28 August 2011 : John 11: 45-57 : Lazarus – The “afters”

We’ve spent some time looking at the miracle of Lazarus being raised from the dead. Today we consider the afters – the consequences of that deed. You will see from the text that the reactions to the raising of Lazarus varied widely. Many came, and saw the blessing of God brought by Jesus to those who would receive Him, and believed. 

Others saw the judgement of God brought by Jesus on those who would not receive Him, still chose not to receive Him, and took the decision to get rid of Him. You will note that these were the people who enjoyed a fix of power, prestige and worldly glory – the Jewish leaders. It was not that they could not see and accept the truth about Jesus. Rather it was the case that they would not see and accept the truth about Jesus.

Major point today : the big either-or’s – blessing or curse, salvation or condemnation, life or death, heaven or hell – are never, never, never imposed willy-nilly by God upon poor helpless human beings. They are always, always, always, choices made by human beings on the basis of whatever evidence we choose to take into consideration.
In this instance, the Jewish leaders had plenty of evidence open to them. In v.47 we hear them openly acknowledge what Jesus was doing in these words : Here is this man performing many miraculous signs. There were plenty of references in the Jewish scriptures to miracles like this being signs of the long-awaited Messiah. 
For example, remember when the followers of John the Baptist came to Jesus to ask if he was The One. Luke 7.20-23 tells us that at that very time Jesus cured many who had diseases, sicknesses and evil spirits, and gave sight to many who were blind. Then he replied to the messengers, Go back and report to John what you have seen and heard: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor. 

Now those comments were factually accurate, as they had seen with their own eyes. But they were also powerful confirmations of Jewish prophecies of the Messiah. 

Isaiah 29.18-19 : In that day the deaf will hear the words of the scroll, and out of gloom and darkness the eyes of the blind will see. Once more the humble will rejoice in the LORD; the needy will rejoice in the Holy One of Israel.

Isaiah 35.5-6 : Then will the eyes of the blind be opened and the ears of the deaf unstopped. Then will the lame leap like a deer, and the mute tongue shout for joy. 
Isaiah 61.1-2 : The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, because the LORD has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up the broken-hearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release from darkness for the prisoners, to proclaim the year of the LORD's favour and the day of vengeance of our God, to comfort all who mourn.
Why am I telling you all this? To show that the spiritual leaders of the Jewish people had no plausible excuse at all for not believing Jesus was exactly who He said He was. Had they been on the ball, had they been honest about what was going on under their very noses, they would have shared in the rejoicing. The evidence was overwhelming, more than enough to convince the proverbial man on the Clapham omnibus. 
But they didn’t, and that wasn’t a matter of ignorance but of deliberate choice. As we hear the argument continue in v.48 : If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him and then the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation.

And in that sentence we’ve identified the deciding issue for the Pharisees and teachers of the law. It wasn’t about Jesus. It wasn’t about God. It wasn’t about truth. It wasn’t about the Word of God, its promise and its fulfilment. It was about them. It was about their cushy wee number at the Temple. It was about their right to prance about in fancy robes and have the plebs bowing and scraping to them and giving them money.
Now, to lend their decision a bit of specious respectability, the words and our nation are tacked on at the end as if their rejection of Jesus was some grand patriotic gesture, taking one in the neck for the country, but for me, it rather smacks of arrogance. It’s as if they equate their own personal self-interest with the welfare of Israel as a whole.
Good old Caiaphas the High Priest then weighs in with his 2p worth of political sleaze. You know nothing at all! He thundered at his junior colleagues. Why not say what you think, Caiaphas, old chap? His rant continues. Nor do you understand or reason out that it is expedient and better for your own welfare that one man should die on behalf of the people than that the whole nation should perish (be destroyed, ruined).

That was from the Amplified Bible, which brings out perfectly the defining thoughts in all their minds : it is expedient and better for your own welfare to get Jesus bumped off.

There is, however, a lovely irony in all this. God sometimes uses the most unlikely of characters to speak profound truths, even when they don’t know it. 

Caiaphas, upon whom the red mist descended at the very mention of the name of Jesus, was the one who spoke into being the gospel truth that Jesus would die for the sins of the nation and indeed for all God’s children. Here in vs. 51-52, Caiaphas unknowingly prophesies the death of Jesus in our place, taking the punishment and death sentence due for our wrongdoing, and releasing to us forgiveness, reconciliation and eternal life.   
Not that Caiaphas benefited, as far as we know, for that wonderful free gift of God’s love and grace. He could have done. Jesus prayed from the cross for his forgiveness, but what Jesus could not and would not do is force him to accept his salvation. Part of what it is to be human, made in the likeness of God, is the God-given right to decide for ourselves whether or not we want to be in fellowship with God, whether or not we want to recognise Jesus as our Saviour and Lord. And an integral part of that right to decide is the responsibility to abide by the consequences of our decision.  
That was true for the scribes and Pharisees. That was true for the two criminals who, all too soon, would hang beside Jesus on neighbouring crosses. That was true for those at Bethany who watched Lazarus rise from the tomb. And it is true for each and every one of us, in the Scottish Borders, in the Year of Our Lord 2011. 

