Jesus in the Present Tense #6

“I Am the Resurrection and the Life”

John 11:17-27

Life and death.

Just the mention of those two words bring a serious tone to any conversation. Nothing is more prized than life; nothing is more dreaded than death. A person would give everything he owned for another hour, another minute of life. But when death comes, no one avoids that final appointment on earth. With that in mind John Stott writes, 

The most fantastic of all Christian claims is that Jesus Christ rose from the dead. Human beings have tried with all possible ingenuity both to defy and to deny death. But only Christ has claimed to conquer it, that is, to defeat it in his own experience and to deprive it of its power over others.

Life was all-important in the life of Jesus, as well, especially as recorded in John’s gospel. The Greek word for life (zoe) is used thirty-six times in the fourth gospel, which is more times than it is used in the other three gospels combined (sixteen). We have met the word life in the I am statements already considered, for Jesus is the Bread of life (John 6), the Light of life (John 8), and the Good Shepherd who lays down His life for the sheep (John 10). This morning we will consider Jesus as “the resurrection and the life,” and in our next message, Jesus as “the way and the truth and the life” (John 14:6).

What do we mean by life, though? Philosophers may answer one way while doctors may answer another. I like how Warren Wiersbe puts it: “Life is what we are alive to! People ‘come alive’ to that which excites, delights, and satisfies them, that which is at the heart of their very being, and Christians should come alive to anything that relates to Jesus Christ.”

Yet there is still that nagging subject of death. This is where resurrection comes in. In the Bible life means relationship while death means separation. Resurrection brings the dead to life. And Jesus is the resurrection and the life. This is seen dramatically in the eleventh chapter of the gospel of John.

As this chapter begins, Jesus is informed by two of His friends, Martha and Mary, that their brother Lazarus was sick. Jesus had formed a close bond with these siblings, who lived in Bethany, about two miles from Jerusalem.

Jesus did not react immediately, but rather stayed where he was another two days before leaving for Bethany. He told His disciples that Lazarus was dead, but that He was going to awaken him. Despite the fact that the Jewish leaders had issued an arrest warrant for Jesus
 and wanted to kill Him, Jesus and the disciples made their way to the outskirts of Jerusalem. The disciples thought this would be a showdown between Jesus and His Jewish enemies, but He knew this would be a showdown with the greatest enemy of all.

The Promise of Resurrection

Turn with me to John 11:17-24, where we read the promise of resurrection.

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.” 

It would appear that Jesus is too late. Lazarus has been dead and buried for four days. Chuck Swindoll explains the significance of this time frame:

In keeping with ancient Near Eastern custom, the dead man had been wrapped in spice-soaked linens and placed inside a burial cave the same day he died. The climate did not tolerate any delay. Jesus arrived on the fourth day, which may have been significant in view of rabbinic teaching. Jewish literature from the third century ad teaches that the soul of a dead individual remains near the body for three days, hoping to reenter; then, upon seeing decay set in, it gives up hope and departs. If this literature reflects established teaching, resurrection after the third day was unthinkable.

When Martha heard that Jesus had finally arrived, she rushed out to meet Him. I picture her standing before Jesus, arms crossed in front of her chest, with a bit of a scowl, saying, “This is all your fault, Jesus! I called you, but you didn’t come. If you had listened to me, none of this would have happened.”
 Can you picture that?
Yet she adds in verse 22, “But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.” It becomes apparent later that Martha was not thinking here of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead, but this does indicate that she had not lost her faith in Jesus.

Jesus does not argue with Martha about being late. Instead He turns her attention to the future: Lazarus will rise again. This is the promise of resurrection. Martha unhesitatingly takes the words to refer to the final resurrection at the end of the age. Her words show that she had no idea of an immediate raising of Lazarus to life, but they do represent a certainty about the resurrection at the last day.
 She may have even taken Jesus’ words as a conventional word of comfort and hope such as was current among Jews who believed in the resurrection of the dead.

Despite popular opinion to the contrary, the promise of the resurrection was taught in the Old Testament, in passages such as Job 19:25-27; Psalm 16:10; and Daniel 12:2. The Pharisees believed in a bodily resurrection, though the Sadducees did not, according to Matthew 22:23 and Acts 23:6-8. It was also the teaching of Jesus, as seen in John 5:21, 25-29; 6:39-40, 44, 54.
 The last promise in the Bible is found in Revelation 22:20 as Jesus says, “I am coming soon.” And the last prayer is also found there, “Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.”
 
Thus the promise of the resurrection is seen throughout Scripture, and is one of the foundational tenets of our faith. If Jesus Christ can do nothing about death, then whatever else He can do amounts to nothing. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 15:19, “If in this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men most miserable.” Death is man’s last enemy, but Jesus Christ has defeated this horrible enemy totally and permanently.

The Power of Resurrection

We see this defeat of death in the power of resurrection. For this I would like to jump down to verse 38 in John 10, reading through verse 44,

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 odor, 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.”
By His teaching, His miracles, and His own resurrection, Jesus clearly taught the resurrection of the human body. He has declared once for all that death is real, that there is life after death, and that the body will one day be raised by the power of God. But perhaps the greatest transformation Jesus performed was to move the doctrine of the resurrection out of the future and into the present. Martha was looking to the future, knowing that Lazarus would rise again and she would see him. Her friends were looking to the past and saying, “He could have prevented Lazarus from dying!” But Jesus tried to center their attention on the present: wherever He is, God’s resurrection power is available now.

