Easter 2021

Big Idea:

Death does not have the final word.

Purpose:

To challenge people to look to Jesus for life.

Passage:

John 11:17-44

Verse:

John 11:25-26

Opening

-On May 11th of last year, I got terrible news. My friend Mike had tragically and
unexpectedly died. Mike started feeling sick, so in light of the pandemic his wife, Tiffany,
drove him to the hospital. Due to COVID restrictions, she could not go in with him. Mike
was admitted and shortly afterward, his body started shutting down. Mike died of acute
pancreatitis. Tiffany could never have imagined that when she dropped Mike off at the
hospital, it would be the last time she would see him.
-Mike and Tiffany were part of the church I served at in Madison for 18 years. They served
in ministries I led and were part of our social
network. I met them when they were newlyweds
and watched them become parents. Mike was
one of those guys who did everything well. He
was a great friend, a great husband, a great dad,
a great financial advisor and a great musician.
-Mike left behind his wife Tiffany and their two
kids, Paige who is 8 and August who is 6. I talked
with Tiffany this past week. It has been an
incredibly difficult year for her and the kids. I
promised we would pray for them.
-Mike’s death was such shocking and sobering news because Mike was only 40. He had
recently done a triathlon. Healthy 40-year-old triathletes don’t just up and die. It was a
reminder that death awaits all of us. It is coming for us sooner or later. On Easter Sunday,
we cannot talk about resurrection without talking about death.
Series/Upcoming Series

-We are in the 8th week of a series called Encountering Jesus that has led us through the
Lent season. It is a study of the Gospel of John. John is one of the 4 eyewitness accounts
of the life of Jesus. Near the end of John’s gospel, he gives us the purpose of his gospel:
that we may know Jesus more so we can trust Jesus more so that we can find life in Jesus’
name. To help us know Jesus more and trust Jesus more, John provides us with a ton of
images, or metaphors, that describe Jesus. We have explored Jesus the Word, Jesus the
Temple, Jesus the Well, Jesus the Light, Jesus the Bread, Jesus the Good Shepherd and
Jesus the Vine. We can’t fully know Jesus through just one image. We must look at Jesus

through the kaleidoscope of the all the images. Today we are going to look at Jesus the
Resurrection.
-Next week we will explore a post-resurrection scene of Jesus the Host. It is one of my
favorite stories in the entire Bible. We will soon be launching into a new series called
Resurrecting Church. This series will dive deep into Paul’s letter to the Ephesian church.
This is Paul’s only letter that is not written to address a specific issue. Paul writes it to cast
vision for what church should be.
Context

-Before we read our passage, let me provide some context. Bethany was a village one and
a half miles east of Jerusalem. Jesus spent a lot of time in Bethany and likely lived there
during the final week of his life. We are told three times in this story that Mary, Martha,
and Lazarus were well loved by Jesus. We don’t know the nature of their connection, but
they seemed to be some sort of extended family.
-When Jesus is informed of his dear friend’s illness, He responds with a statement of faith
– God will be glorified in this. Then Jesus waits. On its face, this seems cruel. But we must
remember that Lazarus likely died right after the messengers were sent out to find Jesus.
Jesus probably knew that Lazarus was dead. What’s a few days if you are going to raise a
guy from the dead? He likely waited to heighten the power of the miracle and to teach His
disciples to wait and trust. John tells us that Jesus’ love caused Him to wait.
-The eventual decision to head to Bethany was a courageous one for Jesus but also for
His young disciples. There had been growing tensions with the religious leaders. During
the previous autumn celebration at the Feast of Tabernacles, the authorities tried to arrest
Him, and rumor was out that they wanted to kill Him. At one point, the crowd tried to
stone Jesus.
A few months later at Hanukkah, they tried to arrest Jesus, and again there was the threat
of stoning. The events of John 11 are set sometime between the winter Hanukkah Feast
and the upcoming spring when Jesus was crucified. Things were very tense. Jesus had
been lying low on the other side of the Jordan River until it was His time.
As a rule, I generally shy away from places where I might be stoned to death. Jesus is
risking His life to save a friend. The resurrection of Lazarus will be the prologue to a
greater Resurrection. The disciples understood what was at stake. Thomas spoke up, ‘Let
us also go, that we may die with him.’ Thomas was a half-empty glass kind of guy. Emily
will be reading our passage.
--On his arrival, Jesus found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for
four days. Now Bethany was less than two miles from Jerusalem, and many
Jews had come to Martha and Mary to comfort them in the loss of their
brother. When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went out to meet
him, but Mary stayed at home.

“Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, my brother would not
have died. But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.”
Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.”
Martha answered, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.”
Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in
me will live, even though they die; and whoever lives by believing in me will
never die. Do you believe this?”
“Yes, Lord,” she replied, “I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God,
who is to come into the world.” After she had said this, she went back and
called her sister Mary aside. “The Teacher is here,” she said, “and is asking for
you.” When Mary heard this, she got up quickly and went to him.
Now Jesus had not yet entered the village, but was still at the place where
Martha had met him. When the Jews who had been with Mary in the house,
comforting her, noticed how quickly she got up and went out, they followed
her, supposing she was going to the tomb to mourn there. When Mary
reached the place where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said,
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”
When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also
weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. “Where have you laid
him?” he asked. “Come and see, Lord,” they replied.
Jesus wept. Then the Jews said, “See how he loved him!” But some of them
said, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man
from dying?”
Jesus, once more deeply moved, came to the tomb. It was a cave with a stone
laid across the entrance. “Take away the stone,” he said. “But, Lord,” said
Martha, the sister of the dead man, “by this time there is a bad odor, for he has
been there four days.” Then Jesus said, “Did I not tell you that if you believe,
you will see the glory of God?” So they took away the stone.
Then Jesus looked up and said, “Father, I thank you that you have heard me. I
knew that you always hear me, but I said this for the benefit of the people
standing here, that they may believe that you sent me.”
When he had said this, Jesus called in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” The
dead man came out, his hands and feet wrapped with strips of linen, and a
cloth around his face. Jesus said to them, “Take off the grave clothes and let
him go.” (John 11:17-44)
Color Commentary
Jesus comforts the sisters (17-37)

-John tells us that when Jesus finally arrives in Bethany, Lazarus has been dead for four
days. This is a significant detail. There was a well-known Jewish belief that the soul of a

dead person remained in the vicinity of the body hoping to re-enter it for three days, but
once decomposition started, the soul departed. The point is that Lazarus is truly dead on
every level and that the miracle cannot be misconstrued as a resuscitation. This is
probably why Jesus waited.
-Jesus entered a chaotic scene. In the first century, mourning was not a private affair.
When someone from the community died, everyone mourned together. Lazarus’ family
was wealthy and well-known in the region. Many friends and distant relatives would have
descended on Bethany to comfort Mary and Martha.
Formal mourning would begin on the day of burial—which took place on the same day as
death—and would continue for seven days. There would be lots of wailing and crying and
public expressions of grief. Music would mix with the wailing. Jewish funeral customs
required even a poor family to hire at least two flute players and a professional wailing
woman.
-In the midst of this chaos, Jesus and Martha have a conversation. Jesus tells Martha that
Lazarus will rise again. Martha thinks he is referring to the resurrection many Jews
believed would happen in the future. Then Jesus redirects Mary to the present moment:
Lazarus would not rise again in the future; Lazarus would rise again that very moment.
Jesus tells Mary, ‘I am the resurrection and the life.’
Martha knows Jesus has the power over death. Jesus had already raised the widow’s son
and Jairus’ daughter from the dead. But it had been 4 days. Lazarus was dead and gone.
Jesus is revealing Himself to be the very Source of life. Then He asks Mary, ‘Do you believe
this?’ Martha says that she does believe. Martha runs to get her sister Mary. Mary arrives
with a group of mourners and falls at the feet of Jesus.
-John tells us that Jesus is deeply moved in spirit and troubled. Then we have the shortest
verse in the Bible: Jesus wept. The Greek word for weep means loud wailing and crying.
Jesus destroys the idea that real men don’t cry. Jesus was a sloppy mess.
-It’s game time. Jesus wants to know where the tomb is. We can assume that Lazarus was
buried in a burial tomb that was cut out of rock. Most of these tombs that have been
discovered were 10-15 square feet. Burial benches were carved along the inner wall.
Bodies would be prepared in tombs and then laid in horizontally-cut tunnels about six feet
deep and be left to decompose.
After a year or so, the body would be
removed from the burial tunnel and
placed in a limestone burial box known
as an ossuary. The tomb was fitted
with a wheel-shaped rolling stone to
cover the entrance. Here is a picture of
the tradition site of the tomb of
Lazarus.

Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead (38-44)

-As Jesus steps towards the tomb, we are told once more that He is deeply moved. The
Lord of life, the incarnate God who spoke the world into existence now comes
face-to-face with death. Jesus commands that the stone be rolled back.
-Martha holds her nose. Martha is concerned that there might be a bad odor. Martha was
the type of person that said what everyone else was thinking. It was likely that Martha was
the person who, according to custom, entered the tomb the day before to ensure Lazarus
was dead. She knew how bad the smell was then. Her concerns expose that her expressed
faith in Jesus was fragile. But then people courageously take a whiff—and all they smell is
burial spices. There is no odor of death. How could this be?
-Jesus reminds Martha to believe. Then Jesus prays to His Father. I wonder what He
prayed. People were leaning in to try to hear. Then Jesus triumphantly commands in a
loud voice that seems to come from another world, ‘Lazarus, come out!‘ Jesus is not
whispering. Jesus is shouting. Some commentators have noted how important it was for
Jesus to say, ‘Lazarus, come out!’ If He had just commanded come out, then perhaps all
the tombs would have emptied.
-Then it got strangely silent. The music stopped. The dancing ceased. The wailing died
down. All one could hear was the wind. Then everyone waited. It was probably only 15 or
20 seconds, but it seemed like an eternity. And then, Lazarus came waddling out of the
tomb! I say waddle because he was wrapped in burial cloth from head to toe.
When Lazarus emerged from the tomb, it had to be a comical scene. In Jewish burial
traditions, the corpse was laid on a sheet of linen twice the length of the body. The feet
were placed at the far end of the sheet and the sheet was drawn over the head and down
to the feet so that the body was completely covered. The feet were then bound at the
ankles and the arms tied to the body with linen strips. Finally, the face was bound with
another cloth. A person bound like this could maybe hop or shuffle, but scarcely walk.
-Jesus commands that Lazarus be set free. I wonder if people obediently jumped forward
to help or if they would have been a little hesitant. When I was a youth pastor, we used to
play that silly ice-breaker where you pair people up and you have one person wrap their
partner in toilet paper. The most enjoyable part of that game was when the students
would break free from their temporary mummy state. That’s what I picture happening
here.
Lazarus’ head pops out with a goofy grin on his face and a twinkle in his eye. He had
never felt better. It was the ultimate power nap. I wonder who gave him the first hug. I bet
I know. I picture Jesus running towards His friend, tackling Him as the disciples piled on. It
was a first century mosh pit as the musicians fired up their instruments. They had been
hired to play for a funeral and now they got to play for a resurrection. Sweet gig!

