
March 29, 2020 – Getting Real with God 

Preacher: Pastor Twyla 

Scripture: Excerpts from John 

The Death of Lazarus: 11 Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of 

Mary and her sister Martha. 2 Mary was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped 

his feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill. 3 So the sisters sent a message to Jesus,[a] 

“Lord, he whom you love is ill.” 4 But when Jesus heard it, he said, “This illness does not lead to 

death; rather it is for God’s glory, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it.” 5 

Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus, 6 after having heard that 

Lazarus[b] was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was.7 Then after this he said 

to the disciples, “Let us go to Judea again.” 

Jesus the Resurrection and the Life: 17 When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus[a] 

had already been in the tomb four days. 18 Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles[b] 

away, 19 and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them about their 

brother. 20 When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed 

at home. 21 Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 
22 But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.” 23 Jesus said to her, 

“Your brother will rise again.” 24 Martha said to him, “I know that he will rise again in the 

resurrection on the last day.” 25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life.[c] Those 

who believe in me, even though they die, will live, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in me 

will never die. Do you believe this?” 27 She said to him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the 

Messiah,[d] the Son of God, the one coming into the world.” 

Jesus Weeps: 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.” 29 And when she heard it, she 

got up quickly and went to him. 30 Now Jesus had not yet come to the village, but was still at the 

place where Martha had met him. 31 The Jews who were with her in the house, consoling her, 

saw Mary get up quickly and go out. They followed her because they thought that she was going 

to the tomb to weep there. 32 When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet 

and said to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 

Jesus Raises Lazarus to Life: 38 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It 

was a cave, and a stone was lying against it. 39 Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the 

sister of the dead man, said to him, “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead 

four days.” 40 Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory 

of God?” 41 So they took away the stone. And Jesus looked upward and said, “Father, I thank 

you for having heard me. 42 I knew that you always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of 

the crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you sent me.” 43 When he had said this, he 

cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” 44 The dead man came out, his hands and feet 

bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and 

let him go.” 

 

 Let’s play ‘Let’s Pretend’. Let’s pretend that you work for me. In fact, you are my 

executive assistant in a company that is growing rapidly. I’m the owner and I’m interested in 

expanding overseas. To pull this off, I make plans to travel abroad and stay there until a new 

branch office gets established. I make all the arrangements to take my family and move to 

Europe for six to eight months. And I leave you in charge of the busy stateside organization. I 

tell you that I will write you regularly and give you directions and instructions. I leave and you 

stay. Months pass. Letters are mailed from Europe and received by you at the national 

headquarters. I spell out all my expectations. Finally, I return. Soon after my arrival, I drive 

down to the office and I am stunned. Grass and weeds have grown up high. A few windows 

along the street are broken. I walk into the Receptionist’s room. She is doing her nails, chewing 
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gum and listening to her favorite hip-hop station. I look around and notice the wastebaskets are 

overflowing. The carpet hasn’t been vacuumed for weeks, and nobody seems concerned that the 

owner has returned. I asked about your whereabouts and someone in the crowded lounge area 

points down the hall and yells, "I think he’s down there." Disturbed, I move in that direction and 

bump into you as you are finishing a chess game with our sales manager. I ask you to step into 

my office, which has been temporarily turned into a television room for watching afternoon soap 

operas. "What in the world is going on, man?" "What do you mean?" "Well, look at this place! 

Didn’t you get any of my letters?" "Letters? Oh yes! Sure! I got every one of them. As a matter 

of fact, we have had a letter study every Friday since you left. We have even divided the 

personnel into small groups to discuss many of the things you wrote. Some of the things were 

really interesting. You will be pleased to know that a few of us have actually committed to 

memory some of your sentences and paragraphs. One or two memorized an entire letter or two - 

Great stuff in those letters." 

"OK. You got my letters. You studied them and meditated on them; discussed and even 

memorized them. But what did you do about them?" "Do? We didn’t do anything about them." 

Therein lies a good question to ask ourselves as we reflect on today’s scripture? Knowing what I 

know about Jesus…does it really make a difference in my life? Do I really care whether it does 

make a difference or am I too interested in just living a “good” (whatever that may mean to you) 

and great life? Is Jesus real for you…like you are real for him? Keep that in the pocket of your 

ponderings as we dig deeper into today’s text from John. 

