     WHEN JESUS SAID: “I AM”
7. “Your Promise of Eternal Life”
SCRIPTURE:  John 11:1-44           
TEXT:  “Jesus said to her; “I am the Resurrection and the Life; he who believes in Me, though he die, yet shall he live; and whoever lives and believes in Me shall never die.  Do you believe this?”  John 11:25, 26
THEME:  The raising of Lazarus demonstrates the Christian’s restoration to fellowship with Christ beyond the grave and represents the spiritual resurrection of new life coming to dead souls.  
INTRODUCTION:

Perhaps the most shattering experience that can happen to the human spirit is the death of a loved one.  When the minister speaks those last, dread words:  “From dust to dust, ashes to ashes,” it’s like a heavy cloak of darkness that weighs upon the spirit.  It is as if a bright beacon light suddenly has gone out, leaving the bereaved persons behind to wander alone across a desolate plain.  Every familiar guiding landmark seems clouded from its meaning.  A loss seems so absolute so final.

Death, with its savage thrust, is a harsh reality.  Our experience of life is in terms of vitality;  of flesh and blood.  We know ourselves in terms of our activities, our relationships, the aliveness of our bodies; and we know each other this way: “She has beautiful eyes; I love her smile; he has a loud voice; he’s fun to be with.”  But at death this way of experiencing things comes to an abrupt end.  In a sense, death IS the ultimate horror.  It is the tearing asunder of something that ought not to be torn asunder;  it is the tearing apart of body and soul, and this is not what a human being is made for.  When body and spirit are together we have a person.  But when they are not together, we no longer have a person, but a corpse.  Suddenly we are confronted with a THING.  It appears in every respect exactly as the person we know, but somehow it is not.  This is what is left of him, but it is not he.
Perhaps you’re beginning to wonder why, on such a festive occasion—amid all the blossoms of spring, the joyousness of this season—that this Pastor seems so morbid:  talking about DEATH?   But don’t you see?  That’s what Easter is all about!  Easter is something to celebrate, to sing about, to shout about because it comes to grips with the ultimate horror of life—DEATH ITSELF. Easter gives a message of LIFE contrasted with death; it is HOPE as contrasted with despair; it is VICTORY as contrasted with defeat.  
Today, and every Sunday, the Lord Jesus Christ speaks with power to those who are troubled with death.  All this points up to is Jesus’ words to Martha in Bethany when she experienced deep grief because of the death of her brother Lazarus.  Jesus consoled her with these words:  “I AM THE RESURRECTION AND THE LIFE; HE WHO BELIEVE IN ME, THOUGH HE DIE, YET SHALL HE LIVE AND WHOEVER LIVES AND BELIEVES IN ME SHALL NEVER DIE.”   Here we come to the heart of Easter—it is the Easter faith that Jesus Christ is your promise of eternal life.  How can you be sure, certain of eternal life?

I.  CHRIST FACES THE REALITY OF DEATH 
In our analysis of the reality of this promise, let us begin by observing Jesus Christ as He faces the death of His friend Lazarus.  

For most people, death is a depressing subject.  We don’t like to talk about it or be reminded of its impending nature.  Many of us rationalize it away or we try to soften it by saying that death is merely the passing from one horizon to another.  Is death merely a flip of the coin?  How did Jesus consider death?          
Our story begins as a tired messenger finally locates Jesus to deliver an urgent message:  “Lazarus, whom you love, is very sick.  Please come quickly.”  Jesus then turns to His disciples and tells them: “The purpose of this illness is not death, but for the glory of God.  I, the Son of God, will receive glory from this situation.”  

