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Ash Wednesday ~ February 21, 2007

“I AM the Resurrection and the Life”


The text for this evening is John 11:

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


As we begin our Lenten series this year, we come to look at the “I AM” passages from the Gospel of John.  We are very easily able to say, “I am.”  We talk about that all the time.  “I am going here” or “I am going there.”  “I am a Christian” or “I am hungry.”  But when Jesus says, “I am,” He says these words with more meaning.  When Jesus says, “I AM,” He is claiming that He is both true God and true man.  

When He says, “I am,” there is also an echo of what God said to Moses in that burning bush.  “Tell them ‘I AM’ has sent you.”  God’s the One who comes to deliver His people from bondage in Egypt.  There is also an echo of what God said through Isaiah, “I AM He.  I am the One who can deliver you from your troubles in exile in Babylon.  No one else can.”  Now, Jesus says, “I am also coming, and I am going to deliver you.”

It might seem rather odd that, as we begin a season in Lent, we would begin with an Easter story, a resurrection story, a story of bringing Lazarus back to life.  Lent is a penitential season.  It is a time to reflect on our sins and remember that we are, by nature, poor miserable sinners.  But, more than that, Lent is a time to remember who God is.  It is a time to remember that resurrection and new life are already provided for us by God through His Son Jesus Christ.  

As we spend these next few weeks looking at what God has done for us, we want to remember not only what is wrong with us but also what has been changed.  We are not people who have been left abandoned, to try to work our own way back to God.  But rather, we are people who have been changed already.  We’ve been given new life in our Baptism.  Now, we live in the light of that new life.

We start with the story of Jesus’ raising Lazarus.  Certainly, raising Lazarus is not the same as Jesus’ resurrection.  Lazarus died again.  In fact, the ironic thing about it is that the Pharisees, when they heard that Lazarus was telling everyone that Jesus raised him to life, said, “We’d better kill this guy.  Put this Lazarus to death because he is telling everybody that Jesus brought him back to life.  Shut him up.”  How in the world could it have been any other way?  Lazarus was brought back to life and he wants to tell that story.

There is a big problem which we have to face when we look at this story.  It is a problem about how we look at reality.  First of all, the reality is that Jesus has a story to tell about Lazarus.  Jesus’ view of Lazarus and the troubles that Lazarus has are encapsulated in the words that he has “fallen asleep.”  Jesus doesn’t talk in terms of Lazarus having died but that he has fallen asleep.

For the disciples, that sort of minimized the problem.  “Well, he has fallen asleep.  Let him sleep for a while, then he’ll feel better.  We’ll wake him up later.”  So, Jesus told them plainly: “Lazarus is dead… But let us go to him.”  

You see, people don’t always know what kind of trouble they are in and don’t know how much of a solution they need for that trouble.

As for Mary and Martha, they also had a way to solve the problem.  While they were certainly aware that Lazarus had died—he had already been in the grave four days—they dealt with solving their problem by blaming Jesus.  “Lord, if you had been here, he wouldn’t have died.”  Very likely, Mary and Martha were also thinking that their means of support went to the grave at the same time.  In their despair they blame God.  “It’s Your fault, Lord.  That’s why our brother has died.”  

The Pharisees, when they hear about Jesus having raised Lazarus from the dead, also have a problem.  They blow this way out of proportion.  They take Jesus’ bringing someone back to life and turn it into a reason to kill Jesus.  He is doing miracles that don’t fit into their scheme of things.  

None of them knew what the real problem was.  The Pharisees thought that the real challenge was for believers to first try to be better people.  Then God would come and save them.  Mary and Martha didn’t know what the real problem was.  They thought it was Jesus’ fault.  And the disciples didn’t know that the real problem was—at first they thought that Lazarus was just sleeping.

So what was the real problem?  The real problem was, first of all: Lazarus was dead.  Death was the problem.  As we begin this Lenten season, it is death that we have to deal with.  It is remembering that, finally, everyone is going to die.  We are all going to come to the end of existence, as we know it.  And when that reality finally hits us, all the other issues pale by comparison.  

The real problem for the disciples is that they also thought that Lazarus’ death was the end of the story.  Not only is death a problem, but it is even a worse problem when we think that physical death signals the end.  There are many people who say, “Life is done, just like a rose is done blooming, and there is nothing beyond it.”  The disciples seem to be thinking that way.

The Pharisees also had a very deep problem.  They thought that their God hated them.  They thought that their God was expecting them to be perfect and that they would live on longer only if they did what was right.  

To each of them, Jesus says, “The problems are very different from the way that you assess them.”  It’s sort of what happens when I go to the mechanic when something is wrong with my car.  I’ll tell them that I heard this sound and that noise and I heard this clunk, and I’ll tell them what I think is wrong.  Much of the time, they say to me, “No, that’s not the problem.”