This being the fifth Sunday of Lent, we are reminded that the days of Jesus’ life are coming to an 

end. A curious thing for us to ponder is that Jesus knew dark days were ahead for him. He told 

his disciples that he must suffer and die, which was something they would not accept. Can you 

imagine walking in his footsteps? How did he do it? He did not run and hide from the pain and 

suffering that that laid ahead for him. He continued each day fulfilling the ministry he was born 

to do.  

 For example, in the chapter prior to the Lazarus story, Jesus and his disciples were in 

Jerusalem when the Festival of Dedication was taking place. The festival commemorated the 

cleansing of the temple under Judas Maccabeus. This is also the present-day festival of lights 

called Hanukkah. 

 He was walking in the temple court, surrounded by Jews asking him to tell them if he 

really was the Messiah. Jesus responded by telling them that he already old them and they would 

not believe…even with all the signs, teachings and miracles that seemed to point out the obvious 

that he indeed was the Messiah. Yet they did not believe because they “did not know him.” They 

could not know him because they believed their messiah would be a mighty warrior who would 

come and free them from their oppressors…and Jesus just didn’t fit that mold. Their own 

stubbornness and ignorance prevented them from knowing Jesus…knowing him as Messiah. 

 His Jewish opponents got angry and picked up stones to stone him. Jesus escaped and 

went back across the Jordan…to a familiar place, where John had done his baptizing. He stayed 

there and the people believed in him. It sounds like it was a safe place for him to stay. But that 

was not God’s plan. 

 While he was there, Jesus got word from two sisters of his good friend Lazarus…that 

Lazarus was sick. The message wasn’t that Lazarus was dying, just that he was sick. The 

message didn’t ask him to come. Jesus loved this family. When he went to visit them, it was like 

going home. It actually may be the closest thing Jesus ever had to a real home. He knew the 

women were worried and suffering; yet he remained where he was for two more days…not 

because it was a safe place for him…but because he knew God had a bigger plan for the ending 

of this story. In the meantime, Lazarus died. 
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 When it was time for Jesus to leave for Bethany where the sisters lived, the disciples 

didn’t want him to go. It was not a safe place for him. It would be like walking back into a lions’ 

den and asking for trouble. Why not stay where he was…where it was safe…lay low for now. 

Isn’t that what any normal person would do? But then Jesus wasn’t just your everyday normal 

person, was he? He went to Bethany…where his friends lived…and enemies. Jesus persisted 

through all deterrents…even his beloved disciples cries to avoid walking into danger. 

 This is our Jesus. There was and is nothing that would stop him from pouring out God’s 

love and compassion on people. There was nothing that would stop him from doing whatever he 

needed to do to point the way to God. There was nothing that anyone could ever do to stop him 

from glorifying God.  

 After arriving there, Jesus ran into other obstacles. Martha, after hearing Jesus was 

coming, went out to meet him. Mary did not. Martha…after saying to Jesus that she knows 

Lazarus would still be alive if Jesus had arrived sooner; because she knew God would have given 

Jesus the power to heal him. Jesus then tells her that Lazarus will rise again. Her reply was, “I 

know he will rise again at the last day.” 

 It’s at this point when Jesus could have told Martha to just go and get her sister Mary and 

meet him at the tomb…and performed the miracle of raising Lazarus from the dead…but he 

didn’t. There was more at stake here. Martha’s theology was an obstacle. Bad or incomplete 

theology was a constant obstacle for Jesus. While what she said doesn’t sound wrong…it was 

clear she did not understand the message he brought to the world. So, he didn’t just go through 

the motions. 

Instead, Jesus replied that he “is the resurrection and the life”, she could not grasp what he was 

really saying. He was saying that the dynamic life of the age to come is no longer a future 

expectation, but a present reality. Jesus said, “Those who believe in me, even though they die, 

will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die“. So, to be united in Jesus 

means to be a recipient of eternal life. It means that even now…yes now…we live in God’s 

eternal Kingdom. Whoever believes in Christ has a spiritual life that death cannot conquer or 

diminish in any way. When Jesus asked, then, if Martha believes this, she said, “Yes, I believe 

that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, who is to come into the world.” 

 That’s some pretty deep stuff we all need to chew on. Do you believe Jesus is the 

resurrection and the life? Do you believe that even now, that you as a believer are spiritually 

living in God’s eternal kingdom? You might be thinking, this cannot be God’s Kingdom…this is 

not without pain and suffering. Yea…that’s right…there is pain and suffering while we remain in 

this earthly place…but believers are a part of God’s spiritual kingdom that exists even now.  

