A Master Like No Other #11

“How Jesus Dealt with Death (part 1)”

Luke 7:11-17; 8:40-56
Death has touched us all in one form or another. Lately we have heard of several celebrities from movies and music that have died, while closer to home death has taken a friend or family member suddenly and unexpectedly. This past week in a twelve-hour span five deaths occurred in De Witt County alone.

Death is nothing new—death dates almost as far back as time itself. Death is no respecter of persons; its victims are young and old, from every ethnic, economic, and educational background. John Donne wrote the immortal words,

No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main; if a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friends or of thine own were; any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind; and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.

This echoes the truth of Hebrews 9:26, “…man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment.” Death is, in the words of J. I. Packer, “life’s one and only certainty.”
 Death is inevitable, inescapable, and, still, unacceptable to most of us. We can’t stand the thought of our own mortality or of those close to us. Death evokes feelings of dread, fear, and anxiety. Even the most stoic among us would agree with Woody Allen who said, “I’m not afraid to die; I just don’t want to be there when it happens.”

Death was no stranger to Jesus. During His days on earth He experienced the death of His stepfather, Joseph, His cousin who served as His forerunner, John the Baptist, and others whom He knew and loved. How did Jesus deal with death? This morning I want to consider two occasions that are similar and appear close together in Luke’s gospel, and later in our series we will take up a third event that reveals how Jesus dealt with death. I believe this will help us deal with death ourselves.

Let’s read the two passages, make some contextual comments on each, and then draw out lessons for our own lives. The first is Luke 7:11-17,

Soon afterward, Jesus went to a town called Nain, and his disciples and a large crowd went along with him. As he approached the town gate, a dead person was being carried out—the only son of his mother, and she was a widow. And a large crowd from the town was with her. When the Lord saw her, his heart went out to her and he said, “Don’t cry.” 

Then he went up and touched the coffin, and those carrying it stood still. He said, “Young man, I say to you, get up!” The dead man sat up and began to talk, and Jesus gave him back to his mother. 

They were all filled with awe and praised God. “A great prophet has appeared among us,” they said. “God has come to help his people.” This news about Jesus spread throughout Judea and the surrounding country.

They were all filled with awe and praised God. “A great prophet has appeared among us,” they said. “God has come to help his people.” This news about Jesus spread throughout Judea and the surrounding country.
The town of Nain is mentioned only here in the Bible. Nain lay on the other side of the Hill of Moreh from Shunem, where Elisha raised the son of the Shunammite woman. Perhaps the local people recalled this.
 It is generally held that the site was the modern Nein, about six miles southeast of Nazareth and 25 miles (“a day’s journey”) from Capernaum.
 To us that may not sound like much—just hop in the car and you’re there in under half and hour. But, as Beth Moore points out, this was “no short walk.”
 It would have taken most of a day to make the journey. By the time Jesus and His entourage reached Nain, the afternoon sun would have cast long shadows on the ground.

Two groups met at the gate of Nain: the spirited crowd around Christ coming in and the somber crowd around a corpse going out. (Archaeologists have discovered that above the village to the southeast there are tombs and caves in the rock of the hill.
) One procession would have to give way. Custom decreed that the funeral procession be given right of way and that the others join in the journey to the grave.
 

Jesus defied customary correctness and instead approached the deceased’s mother who would have been walking in front of the procession.
 “Don’t cry,” He said simply, and at first glance we might think those are hollow, shallow words. Who would dare tell a widow who lost her only son to not cry? Then he approached what the niv calls the “coffin.” Coffins (as we know of them) were not generally used in biblical times. The body was placed on an open bier, or bed, before burial. Often made of wooden boards, these biers were portable.
 Jesus approached the bier, and the men carrying it stopped, probably in stunned wonder. This was unheard of! In those days, interrupting a funeral was a blatant breach of Jewish law and custom; touching the bier exposed Jesus to a day’s uncleanness; and touching the corpse exposed him to a week’s uncleanness (each requiring vigorous measures to provide ritual cleansing). But in Jesus’ case, the influence goes in the other direction.
 Rather than being contaminated by death, He conquered it!

The second is found in Luke 8:40-56,

Now when Jesus returned, a crowd welcomed him, for they were all expecting him. Then a man named Jairus, a ruler of the synagogue, came and fell at Jesus’ feet, pleading with him to come to his house because his only daughter, a girl of about twelve, was dying. 

As Jesus was on his way, the crowds almost crushed him. And a woman was there who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years, but no one could heal her. She came up behind him and touched the edge of his cloak, and immediately her bleeding stopped. 

“Who touched me?” Jesus asked. 

When they all denied it, Peter said, “Master, the people are crowding and pressing against you.” 