Life Lessons
We are all going to die

-I have some bad news for you. (I like to share bad news first.) The bad news is that today
we are all one day closer to death. No one will escape death. I found a startling statistic to
support this. Let me find it. One out of every one person is going to die. Let me repeat
that because it is really hard to follow. One out of every one person is going to die.
The modern Western world doesn’t like to talk about death. In light of all our wealth and
technological advances, we hate to be confronted with our own mortality. I just turned 50
this past week. There is no way I’m 50—It was only yesterday when I was graduating high
school. As the Scriptures tell us, life is like mist, here one day, gone the next.
-Some are trying to do everything they can to put
off inevitable death. A few years ago, the cover of
Time Magazine proclaimed – This Baby Could Live
to Be 142 Years Old.
Some people are trying to figure out a way for
humans to live forever. This endeavor is called
biohacking and it is led by folks in Silicon Valley.
They figure they can hack most things, why not try
to hack life? There are tens of thousands of
biohackers and biohacking investors.
-Google has launched the Calico Company short for
California Life Company. They are trying to
reverse-engineer the biology that controls life span.
A Russian multi-millionaire started a company
called 2045 Initiative which is devoted to helping
humans achieve immortality by 2045. Larry Ellison,
one of the richest men in the world, is devoting 40
million dollars a year to the quest for immortality.
Larry has been quoted as saying that death makes him very angry. He wants to end it.
-We can try whatever we want to seek immortality but we are all going to die. In fact, life
expectancy in America fell this year by one year. We are all going to die. To drive home
that point, I want everyone to say the following phrase– I am going to die. On the count of
three – “I am going to die.” Thanks for coming today. Let’s pray. That would be the worst
Easter service ever. I’m not trying to be morbid. We can’t talk about resurrection unless
we talk about death.
-I gave you the bad news. But there is good news. Death is not what God intended for us.
So, he did something about it.

Death makes God angry.

-I remember doing my first funeral as a pastor. They sent a veteran pastor along with me
to show me the ropes. A teenager had lost his life tragically. The family had come to the
U.S. from Russia some years before. The parents spoke little English, but I didn’t need
words to understand the depth of their grief.
It was an open casket. I will never forget the mother making her way slowly down the aisle
toward her boy. She was wailing. When she approached the coffin, she collapsed on her
son’s body. Then she began to beat his chest. She stuck him so hard that his entire body
rose up out of the coffin with each blow.
I stepped forward to intervene and the older pastor stopped me. He knew better. Her
behavior was extreme, at least according to our culture, but her behavior was also godly.
She was angry at death.
-Death makes God angry. We see this in our story. Twice John tells us that that Jesus is
deeply moved. This Greek verb means to be moved with anger or to express indignant
displeasure. It was also used to describe the snort of a warhorse. John tells us twice that
Jesus is angry at death. Death is not what God intended for us. Jesus was about to do
something about that.
-Why does everyone die? The Scriptures tell us. The apostle Paul writes that ‘the wages of
sin are death.’ When we decide to go our own way and live life apart from God, it leads to
spiritual death. It also leads to physical death. That is bad news. But there is good news.
That is not the way it is supposed to be. God didn’t create us to die—He created us for life.
-The Scriptures reveal Jesus to be God in the flesh. Jesus is God with skin on. It should
give us incredible comfort to know that God responds to sin and death with anger and
weeping. Jesus is not angry at sinners. Jesus is angry at sin and the destruction it has
brought to the world He created.
As many of you know, my mom is presently battling a serious form of cancer. We have
never been confronted with more death than we have in the past year. Death is
everywhere. But we follow Jesus who is angered by death. We follow Jesus who weeps
when face-to-face with death. It is not the way it’s supposed to be. We follow Jesus who
did something about it.
Death does not have the final word

-Here’s the good news: Death does not have the final word! Jesus has the final word.
Easter Sunday is our reminder and celebration that Jesus did not stay in the grave.
Hundreds of eyewitnesses tell us that Jesus rose from the grave in fulfillment of the
prophecies; in fulfillment of God’s promise to make all things right. To make all things
right, God had to put on flesh to bear and break the power of sin and death on the cross.
To make things right, God had to rise again to proclaim victory over death.
-When Jesus proclaimed, ‘I am the resurrection and the life’, He was telling Mary and
Martha that He had power to raise the dead. But Jesus not only had power to raise the

dead, Jesus is the power the raise the dead. Jesus is the very essence of life. Through
Jesus’ death and resurrection, death has been transformed into a doorway to life. As C.S.
Lewis said, “…because of Jesus, death is just the beginning of the real story where each
chapter is better than the one before.”
-And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Look! God’s dwelling place
is now among the people, and he will dwell with them. They will be his people,
and God himself will be with them and be their God. 4 ‘He will wipe every tear
from their eyes. There will be no more death’[b] or mourning or crying or
pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” 5 He who was seated on the
throne said, “I am making everything new!” Then he said, “Write this down, for
these words are trustworthy and true.” (Rev. 21:3-5)
-Because of Jesus, death does not have the final word. Because of Jesus, our tombs have
been transformed into portals for life. Because of Jesus, our tears now have an expiration
date. To use Paul’s words, because of Jesus, ‘death will be swallowed up by life.’
Closing
Luis Palau

