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Who’s the Boss?
Grace, Mercy, and Peace to you from God our Father, and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

Now a man named Lazarus was sick. He was from Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. This Mary, whose brother Lazarus now lay sick, was the same one who poured perfume on the Lord and wiped his feet with her hair. So the sisters sent word to Jesus, “Lord, the one you love is sick.” When he heard this, Jesus said, “This sickness will not end in death. No, it is for God's glory so that God's Son may be glorified through it.” Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. Yet when he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was two more days. Then he said to his disciples, “Let us go back to Judea.” “But Rabbi,” they said, “a short while ago the Jews tried to stone you, and yet you are going back there?” Jesus answered, “Are there not twelve hours of daylight? A man who walks by day will not stumble, for he sees by this world's light. It is when he walks by night that he stumbles, for he has no light.” After he had said this, he went on to tell them, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep; but I am going there to wake him up.” His disciples replied, “Lord, if he sleeps, he will get better.” Jesus had been speaking of his death, but his disciples thought he meant natural sleep. So then he told them plainly, “Lazarus is dead, and for your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him.” Then Thomas (called Didymus) said to the rest of the disciples, “Let us also go, that we may die with him.” On his arrival, Jesus found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days. 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. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” “Yes, Lord,” she told him, “I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world.” And 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 odour, for he has been there four days.” Then Jesus said, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would 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 11:1-44, NIV).

Introduction

A young boy lay in a hospital bed in a coma.  He had been there a long time, and he showed no sign of improvement.  His family was going broke, and his sister was soon to be married, another financial strain on the family.  In faith and love, his sister vowed to postpone her wedding until her brother could be there to share her joy.  Finally, the family felt that all hope was gone, and they removed his life support machines.  A few days later, his sister was married, and she cried that day as she watched her brother process down the aisle in his wheelchair.  You see, the same day his family gave up on God, God reminded them that he never gives up on us.  The boy came out of his coma the same day they removed the life support systems, and that same day, that family learned that God is the true life support.

God is happy to hear our prayers.


Mary and Martha sent a message to their Lord, Jesus.  They believed that he was the Messiah, the Christ, and they had seen him perform miracles of healing, and they knew that time was short.  Their brother, Lazarus, was sick, and they felt it urgent that Jesus come immediately, before it was too late.  They had faith, and in faith, they called upon their Lord, but their faith was still tainted by doubt.  Did Jesus need to be physically present to answer their request?  No.  The power of the Son of God is in his Word, just like in Genesis One.  God’s Word called forth light, and light was.  So with us, God delights in hearing our prayers and answering them with wisdom and love.


If you ever doubt God’s response to prayers, consider his Word.  Abraham and Sarah prayed for a son, and even though Sarah doubted, still God answered their prayer according to his plan.  In fact, the answer to that prayer was the answer to the prayer of all humanity since God promised a Savior to Adam and Eve.  In answer to the prayers of the sons of Abraham, God sent his own Son, Jesus, and now Mary and Martha prayed to that Son, as do we.

God responds when he wants.


Did Jesus hear their prayer?  Yes.  Did he respond?  Yes.  Was it the response they wanted?  No.  So who was wrong?


In America, we are obsessed with time.  We rush around, driving too fast because we have too much to do and too little time in which to do it.  Because of that, we try to work God into our schedule.  “God, I need you to do this for me by 4:00.”  But God is not our employee.  He calls the shots, and only he decides when to act.  When Jesus received the massage of Lazarus’ illness, he waited two days where he was before he even began the two day trip!  This did not fit into the itinerary of Mary and Martha, and when he did go, his disciples did their best to talk him out of it, finally giving up and assuming the worst. 


Why did Jesus delay?  The text emphatically stresses Jesus’ love for Lazarus and his sisters, then it says, “Therefore, when he heard that, he stayed where he was for two more days.”  Therefore he stayed?  Does that make sense?  Imagine a friend calling you, saying, “I need you send me a tax form right away so I can make the April fifteenth deadline,” and you respond, “I love you, so I’m going to wait until the seventeenth to send it out.”  Is that love?  In this case it was.  In our lives it is.  Jesus had a better idea.  Jesus knew that by waiting he could strengthen the faith of his friends and disciples, and that would have a greater long-term effect than just healing a fever, plus, after four days, a number of Jews had assembled at their home, and by waiting, an evangelism opportunity formed.  Jesus arrived at the perfect time. Did this happen as coincidence?  Are any of God’s plans coincidental?