But Jesus said, “Someone touched me; I know that power has gone out from me.” 

Then the woman, seeing that she could not go unnoticed, came trembling and fell at his feet. In the presence of all the people, she told why she had touched him and how she had been instantly healed. Then he said to her, “Daughter, your faith has healed you. Go in peace.” 

While Jesus was still speaking, someone came from the house of Jairus, the synagogue ruler. “Your daughter is dead,” he said. “Don’t bother the teacher any more.” 

Hearing this, Jesus said to Jairus, “Don’t be afraid; just believe, and she will be healed.” 

When he arrived at the house of Jairus, he did not let anyone go in with him except Peter, John and James, and the child’s father and mother. Meanwhile, all the people were wailing and mourning for her. “Stop wailing,” Jesus said. “She is not dead but asleep.” 

They laughed at him, knowing that she was dead. But he took her by the hand and said, “My child, get up!” Her spirit returned, and at once she stood up. Then Jesus told them to give her something to eat. Her parents were astonished, but he ordered them not to tell anyone what had happened.

Some time later, Jesus is back in Capernaum, on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. A man named Jairus, described as the “ruler of the synagogue,” approaches Jesus and begs Him to come and heal his only daughter, a twelve-year-old girl. As the “ruler of the synagogue,” Jairus had the responsibility for public worship and the task of presiding at it. He was not a priest of the Aaronic line; he was a layman elected for the office.
 He would superintend the order of service and determine who was to be called to read from the Law and the Prophets, who was to conduct the prayers, and who, if anyone, was to deliver the sermon.
 In short, Jairus was a Capernaum community leader. Max Lucado describes him as, “Mayor, bishop, and ombudsman, all in one. The kind of man a city would send to welcome a celebrity.”

According to verse 41, Jairus begged Jesus to come to his home. He wasn’t content with long-distance assistance; he wanted Christ beneath his roof, walking through his rooms, standing at the bedside of his daughter. He wanted the presence of Christ to permeate his house.
 We can’t really blame him for that, can we?

Jesus must have given some indication that He would go, so Jairus began leading the way to his house. Luke records that the crowd around Jesus “almost crushed him.” Everybody wanted to be near Him, to touch Him. 

This reminds me of an account of Robert Kennedy’s campaign for President in 1968. His motorcade was “one of the wildest political demonstrations ever given a public figure,” according to the Los Angeles Times, “uproarious, shrieking, and frenzied,” and “a spectacle without parallel in the American experience.”
 It was described like this:

He stood on the backseat of a convertible, waving… Inside the car, aides knelt on the seat and floor, their arms wrapped around his waist and legs to prevent him from being pulled into the crowd… Gangs of children ran alongside, screaming, “Bobby!” and flinging their arms to embrace him. Whenever he stopped, hundreds of outstretched arms encircled him so that in photographs taken from above he appeared to be a bud in the center of an exotic flower. People stole his cuff links and handkerchiefs [and, on two occasions, his shoes], and left his hands scratched and bleeding. He emptied his pockets afterward and crumpled notes covered his lap like confetti.

Though Jesus was not running for public office, we can imagine the crowds around Him acting like this. I’m certain Jairus was getting frustrated by the slow progress of the throng as it inched toward his home and his critically ill daughter.

Suddenly, Jesus stopped. He felt the surge of healing power too. Whirling around with startling speed He asked, “Who touched My garments?” His disciples looked at one another and then their Master. “Lord, You must be joking! With all of these people pushing and grabbing, who hasn’t touched You?”

After a few moments, a woman admits to reaching out and touching the hem of Jesus’ garment. She had been suffering for twelve years (as long as Jairus’ daughter had been alive) with hemorrhaging that could not be stopped. Not only was this physically harmful and socially humiliating, it made her ritually unclean—an outcast in the Jewish culture. But she knew that if she could just touch the edge of Jesus’ garment, she would be healed. That’s faith! And Jesus honored her faith—He says in verse 48, “Daughter, your faith has healed you. Go in peace.”
All this while, Jairus had been standing there on pins and needles. His daughter was dying. Why all of this delay? He must have wrung his hands, paced on ahead, and then come back again, unable to stand still and barely able to stand the strain.

While Jesus was talking with the woman, someone came Jairus’ house with the news Jairus least wanted to hear. “Your daughter is dead,” he said. “Don’t bother the teacher any more.” Jairus’ face fell. Not only had his daughter died, but hope died with her. He really believed that if Jesus could get there in time, she would be healed. But…

Then Jesus said, “Don’t be afraid; just believe, and she will be healed.” 