Please keep in mind that each of these seven miracles recorded by the Apostle John were called SIGNS—actions in Jesus’ life and experience which demonstrated  the truth of the great claims He made about Himself.  But now coming to Bethany, He was about to make and prove the greatest claim about Himself—“I am the Resurrection and the Life.”
After a two day postponement, Jesus finally arrives in Bethany and comes face to face with red-faced, grieving Martha—sister of the deceased.   By now Lazarus has been dead for four days.  As she met Jesus, her heart spoke through her lips. Here is one of the most human speeches in all the Bible; for Martha spoke, half with a reproach that she could not keep back, and half with a faith that nothing could shake.  “If you had been here,” she blurts out, “My brother would not have died.”  Through the words we can read her inner most thought; “Jesus, when you got my message, why didn’t you come right away?  Now it’s too late.”  And then no sooner are the words out, than there come the words of faith,  a faith which defied the facts: “And yet,” she said with a kind of desperate hope, “I know God will give you whatever you ask.”
But as Jesus saw the distress of Martha, the brokenness of her sister Mary, and the sadness of the mourners, the Bible says: “He was deeply moved and visibly distressed.  Slowly He approached the silent tomb of Lazarus.  Visualizing the cold grip of death on His beloved friend, feeling the empty gap it left in the relationships of loved ones, His heart was wrung with anguish and we read: “Jesus wept.”
What a beautiful picture Jesus gave us of God!  Here Jesus shows us a God whose very heart is wrung with anguish, in the anguish of His people; a God who, in the most literal way, is afflicted with our afflictions.  Just think—God feels your heart and your sorrow when you lose a loved one.
But pause for a moment.  Ask yourself: “Why did Jesus weep if He knew that in five minutes the man Lazarus would be there before them well and alive?  Why weep, if death is merely passing over into new and better horizons?  Is it a farce?

So, Jesus wept, because death is not trivial…it is an enemy.  (Jesus had lost a friend, and this experience makes humans weep.  Although Lazarus could be brought forth, he would die again.)  Death without hope, without the assurance of forgiveness and a right relationship with God is an appalling horror.  In that dramatic moment on the cross when Christ experienced the awful reality of death  in all its fullness—a death that faced God with the sins of mankind; a death separated from God—He cried out in horror; “MY GOD, MY GOD, WHY HAS THOU FORSAKEN ME?”  Death is an enemy.

But then we read some of the most stirring words in the Bible.  Gesturing to some people, Jesus commands them to move the stone  from the tomb’s entrance.  A hushed silence followed.  Suddenly cupping His hands, Jesus cried out in a loud voice: “LAZARUS, COME FORTH.”  It must have been a weird, chilling sensation to have seen a bandaged figure come staggering out from that tomb.  A dead man had come out of the grave!

Now, with that vivid, glowing picture in your minds, listen again to the words of Jesus: “I am the Resurrection and the Life; he who believes in Me, though he die, yet shall he live; and whoever lives and believes in Me shall never die.”  Jesus Christ claims and proves Himself to have power over death.  The fellowship Lazarus had with Jesus, bound him to Jesus for eternity.  Death is ultimate horror, unless your life is bound to Jesus Christ.
II.  CHRIST MASTERS PHYSICAL DEATH              
Here is your promise of eternal life.  Every true believer in Jesus Christ is typified in this man, Lazarus.  Even as Jesus called Lazarus from the grave, Christ promises that He will call you out of your grave.  Does that shock you?  Listen to the words of Scripture.  In     I Thessalonians we read: “The Lord Himself will descend out from heaven with a cry of command…and the dead in Christ will rise first; then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with the Lord.”
But can we believe this?  That was the question Jesus asked Martha.  After He had said; “I am the Resurrection and the Life” He said, “Do you believe this?”  In raising Lazarus, Jesus fulfilled the first part of this astonishing promise to Martha.  “He who believes in Me though he die, yet shall he live.”  Lazarus was dead, yet he lived.  But what about the second part?  What happened after Lazarus would have to die again?  The fact that Lazarus lived again does not prove that we shall ever live again.  What proof do we have? 
The answer is EASTER!  What is Easter?  Is it a day when everybody gets all dressed up?  A time to put on our new clothes to be displayed for public approval?  Is it a holiday—a festive day to be observed with the bunnies and the blossoms?   Perhaps Easter is that traditional time for us to come to church. Let me share with you it’s true significance.  Easter observes that day in history when Jesus Christ demonstrated the reality of His words to Martha.   He said; “I am the Resurrection and the Life.”  You see, this Jesus was nailed to a cross; and having died, He was placed into a cold grave.  After three days, this same Jesus rose from the dead.  The tomb was empty.

