lesson we’ve learned since childhood is that you can only cheat at anything so long before you get caught. That includes death. In the end, it gets us all.

But then along comes Jesus and he declares in this morning’s text, “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.”  Jesus doesn’t cheat death like some wily cartoon character. He destroys it.

And he doesn’t wait until Easter morning to announce that to us. He does so well prior to his own death and resurrection in this event of the raising of Lazarus. Jesus prepares us for his death, for our own deaths, by proclaiming himself death’s destroyer.

Jesus is death’s destroyer. Let’s take that truth to heart this morning and enjoy God’s comfort and confidence in the face of death.

I.

“Fat burner. This pill is guaranteed to burn the weight off of you.” You hear claims like that every day in spite of the fact that medical science has repeatedly stated that there are no shortcuts to losing weight such as a magic pill. It’s just another false claim.

Mary and Martha had a brother named Lazarus who became sick. They immediately sent for Jesus as the one who had the power to heal. They waited patiently for him to arrive. They knew he had the power to cure their brother.

But Jesus purposely delayed. Earlier in John 11 we read, “Yet when he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was two more days” (11:6). Imagine what went through the minds of Mary and Martha. “Where is Jesus? He should have been here by now. What has happened to him?” They couldn’t simply dial Jesus’ cell phone number and find out where he was. They could have been tempted to conclude that Jesus’ claims to care about them or to have the power to heal the sick were fake.

And yet look at the faith that Martha displays. When she hears that Jesus has finally arrived, she doesn’t go out and scold him for delaying. Instead, she says, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.” What a tremendous faith! Do you hear what she’s saying? She believes that Jesus has the power to raise her brother from death. She had that faith in part because she knew that at least on two previous occasions Jesus had raised the dead—the son of the widow from Nain and the daughter of Jairus.

In fact, she believes what we just confessed in the Nicene Creed—“we look for the resurrection of the dead.” That resurrection will occur on the Last Day. Martha confessed, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” Indeed she had a deep faith.

But Jesus wanted to take that faith deeper. Jesus wanted her to know that Lazarus was still very much alive. He said, “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.” Lazarus had died with faith in Jesus. He believed that Jesus was the promised Savior from sin. That faith brought Lazarus life—spiritual life, a life with Jesus, a life that never dies even though the body may quit and die. You see, there are billions of people on this earth who are very much alive in their bodies, but they have no real life—life with God. And without that life they are really dead. That’s because life without the one true God is meaningless and ultimately leads to eternal death. By God’s grace Lazarus had life, real life, life with God.

And that meant Lazarus was still living even though his body was dead. Jesus wanted Martha and us and all people to understand the truth that those who have life with Jesus really don’t die. Sure their bodies may die, but they don’t. They continue to live. Sure, it’s a different kind of life—a much better life—but they are still very much alive.

Jesus here holds out the promise of immortal life—never dying. Jesus is death’s destroyer. He promises immortal life.

How often have you gone to the funeral home for the viewing of a loved one only to leave disappointed because the funeral director, in your opinion, didn’t do a very good job. “That sure didn’t look like Uncle Joe.” Or you might hear someone tell you, “Grandma died, but she’s still with me in the urn on the mantle.” No, that isn’t Uncle Joe and that’s not grandma. If they died with faith in Jesus they are still alive, just not in the body.

We get so wrapped up with this life we live in this shell we call a body. We foolishly listen to worldly advertising and we soak up the modern way of thinking that we need to make this life—this body—as beautiful, exciting, sexy, fulfilled, and popular as we can. It’s as if life is limited to what this case of flesh and bones can experience. Jesus reminds us that nothing could be further from the truth. He and he alone is real life. Apart from him there is no life; there’s only an empty dream. And that dream becomes the worst horror of all—death without him. Or we believe the lie that if we can just make our bodies feel better then all will be well. I’m here to tell you that you already have real life—the life Jesus gives—if you trust in him as your Savior. That’s the life that counts. It’s the only life that matters. Do you want to live forever? Do you want immortality? Jesus promises it. You have it by faith in him. Jesus is death’s destroyer.

I.

Jesus spoke words of comfort to Martha at the death of her brother. He reassured her that Lazarus was still very much alive.

But a corpse lay rotting not too far from their home. It formerly held the life of Lazarus. Jesus had come to redeem all sinners, Lazarus included. He had come to redeem the soul and the body of Lazarus. I make mention of that to dispel any thoughts that God doesn’t really care about our bodies. Quite the contrary. They are precious gifts from him. So precious, that Jesus redeemed them with his holy precious blood and his innocent sufferings and death.

What’s more, God created our bodies to live, not die. His original intent when he created Adam and Eve from the dust of the ground is that their life should inhabit their bodies forever. Sin ruined all that. Sin brought death. Sin brought death to Lazarus.

And so on this day in history death’s destroyer came face to face with death. And here was the reaction of death’s destroyer. In between the two portions of our text we read that Jesus was “deeply move in spirit.” And a little later we read, “Jesus wept.” We understand the weeping. That’s what we do in the face of death. But what does it mean when it says he was deeply moved in spirit?

And then we hear it again. “Jesus, once more deeply moved, came to the tomb.” “Deeply moved” may be a little misleading. The word used here actually means, “to snort as an expression of anger.” Death’s Destroyer was angry over the havoc death had once again wreaked in the lives of these three people whom he loved deeply. He was so angry and disgusted that he decided to do something about it. So he went to the tomb. He ordered the cave where Lazarus was buried to be opened. He spoke a prayer to his heavenly Father and then the One who is the resurrection and the life called out, “Lazarus, come out!” And death had no choice but to release its grave grip on the body of Lazarus. The Lazarus who was living with his God in heaven in a spiritual existence returned to the body his God had given him.

Death’s destroyer snorts in anger at death and then raises the dead.

Looking out the window it hardly seems possible that in 14 days we’ll be celebrating the resurrection of our Lord. The resurrection of Jesus is no myth; it’s the solid foundation of our Christian faith. It’s the crowning victory of death’s destroyer. How wonderful to ponder that truth today, well in advance of his death on Good Friday! Certainly Good Friday is the most somber of all Christian observances, but we can celebrate it with the joy of his resurrection in the background. The grave didn’t claim him. It couldn’t. He’s death’s destroyer and he shows it here in the raising of Lazarus.

What a truth to ponder as we face our own deaths! The grave can’t hold us either, for we have a Savior who is death’s destroyer. He will raise us just as he raised Lazarus and himself.

And what a truth to comfort us as we mourn the loss of loved ones. Remember Jesus’ words. If they died with faith in him, they will really never die. They live with him. They reached the goal ahead of us. And now they wait for us to join them. And we all await that glorious day when he will raise all the dead, glorify our lowly bodies and bring us into a life for soul and body that we can hardly imagine—perfect bliss eternally.

So don’t spend any time trying to cheat death. It isn’t worth it. It ultimately doesn’t work. But Jesus does. He’s death’s destroyer. And if he has destroyed death, surely he can overcome whatever else troubles you. Amen.

