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 “At the End of Hope, a Promise, and the Beginning of Faith” 

 

“Lord, the one you love is ill!” 

 Anyone whose child has spiked a fever of 104 knows the panic in those words. 

 Anyone who has waited helplessly by the bedside of a loved one in the ICU knows the fear. 

 Anyone who has sat at their parent’s bedside, knowing the end is just hours away, knows the pain.  

 

In an age before hospitals, or MDs, or prescription medicines, illness was pretty terrifying.   

Mary and Martha had tried all the normal folk remedies, of course, but nothing had worked,  

 and it became clear that their brother, the man who took care of them, was dying.  

But there was one more thing they could try –  

 and in desperation, they sent their prayer request to the only one who could possibly help:   

  Jesus, their dearest friend, who just happened to be the best healer around. 

 

He’d been with them much of the fall, since their house was just 2 miles outside Jerusalem. 

But after the religious authorities had tried first to stone him and then to arrest him,  

 he’d gone back to where he’d been baptized, a full day’s journey away. 

So the sisters had sent a messenger to get him, but no sooner had he left on his errand, than Lazarus had died. 

It would be 2 days before Jesus could get there, but since the soul hung around the body for 3 days,  

 there might still be time for him to work a miracle. 

All throughout the third day, they waited anxiously.   

 Had the messenger not made it?  Or had Jesus not been where they had thought?  

As the sun went down, they knew it was too late.   

 Whatever had happened, Jesus hadn’t made it.   

 Their brother, their dear Lazarus, their male protector and provider, was gone,  

  and life would never be the same again. 

 

And then the next day, they heard the news:  Jesus was on his way.   

Unable to wait any longer, Martha hurried out to meet him.   

As glad as she was to see him, her grief was still too raw to keep the anger from welling up inside.   
  “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died!”  

 Immediately she was ashamed.  That was no way to greet her rabbi friend. 

  “22 But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.” she amended meekly. 
23 …“Your brother will rise again”, Jesus said gently as he looked directly into her eyes, misty with tears. 

The words would have sounded like a platitude to her,  

 but for the sure and certain faith that shone from those piercing eyes of his. 

His faith called forth a remnant of her own and she found herself echoing his words. 

 24 “…I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.”  

And then Jesus said, 25 “…I am the Resurrection and the Life.   

 Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live,  

 26 and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.”  

She didn’t just hear his words, she could feel them flooding her heart,  

 filling the emptiness, and relieving that awful ache of grief. 

Do you believe this?” he asked.   

And there was no doubt:  she did.   27…“Yes, Lord, I do!   

 I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.” 



And there it is:  the heart of our gospel story. 

 Sure, it’s usually called “The Raising of Lazarus”,  

  but the actual raising is told in 2 short verses at the very end – almost as an afterthought. 

The heart of the story is right here in the middle, 

 with Lazarus stone cold dead in the tomb, and his bereaved sisters left without any realistic hope. 
 

Isn’t this where we so often find ourselves?   

 Whether it’s that someone dear to us is ill, or that we’ve lost our job, or that our spouse has left us, 

  or the person we’ve fallen in love with doesn’t feel the same towards us,  

  or that the church we’ve loved all our lives is dying,  

   don’t we find that unable to see any other way out, we pray,  

    “Lord, we whom you love are desperate.  We need of your help.  Come!  Quickly!  Please!” 
 

Once in a blue moon Jesus shows up quickly, miracle in hand. 

 But far more often, we wait and wonder where he is and what could be keeping him. 

 And when he does arrive, too late, we angrily demand,  

  “Where have you been?!”  “Why didn’t you keep this from happening?!”   
 

It’s what Martha asked.  And you notice:  Jesus doesn’t answer.   

 He doesn’t make excuses, doesn’t give any explanation, doesn’t rush in to fix the situation. 

He simply says,  

 “I am the Resurrection and the Life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live…” 

Note he says, “I am the Resurrection – and the Life.”   

 It’s not just about being resurrected or returned to that which was before; 

  it’s about being resurrected to something new and different and inherently more beautiful.  

Lazarus, like anyone else who has come back to life, or from a near-death experience, would never be the same. 

 That journey through suffering and pain and death fundamentally changed the way he would see everything 

  after he was raised.   

 He could never go back to his old life or be the same old Lazarus, 

  and neither could Martha or Mary ever go back to the way it had been before.   

 The pain and grief and angst they suffered would become as much a part of their lives   

  as the name Beth’any, literally “House of Affliction”, was a part of their village. 

 The scars would never disappear entirely, but they would take on a character and beauty of their own, 

  even as the wounds that Jesus would soon receive would do so also. 
 

What’s important in our story to note  

 is that Jesus’ promise does not come at the end of the story after Lazarus has been raised.   

  At that point, it’s pretty unnecessary.   

 Jesus’ promise comes when the situation is beyond any kind of realistic hope. 

 Jesus’ promise comes at that point, because when we reach the end of hope, we need faith. 
 

It is when we run out of hope, then, that Jesus arrives, and makes us a promise: 

 not a promise to fix things for us and make them the way they used to be – 

 but a promise to raise from death all those things for which we grieve –  

  to raise up something from the dead bones that will be new and different and strange, 

  so that life becomes deeper and fuller and richer and more exquisitely beautiful  

   because of grief’s scars. 
 

Death is real.  Every one of us will die.  Everyone and everything we love will die.  Even Jesus died. 

But while death is real, Jesus proclaims that it is not final.  Death does not and will not have the last word.    

In the midst of suffering, grief, and death, when there is no more hope, Jesus shows up with a promise: 

 “I am the Resurrection and the Life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live…. 

  Do you believe this?” 

Martha said to him, “Yes, Lord, I believe!”     

May we do the same!  Amen 