-As many of you know, Luis Palau
recently left his earth-suit and entered the
presence of Jesus. Luis was known as the
Billy Graham of Latin America.
Luis heard the Good News of Jesus when
he was 12 years old. He figured if it was
Good News for him, it was Good News for
everyone. He never stopped believing
that. He started preaching on the
street-corners as a teenager in Argentina
and started his own radio show at 19.

Over his lifetime, the Luis Palau Association has hosted over 500 events in 80 nations.
Millions of people have heard the Good News of Jesus and responded.
-I got to be friends with Luis in the last few years. I interviewed him at New Hope about 2
years ago. I am good friends with his son Kevin. Kevin shared that his dad had this
amazing capacity to ask complete strangers the most personal questions that would
inevitably open doors for him to share the Good News with them. Kevin said that when
Luis spent two weeks in the hospital prior to his death, his wife Pat was the only person
who could visit him. The isolation didn’t deter Luis.
As his body was shutting down, he used his every interaction to get to know all the nurses
and doctors in a very personal way and he shared the Good News with most of them. One
nurse left his room weeping good tears, telling another doctor, “That man in room 818 just

got me to share everything about my life. He then told me all about the love of Jesus. He
said he would be with Jesus soon and wanted me to join him.”
-If Luis were here today, he would ask you some super-personal questions and then he
would share the Good News about Jesus with you. Because you will inevitably experience
death, he would have wanted you to join him in the life to come.
We must look to Jesus for life

-We are all going to die. That’s bad news. But the Good News transcends and transforms
the bad news. The Good News is that if we look to Jesus, then today puts us one day
closer to life. The Scriptures consistently warn us against facing death apart from Jesus.
They continually invite us to trust Jesus for life in this world and in the world to come.
Trust is not something to decide in our heads. Trust is a full-body experience. Trusting
Jesus means we put our lives in His hands. Trusting Jesus means that every day we are
holding on to Jesus for dear life.
-John tells us that Lazarus, the dead man, stumbled from the tomb and Jesus
commanded, “Take off the grave clothes and let him go.” That is what Jesus can do for
anyone who looks to Him for life. Jesus transforms death into a doorway to life. Because
of what Jesus did, the inevitability of death becomes the inevitability of life. Because of
Jesus, death does not have the final word. Jesus has the final word.
Tiffany raising arms

-Due to COVID restrictions, only a small gathering of friends and family were in person at
Mike’s memorial. They offered a livestream for all his friends and family who could not
make it. As I watched the service, I paid close attention to Tiffany who sat on the front
row with her small children. Her back was to the camera. I prayed for her. I prayed for her
children. I grieved with her. But I was quickly reminded that we do not grieve as those
who have no hope.
-Something remarkable happened. A worship leader came on stage and begin to lead the
heavy-hearted crowd in a song proclaiming God’s goodness. It is audacious to worship at
a funeral. I watched Tiffany, wondering how she would respond. It was hard to imagine
that I could be in a place where I felt like worshipping after losing my spouse. Slowly but
surely, I watched Tiffany raise up her arms in praise to the God who gives and takes away.
It was deeply moving. Tears welled in my eyes to watch her embody trust in Jesus.
That gesture did not mean that Tiffany wasn’t wrestling with unimaginable grief, doubts,
and even anger. She most appropriately was. But it was her way of expressing that, in
spite of all those things, death does not have the final word. Jesus has the final word.
Tiffany told me that despite her own pain, she knew that, because of Jesus, all was well
with Mike.
Everyone is going to die. What’s your plan? Will you go it alone? Or will you look to the
one who is the Resurrection and the Life for your resurrection and life?

