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“Those Who Love Him”

John 11:1-44
March 9, 2008

Several years ago a pesky, insistent, hard headed person badgered me into an intensive, hands on, crash course in evangelism. Evangelism Explosion is a simple, direct and honest way of sharing the Good News of Jesus Christ with anyone. For several years we offered Evangelism Explosion at St. Timothy and a number of our members were trained to share the gospel story with anyone who will listen. Our current Discipleship 401 is a simplified, low impact, form of Evangelism Explosion for all Christians who don’t feel adequate to share their faith with others. Discipleship 401, “How to Share Your Faith Without an Argument” is on the calendar for late April. If you are like many Christians and feel inadequate in sharing your reason for being a Christian this is a wonderful training class that lasts only a few weeks but will stay with you forever.

You know, they say “You can lead a horse to water but you can’t make it drink.” Well the same thing applies to making people drink of Living Water. You can present the Good News so easily and clearly, thanks to D. 401, that you would think anybody would immediately open their hearts to Jesus. But some do and some don’t.

What prompted me to open this way is that many scholars believe the raising of Lazarus from the dead was Jesus’ last effort to persuade people that He was God’s son. Jesus himself said, “This sickness will not end in death. No, it is for God’s glory so that God’s Son may be glorified through it.” (v.4) Lazarus, dead in the grave for four days, obeyed the voice of Jesus and came forth alive again. But guess what, many of the Jews put their faith in Jesus, but some of them went straight to the Pharisees who went straight to the Sanhedrin. And that august body immediately began plans to kill Jesus. Little could they have known that His crucifixion and death would lead to His resurrection and even greater glorification. Don’t you see, when Jesus said to His disciples “it is for God’s glory so that God’s Son may be glorified through it”, He wasn’t just talking about Lazarus’ resurrection, He was also talking about His own. He knew the raising of Lazarus would be the final nail in the cross.

This is an unusually long story for the New Testament and way too long for one sermon. As I read through it I began to see dozens of potential sermons. We could stay with this story for weeks. But for some reason I began to think of the characters in this story as I might the characters in a two act play. One of the really wonderful things about the Bible is that we can easily see ourselves in Bible stories. These stories may have taken place thousands of years ago but they easily translate into the twenty-first century, this one particularly.

Act one in this story takes place somewhere along the Jordan River North of Judah territory. Jesus and His disciples have gone there to avoid any new conflict with the Jews. The character list would include Jesus, His disciples including Thomas and an unnamed messenger from Bethany.


Our scene might open with Jesus camped along the banks of the Jordan River, in fact in the very place John the Baptizer had preached and baptized in the early days. Many who came to see Jesus had also come to hear John talk about the coming Savior. It didn’t take them long to realize Jesus was the one. Many believed in Him.


A messenger arrived, sent by Martha and Mary of Bethany. Lazarus was desperately ill. They didn’t ask Jesus to come, but the urgency of the message was a plea in itself. “the one You love is sick”.
Lets look at the messenger for a moment. We don’t know anything about this messenger except that the sisters trusted this person to get to Jesus and deliver the message in a way that Jesus would understand the grave situation. Whoever this person was he traveled a long way, at least several days journey, to get to Jesus.

Is that a part you might be willing to play? The messenger? At St. Timothy the messenger parts might be our shepherds. Right now we have about two dozen messengers, each of them trusted with the task of getting the message of our love to a group of our families and returning to us with reports on their wellbeing. A messenger’s role is critical! If the messenger sent by the sister had decided the trip was too long and not gone – Lazarus may have stayed in the grave. The messenger is the one responsible for setting possible miracles in motion, not just in this story but here at St. Timothy too. To be a messenger doesn’t require a whiz kid, but it does require a heart for God and God’s people, and commitment.
When the messenger came delivering his greeting from the sisters the disciples were not at all happy to see him and were relieved when Jesus didn’t strike our for Bethany. But the disciples’ fears were realized when two days later Jesus began to pack.