This Christmas, we will celebrate the two-thousandth anniversary of “the fullness of time.”  When God’s people waited and prayed for the arrival of the Messiah, God fulfilled his promise, and because of the time and culture, conditions were perfect for Jesus’ ministry and all the other things he came to do, including his death on a cross, fulfilling all Scripture.


Such is the timing of our God.  He often makes us wait, but imagine what the world would be like if he worked on our time schedules.  By my schedule, Jesus would have returned by now, but that would prevent many from hearing the Gospel and coming to faith.  By his wisdom and mercy, he tells us to wait.  My daughter is at a stage where she grabs at everything, hoping to put it into her mouth.  Imagine if I didn’t say “wait” when she grabs for the steak knives.  The wisdom of our heavenly Father is infinitely greater than the wisdom of any earthly father.

He responds how he wants.


Sometimes, God responds to our prayers in unexpected ways.  When I was a freshman in college, there came a time when I was broke.  I had spent all of my money, including my food money, and the only food I had was a box of macaroni and cheese, which had to last me the next two months.  I asked God for enough food to survive and enough money to pay the bills.  An hour later, my mother called.  She said, “I have some extra food here I want to get rid of.  Do you want some or all of it?”  By the time she left, I had so much food, I had to tie a rope around my little dorm refrigerator to keep it shut and I had to clear off my bookshelves to make room for the rest.  I had so much food, I took pictures of it, which I still have as a reminder of God’s response to the needs of his children.  At this point, I said, “Okay God, I have food in abundance.  Now I need enough money to live.”  In the next two days, my old roommate repaid me $20 that I’d forgotten, my brother repaid me $25 that I’d forgotten, I went to a meeting where I was granted additional money toward my work study job so I could work the rest of the semester, and I was invited to participate in a long-term study with periodic payments from which I still benefit to this day.


The Jews prayed for a Messiah to free them from political bondage who would sit on an earthly throne, but God had other ideas.  The Messiah came as a servant, and he saved his people not from Rome, but from their own sin.  Who could have imagined that the King that God would send would come with the express purpose of dying?  Most of them rejected God’s decision, but some believed, including you and me.  To those who do not reject God’s Messiah, God gives eternal life.  Compare political freedom from tyranny and eternal freedom from sin and death.  There is no comparison.


Mary, Martha, and many of the Jews present expected Jesus to be able to heal Lazarus to prevent his death.  God had another idea.  They had all seen healings, yet they still did not understand, so Jesus did something even his own friends thought impossible even for him.  Jesus, in an act of foreshadowing, commanded them to roll away the stone from the tomb.  He called to Lazarus, and Lazarus came out.  So unexpected was this miracle that everyone just stood there watching him try to walk out while wrapped in burial cloths, looking much like a mummy.  Jesus said to them, “Take off the grave clothes and let him go.”  He was saying, “Why do you look so surprised?  Don’t just stand there; unwrap him!”  Jesus did the will of God, yet the people did not understand.  They were trying to fit Jesus into their concept of who the Messiah is and how he should be.  Jesus did not fit their idea, but the problem lay not with Jesus, but with those who can’t get past their own agendas.


Do we get angry with God when he works differently than how we expect?  Where is the problem?  Maybe we should let God take charge and stop trying to run things ourselves.  A popular bumper sticker a decade ago read, “God is my copilot.”  Recently, I’ve seen other bumper stickers which respond to that statement.  They say, “If God is your copilot, switch seats!”  God really knows what’s best.  That is why he sent his Son to die for us.

Conclusion


God listens to our prayers, and he responds as he deems best for us, when he knows the time is right, not according to our corrupted ideas.  Aren’t you glad?  Amen.


Now, may the peace of God which is beyond all human understanding keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.
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