If you don’t believe that, then let me share with you the joy I feel from reading emails 

from several individuals and groups that was included on this week. They were from members 

and friends here at HCOB who are doing their best to reach out to one another…to connect and 

encourage one another during this time of quarantine. What I have read has been amazing!!! 

And…encouraging to me. That, my friends, is God’s Kingdom…here today. Yes…Jesus is alive 

in our world today…but also…those who believe are living and working side by side with Jesus 

in God’s kingdom now! Wow…now there’s a thought to ponder. 

Let’s move on. After this exchange that Jesus had with Martha, she went to get her sister 

Mary, who was still back at the house. After Martha told Mary Jesus was there and he was 

looking for her…she quickly got up to go to him. The house was likely full of mourners…and 

since Jesus had not made to the house yet, they did not know he was there. They may have been 

surprised then when they followed Mary…thinking she was going to mourn at the tomb…and 

instead she went to her friend, Jesus.  

As Martha said, Mary told Jesus that she knew her brother would not have died had he 

come sooner. They took Jesus to the tomb…and there…he too, wept. Jesus told them to remove 
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the stone from the entrance to the cave. Martha’s response to his request seems quite normal, 

”Lord it surely will smell terrible since Lazarus has been in there for four days already. Do you 

really want to do that?” The mourners thought, if he really wanted to see his friend then why 

didn’t he get here sooner…and maybe then too, heal his friend while he was at it. He did it for 

others, surely, he could have done it for Lazarus! 

They did not know. They did not understand. They could not imagine what was about to 

happen. With their limited understanding, they could only think that Jesus wanted to see his dear 

friend, Lazarus. Little did they know that Jesus would yet again overcome another obstacle…one 

he faced nearly every day…the unwillingness…the stubbornness…the ignorance…or maybe 

what it really was…the limited imagination of God’s power. 

Jesus not only has God’s words of truth like those he spoke to Martha moments 

earlier…he also has the actions to back them. Nothing is impossible for God…and to know 

this…or to experience this…as Jesus pointed out to Martha…we don’t need to wait for an age 

yet to come. God’s power is glorified in his kingdom NOW! So, with God’s power bursting forth 

through Jesus…Jesus commands Lazarus to rise…yes to live again! And out of the darkness of 

death…Lazarus emerged from the cave. 

Now, one would think the bible would record something along the lines of there being 

great rejoicing…or something of a great big celebration party; but it doesn’t say that. We do read 

in the verses following that many of the Jews who had come to visit Mary and had seen what 

happened believed in him. Yet there were those who just didn’t get it for whatever reason, and 

they went and told the Pharisees what happened. Then the chief priests and the Pharisees called a 

meeting and began plotting to kill Jesus. 

Throughout these thoughts I’ve shared with you, I have spoken of obstacles Jesus had to 

overcome so his message and his love who get through to us. Without his persistence, 

commitment and deep love for his Father…without the presence of God living in and through 

him…I wonder if the obstacles would not have gotten to be too much.  

This of course is my humanness coming through in my thinking. Isn’t that what many of 

us would do…you know…quit…give up? When risks come along, do we hesitate…even reject 

what could turn out to be opportunity? When our theology…when what we believe what we 

think we positively know to be absolutely right…is challenged, do we reject listening or even 

considering that maybe…just maybe we are wrong…or maybe there’s yet more to learn as was 

the case for Martha? Are we living for a time yet to come; or do we believe and live like we are 

already living in God’s kingdom in the here and now? Can we allow ourselves to have an 

unbridled imagination so as to know and believe that nothing is impossible for God? Or as my 

opening illustration clearly confronted us to ponder, that all this Jesus stuff is nice to hear and 

know about, but we’re really not interested in doing anything. This is at the heart of what we 

consider during this season of Lent. Does Jesus really matter to me? 

Jesus continues to confront these obstacles…as the obstacles were then, they are now… 

really our problems and failures…that he works to break through to get to us…so like 

Lazarus…we can hear his voice calling us from deep dark lostness…into life. Jesus does…and 

ultimately done more than his part as he has tried to reach out to us. Are we ready and willing to 

overcome…even reject the obstacles that keep us from hearing him call our names…to rise out 

of our graves of sin and pain…and live with him in his kingdom now?  

And I will rise when He calls my name, No more sorrow, no more pain, I will rise on 

eagles' wings, Before my God fall on my knees, And rise, I will rise. May it be so. Amen. 

  

  


