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2nd Sunday after Pentecost ~ Series C ~ June 10, 2007

God Has Visited His People!


The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Luke 7:11-17, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!



“Lord, you know the secrets of our hearts; shut not your ears to our prayers, but spare us, Lord most holy, O God most mighty, O holy and merciful Savior, O most worthy judge eternal.  Do not let the pains of death turn us away from you at our last hour.” (Liturgical verse)

“In my anguish I cried to the Lord, and he answered by setting me free.

“It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to trust in man.

“It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to trust in princes.

“I was pushed back and about to fall, but the Lord helped me.

“Shouts of joy and victory resound in the tents of the righteous: ‘The Lord’s right hand has done mighty things!  The Lord’s right hand is lifted high; the Lord’s right hand has done mighty things!’  I will not die but live, and will proclaim what the Lord has done.

“Open for me the gates of righteousness; I will enter and give thanks to the Lord.  This is the gate of the Lord through which the righteous may enter.” (Psalm 118:5, 8-9, 13, 15-17, 19-20)

“I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end He will stand upon the earth.  And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God” (Job 19:25-26).

“For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone.  If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord.  So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord” (Romans 14:7-8).

[Jesus 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” (John 11:25-26a).


Perhaps you recognized those words.  They are the words the pastor says in the procession to the gravesite for the committal following the funeral service.  Here, at Trinity, the casket with the deceased’s body is placed in the hearse.  The pastor walks directly behind, reading these words.  Family and friends join in the procession as we make the trek across the highway to the cemetery.  It’s a solemn, sad occasion.  I’m sure for many it seems like one of the longest walks they will ever make.  A loved one has passed on.  He or she will be greatly missed.    


If you haven’t been in such a procession yet, you will be one day.  The day will inevitably come, when some of us will be walking behind the hearse and coffin, grieving and mourning the loss of a loved one.  One of us will be leading the procession—or at least our dead body will.  


In our text, there is just such a procession heading out of Nain, a town in southern Galilee, just a few miles southwest of Nazareth.  They have just come to the city gate and are headed toward the cemetery outside of town.  The open coffin carries the body of a human being—someone old enough to be call a man—someone old enough that his mother is still living.  She is following closely behind the lifeless body that once was her only son.  

This is at least the second funeral procession the woman has participated in, for our text tells us that she was a widow.  Her grief is in its early, raw stages.  In that climate, the dead are ordinarily buried the same day they die, or if they die too late for that, then on the following morning.  There’s no time for lengthy, detailed preparations.  No one gets the luxury of a period of private grieving or time to get over the shock before meeting the other mourners.

The woman has now lost the two men she loved most in life—her husband and her only son—and with them, her only means of financial support.  There wasn’t any Social Security or life insurance in those days.  She is destitute and in dire straits, emotionally and physically.  

The fact that the crowd is quite large indicates the people’s sorrow for her.  But their sorrow is of little help.  Sorrow doesn’t bring back the dead.  Sympathy doesn’t put your world back together when it has fallen completely apart.  Pity doesn’t put bread on your table or money in your purse.

For this is personal.  She has, in a sense, lost part of herself.  Every mother fears the possibility that one of her children may pass on before her.  Still, it is a funeral procession, just like any other funeral procession.  Death has claimed another helpless victim.  Just one more in a long line of early deaths that goes all the way back to Adam and Eve.  That’s the way it seems… until the Lord God comes to visit His people!

There’s another procession headed into Nain that day.  Jesus is walking in front and another large crowd is following Him.  Both processions meet at the city gate.  The procession of death meets the procession of life.  One must give way to the other.  And though it is usually the procession of death that seems to have the last word, today it will be the Word of Life that prevails.

Jesus at once takes command of the situation.  He seems to be fully aware of the poor woman’s plight.  Her son, her only son, gave the widow some security within Israelite society, but without him she is bereft.  A few days after the funeral, everyone else will likely ignore her, but Jesus does not.    

Our text tells us: “When the Lord saw her He had compassion on her and said to her, ‘Do not weep.’”  The Greek word translated as “compassion” is a very graphic one, that if taken literally would mean the complete outpouring of one’s inner parts.  Here, it denotes an outpouring of mercy.  

Compassion is an attribute of Jesus as He heals and releases from bondage.  It is His very mission (Luke 4:18-19).  It is the motive for this miracle.  Miracles show that Christ’s reign is one of grace.  Miracles testify to the presence of God for salvation.  Miracles of compassion are evidence that “God has visited His people!”

Jesus’ compassion is genuine and effective, not like that of sinful human beings, which is often faked and ineffective.  His words to the woman, “Do not weep,” practically contain a promise, for as an ancient commentator has said: “Who but a mad man would tell a mother not weep at the funeral of her son?”


Suddenly, with the voice of authority, Jesus puts His hand on the coffin, and the procession halts.  As the Lord of life and death, Jesus takes the initiative.  No one has made the request.  There is nothing magical about Jesus’ touch of the coffin.  It was just an indication that they should stop.