Martha believed in some such life at the distant horizon of history when the Messiah eventually appears. Jesus invited her—and us—to reshape her hope radically. Resurrection life which triumphs over death is not confined to the distant future, but is present here and now in him who is the Resurrection, the embodiment of the promised life and salvation of God. To believe in Jesus means that death lies defeated.
 The Lord called her to a personal trust in Him as the One who alone has power over death.

Lazarus was raised from the dead by the power of God, and all who trust Christ have been given new life and lifted out of the graveyard of sin.
 Christ is able to raise the dead and meet every need of the new life that follows that miracle, because He is both “the resurrection and the life.” The Lord can move into “dead” and seemingly hopeless human situations, and by His resurrection power, transform people and circumstances and infuse life that makes everything new. Over the centuries this has happened to many local churches and other ministries as well as individual lives, and it can still happen today! Our Father wants us to live by faith in the resurrection power of Jesus Christ through the energizing ministry of the Holy Spirit.

The very power that raised Jesus from the dead is available to all of God’s people today, as Paul prays in Ephesians 1:18-23, 

I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty strength, which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come.

This is what Paul called “the power of his resurrection” in Philippians 3:10. This is not past history; it is present reality. Jesus says, “I am the resurrection and the life.” The “power of his resurrection” is not only saving power and keeping power, but it is also living power and serving power.

The Person of Resurrection

The bottom line in this chapter, though, is the Person of resurrection, and that is Jesus Himself. Go back to verses 25-26, perhaps the best-known verses of this passage: “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.’” We see that resurrection isn’t just an event; the resurrection is a person. The Son of God has “life in himself” (John 5:26) and can give life so that a person may “live forever” (6:51). Jesus himself is the basis of eternal life. The present tense (“lives and believes in me”) also shows that Jesus is a right-now deliverer, not just a future one.

Jesus had reassured Martha with a statement having double meaning: “Your brother will rise again.” Martha had accepted Jesus’ teaching that He would raise up those who believed in Him in the last day. However, we do not have to wait until the “last day” to begin receiving this abundant life. We can receive it and enjoy it now. That’s because the “abundant life”—eternal, incorruptible, transforming life—is not a special kind of energy or a commodity that is somehow transferred from God to an individual. This resurrection-life is a person: Jesus.

In this event, Jesus took the doctrine of resurrection out of a book and put it into a person—Himself. “I am the resurrection and the life.” While we thank God for what the Bible teaches (and all Martha had was the Old Testament), we realize that we are saved by the Redeemer, Jesus Christ, and not by a doctrine written in a book. When we know Him by faith, we need not fear the shadow of death.

When you are sick, you want a doctor and not a medical book or a formula. When you are being sued, you want a lawyer and not a law book. Likewise, when you face your last enemy, death, you want the Saviour and not a doctrine written in a book. When you belong to Jesus, you have all that you ever will need in life, death, time, or eternity!

Jesus does not say simply that He will give resurrection and life, but that He is resurrection and life. This is not an easy expression, but we should understand Jesus to mean that raising people from the dead and giving them life is not, so to speak, a routine activity that He performs in an uninvolved way. He is thoroughly involved in the bringing of life of which He speaks, and He identifies Himself with it.

Some are confused by the second part of Jesus’ statement: “He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” In the first part He seems to acknowledge that the believer will, in fact, die, while the second part seems to deny death altogether. How are we to understand this?

It seems that these two statements, while parallel, are not synonymous. Put them together with the first part of the verse and we may read, “I am the resurrection: He who believes in me will live, even though he dies. I am the life: whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” The believer in Jesus who undergoes physical death will nevertheless live.
 In these words we see that the believer, like other men, will undergo biological death, but that is not the point. He will never die in the sense that matters, for he that believes in Christ has entered into a new existence where death has no part.

These verses contain a double promise of Jesus to his followers. The believer who lives will never die, because Christ is his life, and death will seem to him only a trivial episode. The believer who dies, however, will live again, because Christ is his resurrection. Thus Christ is both the life of those who live and the resurrection of those who die. Christ transforms both life and death.
 

That Jesus is the resurrection means that death, which to us appears so final, is no obstacle, and that He is the life means that the quality of life that He imparts to us here and now never ceases.

We read in 1 Peter 1:3-5,

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God's power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.

Notice the progression: God gives us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead! We who are possessed by this “living hope” will experience “hopeful living,” and this hope will give us the faith and strength we need to fight the battles, carry the burdens, and keep going when life is hard. Even more, hope motivates us to encourage others and help to carry their burdens. No matter how difficult life may be, we know that Jesus has conquered the last enemy, death, and that death has no dominion over us. This is because Jesus Christ is “the resurrection and the life.”

As we close, I want to direct our attention to the end of verse 26. Jesus concludes with a challenge to Martha—and to us: “Do you believe this?” His words about faith and life are not a philosophy to be argued. They are a saving truth to be received in faith and acted on.
 Martha replied, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world.”
What about you?

We sing the chorus, “He is Lord, He is Lord, He is risen from the dead and He is Lord. Every knee shall bow, every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.” But let me change one little word, and see if you can still sing this honestly: “He’s my Lord, He’s my Lord, He is risen from the dead and He’s my Lord. Every knee shall bow, every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.”

Jesus Christ is the resurrection and the life.

But is He your Lord?
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