Lets be one of those disciples for a moment. We had experienced the anger of the powerful Jews in Jerusalem. We had seen the hate first hand. We had been there when Jesus narrowly escaped stoning and for a while had felt for sure we were going to have to step in and try to deflect some of those stones. How do we feel about going back there? About like a person would feel after narrowly escaping a hornet’s nest. But Jesus is being Jesus! When He said, “Let us go back to Judea” it wasn’t a suggestion.
I certainly hope none of us will ever face the possibility of death for Jesus. But it isn’t uncommon for us to face threats for our faith in Him. Sometimes we face the threat of humiliation because we believe God cares about us and our prayers.  We might even face the threat of loosing an important client or job because we are placing worship on Sunday before work. Have you ever faced the fear of speaking out for something that is obviously Godly in an ungodly situation?  Or maybe you have faced the threat of staying with a Godly commitment or abandoning your promise. It is easy for us to understand how the disciples must have felt when they knew Jesus was going back into the lion’s den. We have been there.
But then there is Thomas, my favorite disciple. My wife would call Thomas “pessimistic” and I would probably argue he was “realistic”. Either way Thomas had a tendency to see half empty glasses. “Let us also go, that we may die with Him.” Even with this pessimistic/realistic attitude Thomas was the first, maybe the only disciple on this day, to commit himself to go where Jesus was going regardless of the personal cost to him.
To be a disciple of Jesus that Jesus can use to touch the hearts and lives of others we must be willing to go where He leads us regardless of the personal cost to us. That is just the way it is. You can be a disciple of Jesus, but the only way you can ever be a “good and faithful servant” of Jesus is to trust Him absolutely. Do you? If you do trust Him, regardless of the cost, then you must be a tither. If you don’t tithe, you haven’t even taken the easiest step of faith. (Is that a sneaky way of inserting tithing into a sermon? Maybe so, but Jesus said we can’t have two masters. If obedience to the siren call of our pocketbooks dominates over obedience to God then we are trying to do what Jesus said was impossible.) Thomas was willing to give 100%. What are you willing to give?


Act one closes as Jesus and His disciples set out toward Bethany. Act two would take place in a burial grounds near Bethany, about a mile and a half from Jerusalem. The characters there would include all from scene one and in order of appearance; Martha, Mary and her mourners, then of course Lazarus. 


Wherever the three are listed Martha is always listed first, so we could assume that Martha was probably the oldest of the three. Martha seems to always be the one taking the lead. This story doesn’t tell us a great deal about Martha but when you combine three stories that include her we can see the difference Jesus made in her life. The first story is in Luke 10:38-42, when Jesus comes to eat in the trio’s home. Her sister Mary sits at the feet of Jesus listening while Martha prepares the meal. You know the story! What is her complaint? “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me”. What is her focus? Me! 

In this story from John Martha is the one who goes out to meet Jesus before he can arrive in Bethany. In a way her greeting is a rebuke and a declaration of her faith. “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.” Doesn’t that sound like an older sibling? The third story that includes Martha is found in John 12. (Mary is still being Mary! It is in this story that she anoints Jesus’ feet with perfume.) What is Martha doing? Serving of course! But this time there is absolutely no mention of self-centeredness.

I think Martha’s story forces me to take stock of how Jesus has changed me. How has He changed you? No one can remain the same when Jesus becomes Lord of their lives because Jesus changes our focus from ourselves to others. That change of focus is an every day challenge to be sure, but He will consistently insist on that change. Martha was a changed person as we must be if Jesus is Lord.

Of course, Lazarus is the secondary focus of this story in John, Jesus being the main focus. He doesn’t have a speaking part. But then again, wherever Lazarus is on stage he doesn’t speak. But wait a minute, he may not be eloquent of speech but evidently his witness for Jesus was strong because in John 12 we read that “the chief priests made plans to kill Lazarus as well (as Jesus) for on account of him many of the Jews were going over to Jesus and putting their faith in Him.” Wow! What a great thing to say about a disciple, because of him many were coming to faith in Jesus.

You know, not all of us are gifted with the ability to present scripture and argue for Christ. Discipleship 401 can teach you the words, but even more important than the words is the life you live. It is true that how you live speaks volumes about who you are. Let Jesus shine from you and words won’t be necessary.

I am going to close this study with Mary. In almost every story where Mary is a character Mary is at Jesus’ feet. In one story she sits at His feet listening. In that story nothing was more important to Mary that listening to Jesus. In this story she falls at His feet in grief over the loss of her brother, but at the same time professes her faith in His power to heal. And in John twelve she will be the one who will pour perfume on His feet and wipe them with her hair. The perfume was a precious fragrance used in the embalming process. The day she anointed His feet was the day before He entered Jerusalem for the last time. She may have been the only disciple of Jesus who believed He was about to die. It may be that the times she spent at His feet listening gave her this unique insight into His destiny. She anointed Him with perfume she had saved for her own death.

Lord, that we could be more like Mary! That we would hunger to know You more, trust you more, give you our best. Lord, that we could be more like Martha, unselfishly serving. Lord, may our love for You shine so brightly that, like Lazarus, we will entice others to know You. This is our prayer in Your powerful, holy name. Amen.
Next Sunday: Palm Sunday. One traditional worship at 8:30 AM with a beautiful blessing from our choir as they bring us the cantata “I AM”. Then Sunday school as usual followed by a chance to worship in our Mosaic contemporary worship. It will be a great day of worship in many ways. See you then. 
