9th March 2008

Jesus is the Point
John 11.1-45 
 

I recently saw a list of the top musical favourites for funerals in Britain and Europe.  No longer the classic organ music of days gone by - number two in Europe is Led Zeppelin’s 'Stairway to Heaven', and just below at number three, AC/DC's 'Highway to Hell'.  There's a top-ten entry from Oasis, 'Live for ever', and one from Queen, 'Who wants to live for ever?'
 

Perhaps the choice of music at funerals reflects what we believe happens at death - with opinions being divided over which way we might want to go - heaven or hell, or whether there is life after death after all.  Arguments over these positions have raged since the beginning of time and were at the centre of much of what Jesus taught.
 

In his gospel, John included only seven miracles in all and he intended them to be seen as signs more than miracles - they weren't meant to be ends in themselves, but to point us somewhere, to show us something about God.  The last of these miracles was the one we've just heard - the raising of Lazarus.  The last word, the last sign, that John wanted to include was to anticipate the end of the gospel story itself, Jesus' conquest over death itself.  It was an attempt to end all the arguments.

In the early part of his gospel, John shows Jesus being welcomed by many of those he meets and ministers to - he draws people to himself and turns away to avoid certain confrontations.  But as things progress, the opposition to him starts to build and build, and the arguments grow ever more fierce.  This chapter is very much the turning point in terms of the action and conflict within the gospel story.  After this miracle, Jesus set out for what would be his last visit to Jerusalem.  The reading ended with the words, "Many of the Jews who had seen what Jesus did put their faith in him," but by v.53, a few verses later, John records, "From that day on they plotted to take his life."
 

This seventh sign sets off the chain of events that leads to the cross.  From here on in, the battle lines were drawn and the contest began - who would win the argument, who would have the last word?

During this incident with Lazarus, in his determination to have the last word, Jesus was very clear and deliberate in everything that he said and did.
 

First of all, he waited.  When Jesus heard the news about Lazarus he didn't go to help until after two more days, so by the time he got there Lazarus had been buried four days.  The Jews of Jesus' time believed that the soul of a person hovered over their body for three days after death, and left on the fourth day.  By waiting until the fourth day, Jesus was making sure that everyone knew that Lazarus was very dead - he wanted to have the last word on this one, and wasn't going to be gainsaid by people arguing that Lazarus had just been asleep or not properly dead.
 

God knows how powerful the last word has to be if it's going to end the argument.  Moses went to see Pharaoh on several occasions, warning him each time that he wouldn't be able to out-argue God.  In the end, Pharaoh saw it but paid a terrible price for his attempts at gain-saying the Lord of heaven and earth.  All looked hopeless for Samson, but, again, he had the last word.  The Philistines enjoyed seeing Goliath mocking the armies of Israel - until David came along and said, 'God will have the last word in this fight.'
 

But those were just ordinary battles, they helped things along, but none of them were truly decisive - in the end there is only one argument really worth winning, and that's the one over life and death itself.  That's the one God really wanted to win.
 

One of the most important things about arguing is to learn which battles are important and which ones aren't - pick your arguments.  Jesus could lose all the fights for status, wealth, fame, security, even over his own life and his own innocence - none of that really mattered compared to making sure he won over death.  There was one line that he did want to get in, "I am the resurrection and the life."  The resurrection is the last word, there's nothing more to be said after that.
 

Jesus added, "He who believes in me will live, even though he dies."  The good news for us is that we can share in his victory, we can be on the winning side.
 

There's a lot of talk these days, and quite a lot of agreement really, that we're living too long - and I hear it from elderly people as well as young.  With the comment comes the suggestion that death isn't as bad as we might think because there may well be somewhere better to go, that after all, there is a place called heaven - and that's good news for those with ailing and aching bodies who feel that life has run it's course.  But if you look around now, most of us here would be dead if we were living in Jesus' day - the average life expectancy was about forty.  Most lives were cut short, potential was not fulfilled, tragedy was the norm, lives were very incomplete.  To speak as Jesus did into this situation had far more meaning than we might at first see - he was offering something that had great power and significance.
 

I was listening to a programme on Radio 4 last week (some of you might have heard it) called, 'What's the point of the Archbishop of Canterbury?'  Typically for the press of today, many of the contributors couldn't see any point at all - either to him or to the Christian faith he proclaims.  One of them did acknowledge that there is more to society than simply the social, economic and political bits, but she said that the part religion once played should now be filled with alternatives that fit in better with our modern, scientific, enlightened world - alternatives that we could work out and build for ourselves now that we're so clever.  I think when she dies, she'll see the point.
 

But, given the significance of what Jesus was saying, no wonder the authorities had to act - he was beginning to dig his heels in, 'You can call me all sorts of things, and you can do what you like, but destroy this temple and in three days I will rebuild it.'
 

I frequently feel beaten about a bit at times - criticisms of the wider church as well as the local are all around us, and in all the onslaughts that come our way, I find it encouraging to know that they will all get sorted out in the end.  I can remain silent and not get as hot and bothered as I normally would when I hear stuff on the radio, because I know that justice will be done, all wrongs righted, my sins forgiven and my hopes fulfilled.  The good news of the gospel we believe in is that Jesus is the resurrection and the life, Jesus is the point.