Notice also, that there is no mention made of anyone’s faith.  This shows that Jesus’ healings ultimately are not dependent on the faith of the person being healed, but on His own power and might.  By His Word alone the sick are healed and the dead raised.  By His Word alone Jesus converts the spiritually dead.  And by His Word alone Jesus will raise all the dead on Judgment Day.

By touching the coffin, Jesus risks becoming ritually unclean.  But instead of being defiled, Jesus cleanses and heals.  The power of holiness and life is in Him.  He brings purity to the unclean situation, not vice versa.  In fact, He takes the burden of sickness and death on Himself and bears it all the way to the cross.

Jesus’ words ring out clearly: “Young man, I say to you, arise.”  He speaks to the dead young man as if he could hear and obey.  And His command carries with it the power to obey.  Jesus calls the dead to life by His own will and power.  Jesus treats the widow’s son as if he were only asleep.  For Him to wake the dead is no more than for one of us to rouse anyone who sleeps.  

One does not ordinarily speak such words to a corpse, but Jesus is no ordinary person.  His Word is not an ordinary word, but has the power to bring about exactly what it calls for.  At Jesus’ Word, “the dead man sat up and began to speak,” exactly as if he had just been asleep.  


The resurrection of the widow’s son at Nain is a climactic point in Jesus’ Galilean ministry.  A resurrection is the only kind of prophetic miracle that Jesus has not done, and it is the ultimate statement that He is the final prophet and is therefore the Messiah.  Already now at the beginning of His ministry, we see Jesus’ power over death, which He will proclaim once and for all in His own resurrection.  And we may have confidence that since Jesus has the power to raise the widow’s son and Himself, the He has the power to raise us also from the dead. 


Understandably, fear took hold of all the people.  To see a dead man who was on the way to his tomb raised to life by a word would (or at least should) strike every one of us with a fear that would make us quake.  He who snatches its prey from the monster death exhibits a power that must make us tremble.


After the initial shock had subsided sufficiently, everyone glorified God: “A great prophet has arisen among us,” they say.  Perhaps they were comparing Jesus to the great Old Testament prophet Elijah, remembering what Elijah had done.  As we just heard in our Old Testament lesson, how Elijah raised to life a boy who had died.  He did this by stretching himself three times over the boy and crying out to the Lord: “O Lord my God, let this boy’s life return to him!”  His prayer was answered, and we read that Elijah “gave him to his mother.”  Luke uses similar words to describe how Jesus gave the now living son back to his mother.

But the way in which Jesus worked this miracle is altogether greater than in the case of Elijah.  By His own Word, with no prayer to any higher being, Jesus commands the young man to get up.  Truly, here is the Lord, true God and true man.  Even death must bow before Him!  God has visited His people!

Sadly, the crowd seems to miss the full impact of the miracle they have just witnessed.  They call Jesus “a great prophet.”  But they do not realize He is The Prophet, the one promised by Moses and foretold throughout all of the Old Testament.  They do not understand that this same prophet must be crucified and be raised on the third day.  They have not understood the psalms (e.g. 16:9-11) and Isaiah’s prophecy (52:13-53) about God’s suffering, Righteous One.


If Jesus is only a teacher and miracle worker, the result is a theology of glory that imagines that Jesus has come for the sole purpose of alleviating human suffering.  Only when they understand Jesus must also suffer rejection to the point of crucifixion will they be able to confess Him as the Christ, and comprehend the theology of the cross.


The crowds look at Jesus’ coming as merely a visitation of God’s grace.  Little do they realize that God Himself has come veiled in human flesh to visit them personally.  But a mere recognition and acceptance of Jesus as a great prophet and social reformer is not sufficient at any time.  All men must know Him to be the one and only Savior of the world.  Only this knowledge and trust will bring salvation and eternal life.

By God’s grace, we know what kind of prophet Jesus really is: a teacher, a miracle worker, and the One who will be rejected, crucified, and raised—God’s final prophet.  God has come to help us in the most concrete and unexpected way.  By touching us through His Word and Sacraments, He creates the faith we need in order to trust Him to help us with all our losses as we journey through life.  Just as Jesus’ heart went out to the poor widow, so also He mourns with us in our losses.

What a comfort to know that, in Jesus, God has rescued us from eternal death even before we could utter any prayer, and now He also responds to our formal, articulated prayers and our “groans that words cannot express” (Romans 8:26)!   

What a comfort to know that the same powerful Word that raised the widow’s son to life, raises us to eternal life in the water of Holy Baptism!  What a comfort to know that the same Word that released the young man from the bondage of death, releases us from the bondage of sin, and the wages of sin—eternal death!  What a comfort to know that the same Lord who brought life back to the young man’s body with simply a Word brings us forgiveness and the power to live a new life in His Holy Supper with His very own body and blood!

What a comfort to know that on the Last Day, when the Lord will return for judgment, He will halt the great funeral procession which is moving forward all over the world!  When God the Son comes to visit His people, He will bring all the dead back to life.  He will heal all wounds which death has made.  He will reunite all those whom death has separated.  Then there will be no more death, neither sorrow, nor weeping, neither shall there be any more pain (Revelation 21:4).

What a comfort to know that on this day, we can truly say: “God has visited His people!”  In His means of grace, the Lord comes to you, bringing you this Good News: “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