Here is the final proof that this Jesus who brought back Lazarus spoke the truth and meant what He said, because death could not hold Him.  Because He conquered death He demonstrated His power to abolish death for us, for all those who receive Him.  
But you say, “Can I really accept this as fact?”  Yes, indeed you can.  Examine the evidence.  These very same disciples began to preach this resurrection message in the very city in which Jesus was crucified, just a five minute walk from His empty tomb.  They saw Him, spoke to Him, ate with Him.  This Jesus says the same to you; “Because I live, you shall live also.”  Here lies your only hope in the face of certain death.  Here is the only way to turn a funeral into a festival.  It’s a homecoming!   
III. CHRIST OFFERS SPIRITUAL LIFE            
There is one last aspect worth considering.  The rising of Lazarus to life also illustrates what Jesus can do in your life when that Easter faith takes hold of you.  Have you ever seen anyone arise from the dead?  Your answer is, no doubt “No, of course not.”  Well, I have, in a very real sense. There are people here, there and everywhere throughout the land today who are lacking in life.  Perhaps you are one of them.  You’re walking around, but you might as well be buried.  You are dead in your spirit, dead in your mind, dead in your relationships, your life has become a social security number, a credit card, a taxable object. You’re a cog on the assembly line of life.  All of life is viewed negatively, you’re full of anger, guilt, you feel bitter, judgmental, critical and resentful.   I’ve seen people just like you—some are here in this church—who were called out of their tombs in life by Jesus Christ.  
You see this is also what Easter is all  about.  When Jesus Christ rose out of that grave He demonstrated that He was the authority on something that we’re all interested and involved in—that is LIFE.  The trouble with most of us is that we  think that Christianity or church is really about a little bit of religion.  We go to church to put on a little bit of God to our overall lives.  We put a little goodness into the glove-compartment marked “religion,” while the station wagon of our lives barrels down the highway full  of our many other things.  You can easily dismiss religion—but you can’t dismiss life.  Jesus calls you out of the tombs in which you are decaying not to get a little “old time religion,” but a new life.  
The thing that causes people to be dead,  sealed in a tomb, is sin , a broken relationship with God.  The Bible says, “The wages of sin is death.”  It says, “The soul that sinneth, it shall die—eternal separation from God.”

Your life was not meant to be a race against time, to be in a big rush to make the big money, to hurry up and get your lawn looking just right, to get enough security so you can retire.  Do you feel that death is chasing you, nipping at your heels?  But can’t you see that while you’re running, you’re missing out on the joyful purpose of  life?  While you’re so busy fussing about yourself, you neglect your opportunity to get to know your Creator.  Now is the time to learn to trust and love Him, to discover how to walk in love and to accomplish His purposes.  Now is the time to develop a deep relationship with Him on a day to day basis. 

You can come alive, you can be resurrected, come out of your tomb, you can be reborn when you ask this Lord of Life and death to come into your life.  You come alive because you experience the cleansing power of forgiveness, you come alive with pulsing sense of meaning to life, you come alive when you are connected in a new relationship with God. You come alive with a new purpose for living—not to serve and please the big I, but to serve the Lord by bringing wholeness and joy into the lives of others.

CONCLUSION

Life…that’s what Jesus is doing for us and promises us.  Real life, eternal life…that’s what Easter is all about!  And it’s yours for the asking.  You take it by faith, faith in a living Christ who has conquered death; a living Christ who commands the dead to arise—physically and spiritually.  I’m not asking you to believe in a dead Christ, but a living Saviour.  “He who believes in me, though he dies, yet shall he live.”  Take it, He offers it freely.  You won’t know how to live unless you know how to die. 
But I must add one other truth.  Christ is your promise of eternal life, He gives it to those who ask for it and receive it.  But let me warn you—this is no gift for which you say “thank you” and put it away in your closet or glove compartment marked “religion.”  This is not a gift you can receive nonchalantly, as if you’re doing God a big favor.  This is a very costly gift—a gift which costs God the life of His Son.  It’s yours, if you are willing to give God the control of your life.
Jesus said—“I am (your) Resurrection and Life!”  Do you believe this?  He’s calling you out of your tomb this morning, do you hear His voice?  

John, Mary, Fred, Bob…Come forth!  
AMEN!!!!