Each and every one of us, each and every member of our family, each and every one of our friends, our colleagues, our neighbours, has a God-given opportunity to respond to the saving grace of Jesus in faith and gratitude leading to life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows – or to respond to the saving grace of Jesus by rejecting it, refusing to believe, leading to a dangerous and foolish game of Russian roulette with our destiny.

The decision we make, with its momentous consequences both in this life on earth and hereafter, will be determined by what evidence we choose to admit, what prejudices we choose to be governed by. Ultimately, it will be about what matters most to us – and if we are perfectly honest, when all else is stripped away, that will boil down to one thing.
Do we want to maintain control over our own life and destiny, trusting in what we think of as our own skills, resources, intelligence, personality, ability to manipulate others or sheer bare-faced good luck? At heart, is the defining factor in our relationship, or lack of it, with Jesus … a grim determination to hang on to the steering-wheel at all costs?

Or are we prepared to do the truly courageous thing, accept the revelation of scripture as the truly convincing evidence, and recognise that we would be better off to hold up our hands, acknowledge that the wisdom and power of Jesus are infinitely greater than anything we can conjure up by ourselves, and let Him take charge of our lives?
For Caiaphas, that was a no-no. For Saul of Tarsus, once he met the Lord on the road to Damascus, it was a yes-yes. Which of those two, do you think, is enjoying the fruit of their decision right now? For Stalin and Hitler and countless tyrants throughout history, there was no room for Jesus, even though he continued to stand at the door of their lives and knock, even though – in the very worst of their abuses and atrocities – forgiveness and eternal life was just one prayer or repentance and faith away.

But what about you and me? Are we truly sincere about allowing the grace of Our Lord Jesus to take charge of our hearts, our lives, our destinies ; or are we anxious to keep Him at arm’s length, content to give him carefully measured lip-service, afraid of what might happen and what people might think if we really let go and let God.

I think that’s the corner that a lot of us, in Scotland today, indeed in the church today, have painted ourselves into – just enough of Jesus to keep us out of hell but not enough to live a truly fulfilled and fruitful life. It doesn’t need to be that way. Jesus came that we might have and enjoy life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows – but for that to happen we need to make the quality decision truly to give every part of our life to Him.
And I know that’s what sticks in the throat. We’re frightened Jesus will make us give up things, or people, that are precious to us. If that’s how we think, we misunderstand the true nature of Jesus. Certainly, if we’re involved in activities that are damaging to ourselves or to other people, or if we’re involved with people in a way that is unhealthy or improper – and I don’t think I need to explain that – yes, we will come under divine conviction about it. But only because Jesus doesn’t want to see us self-destruct – as we would! – through those foolish choices, foolish activities, foolish relationships.

Let me reassure you about the true nature of Jesus, and to do so I’ll quote from a very familiar text, but in an unfamiliar version : Matthew 6.25-34, The Message translation.

Don't fuss about what's on the table at mealtimes or whether the clothes in your closet are in fashion. There is far more to your life than the food you put in your stomach, more to your outer appearance than the clothes you hang on your body. 
Has anyone by fussing in front of the mirror ever got taller by so much as an inch? All this time and money wasted on fashion—do you think it makes that much difference? Instead of looking at the fashions, walk out into the fields and look at the wildflowers. They never primp or shop, but have you ever seen colour and design quite like it? The ten best-dressed men and women in the country look shabby alongside them. 

If God gives such attention to the appearance of wildflowers—most of which are never even seen—don't you think he'll attend to you, take pride in you, do his best for you? What I'm trying to do here is to get you to relax, to not be so preoccupied with getting, so you can respond to God's giving. People who don't know God and the way he works fuss over these things, but you know both God and how he works. 
Steep your life in God-reality, God-initiative, God-provisions. Don't worry about missing out. You'll find all your everyday human concerns will be met. 

That’s a fresh translation of the words of Jesus Himself, assuring us that when we place all our faith and trust in Him, and not in ourselves, all the love and power and authority that He has comes into play for our benefit. Far from losing out through whole-hearted commitment to Jesus, we will gain. We just need to focus on Him, relax in His love, and let Him sort things out for us in a way we couldn’t even begin to do for ourselves.

By trying to hang on to their own wee bit of pomp and pride and power and position, the scribes and Pharisees lost everything. But by handing over every aspect of our life to Jesus, His love for us ensures that we gain everything. We get to make the decision, but we make it on His terms. All or nothing. Deal or no deal. Decide wisely.   