We are pretty good at that—wrongly analyzing what the problem is.  We are pretty good at thinking we can figure it all out for ourselves.

The real problem was that Lazarus was dead.  You’ll have figured that out.  Mary and Martha thought their means of support was gone.  The disciples had more difficulty because they thought that was the end of the story.  And the Pharisees had even more trouble yet because they thought that God would punish them if they just let this wonder-worker go on.

Today as we try and analyze our problems we might minimize them sometimes as one way to solve them.  We might say—as one of my own children tried to excuse her bad behavior one time when she was about 3 or 4—that we had a “bad hair day.”  

We might say that we were just a little too tired to be able to get everything done that we wanted to.  We might say that we are a little bit pinched for money.  We might say that we just had some problems when were being raised as children and it’s those problems, which have caused the trouble we have today.  We are a little sick.  We’re a little sore or a little down or a little tired.  Just give us a few days and we’ll get out of it.

But we’re not going to solve our real problems today by just saying maybe they will go away, or by blaming someone else, or by thinking that somehow, if we go at fixing them ourselves, they will be solved.  Because the real problem is that we were not born to die.  Just as Lazarus was not born to die.  We were created to live, created to live forever.  God created human beings to live forever and ever.

And when we take away the blinders, take away our foolish excuses, and see what the real problem is, we discover that we are going to die because of our own fault, because of what we ourselves have done, because of what we ourselves are.  We are people who were created to be eternal and live in joy in God’s presence and to love one another.  Yet, that is not who we presently are!

The sad truth is that, when we are physically born, we are self-centered, egotistical, and thinking that we have the world by the tail, and yet, we are bound for an eternal death apart from the One who made us.  That self, who we think is so important, cannot get us out of this trouble.  It’s the root of the problem! 

That is why, at the beginning of this Lenten season already, what we must do is turn away from ourselves and our foolish answers and our fake answers which we don’t even believe ourselves.

We look to the One who comes and stands outside of Lazarus’ tomb, to the One who says, “I AM the resurrection and the life.  I AM the One who can fix the problem that no one else can fix, that problem of eternally being separated from My Father, that problem which you incorrectly analyzed.  I will take your death.  I will take your rebellion.  I’ll take your being in control of yourself.  My Father will let the consequences for what you really are come upon Me.  

“You are not just bad, just a little sick, just a little broken—you are thoroughly corrupted by sin, spiritually dead, rotten to the core.  But I will take that away.  I’ll suffer those consequences so that you can have life.  I will come to waken you from your grave too, when everyone will know the wages of sin resulted in death in your case as well.  I AM the resurrection and the life, not to show you up, not to show you what’s wrong with you, but to give you what I now AM.  I took your place so that you could come to Mine.”

So our Lord says that He is going on beyond Bethany, from that grave where He takes Lazarus’ death on Himself and gives Lazarus life.  He is going up to Jerusalem, to die.  To die at the hands of the Jews, the Pharisees, the scribes and the elders who thought that He was a threat.  To die at the hands of Pilate and all the Gentiles who represented all of us.  Also finally to die at the hands of His own Father, who would let the One who says, “I AM Life” take our eternal death.  

And on that Easter morning, He rises.  He is brought out of the grave and it’s been declared: it is finished, it is done, it’s over.  Death can’t automatically hold people any longer.

We are meant to be living forever.  That offer of restoration so that we can live forever has now come.  Not just: “Lazarus, come forth,” but to each one of us: “Come forth.”  That “come forth” doesn’t just come after we physically die.  It comes when we hear the call of that Good News, the call to believe that we are forgiven people.  It comes when we are baptized into Christ’s death and resurrection.  It comes when we received His very body and blood for the forgiveness of our sins and the strengthening of our faith.

We hear that Jesus Christ has done something for every one of us.  He has made us His own, and has given us that new life, so that now our life is not bounded any longer by how can we squeeze in as much as possible before we die, but shaped by how our lives can be rearranged so that we can be settled.  So that we can live one day at a time.  So that we can know that our God walks with us.

We may not all be thinking about death right at this moment, but we have all faced it.  We face the death of loved ones.  We face our own.  Jesus says, “In all of those cases, I’ve been there, too.  And I have done what none of the rest of you can possibly do.  I have made sure that death is not the final word.  The final word is: “I AM the Resurrection and the Life.  You are Mine.  Live with Me now and live with Me forever.”

By God’s grace, may we celebrate that resurrection and life during this Lenten season.  May we examine our lives in light of God’s Good News.  May we celebrate that Jesus takes those burdens from us and helps us to have our eyes lifted to look forth with great joy.  May we know that even in the midst of this world, we are not people on the way down but on the way up, because He rose.  

May we continue to come to Christ’s means of grace—His Word and Sacraments—where Jesus promises: “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.  In my death and resurrection, I have delivered you from sin, death, and the power of the devil.  Believe this: 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. 