Jairus heard the words, but could not wrap his head around them. What do you mean, “believe”? he must have thought. I did believe, and look where it got me! Now it’s too late! Isn’t that how we would have reacted?

But something must have stirred within Jairus, for he continued to lead the way to his house. Perhaps it was desperation—What worse can happen now?—or maybe it was hope beyond hope. At any rate, the crowd arrived at Jairus’ house. Jesus instructed nine of the twelve disciples to wait outside (perhaps guarding the entrance?) and took Peter, James, and John with Him. The girl’s parents were allowed in as well. But the weepers and wailers were silenced by Jesus’ words, “Stop wailing, She is not dead but asleep.” (Can you imagine someone saying that at a funeral today?)

While they were ridiculing, Jesus was raising. We read in verses 54-55, “But he took her by the hand and said, ‘My child, get up!’ Her spirit returned, and at once she stood up. Then Jesus told them to give her something to eat.” She was alive!

Two tragic situations, two tremendous spectacles. A pair of funerals turned into a pair of festivals. We can only imagine what such an occasion would be like. After all, things like this don’t happen today, do they? So, how does this apply to our lives? Three truths emerge from these episodes in the life of Christ. 
Jesus’ Compassionate Posture

The first is Jesus’ compassionate posture. In both of these cases, Luke stresses the compassion of Jesus as well as his power.
 What do we mean by “compassion”? One resource defines it as “the virtue expressed in a sympathetic consciousness of the need or distress of another person with a desire to remove or alleviate it.”
 Such compassion was a hallmark of Jesus’ life and ministry, especially toward the helpless, the outcast, and the poor. His compassion in the first instance was directed toward the widow who lost her only son. A widow in those days was in a totally vulnerable position if there were no male relatives to protect her. This particular woman had lost first her husband and now her only son. The only social security in those days was having some man provide for you. This woman’s future was bleak indeed.
 In raising her son back from death, Jesus may well have saved her life as much as her son’s.

Jesus also displayed compassion toward the woman who touched the hem of His robe. In a similar situation we might have said, “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I’m needed at the home of a dying girl. Can you get back to me, say, next Tuesday?” But Jesus stopped. He didn’t need to—the woman was already healed. But His compassion went beyond curing her physical problem; by engaging her in conversation, Jesus encouraged her faith. As in other Gospel texts, when Jesus said to her, “Your faith has healed you,” He meant much more than a physical remedy; He was referring to the salvation of her soul!

But what about Jairus? Wasn’t Jesus’ delay an indication of a lack of feeling? I think not. Everything that took place helped to build Jairus’ faith, step by step. Again, the compassion of Jesus was not as much directed toward the dead person as toward the living survivors. That is the lesson for us today; when death strikes, we are powerless to do anything for the deceased, but we can (and should) reflect Jesus’ compassionate posture toward the living.

Jesus’ Conquering Power

Earlier I shared a definition of compassion as “the virtue expressed in a sympathetic consciousness of the need or distress of another person with a desire to remove or alleviate it.” Notice the last phrase: “with a desire to remove or alleviate it.” Jesus went beyond sympathy and into action. In both instances we see Jesus’ conquering power. John Phillips quips, “Jesus broke up every funeral He attended.”

At Nain, Jesus said, “Young man, I say to you, arise.” At the word of power the dead man sat up. There is nothing elaborate. Jesus simply spoke the word and the miracle took place.
 In Capernaum we a similar pattern: Jesus spoke and life was restored.

Don’t allow the simplicity of these scenes to fool you into thinking this was no big deal. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:26, “The last enemy to be destroyed is death.” The greatest enemy of life is also the greatest affront to God’s creative act. He did not fashion our bodies for death, nor did He intend them to rot in a grave. Instead, God has promised something wonderful: victory over death! And in each case Jesus would take what seemed to be the most impossible situation of all as an opportunity to reveal it.

By the way, if we were to read a little further into Luke 7, Jesus speaks to the disciples of John the Baptist in verse 22, “Go back and report to John what you have seen and heard: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor” (emphasis added). We see that “the dead being raised” is one of the authentic marks of the Messiah.
 Jesus’ conquering power over death was a sign of who He was.

One last comment: Paul assures us in Ephesians 1:19-20 of “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.” Resurrection power is the same power at work in our lives today! We, too, are “more than conquerors” in Jesus!

Jesus’ Concrete Preview

Finally in these two events we see Jesus’ concrete preview of what was to come. While technically neither of these events can be classified as a “resurrection” (the proper term would be “resuscitation,” since the body was not glorified and would later die again
), they both point toward the resurrection of the body—first Jesus’, then our own.

Christ’s resurrection was no mere temporary resuscitation, as were the raisings of the widow’s son and Jairus’ daughter. We read in Romans 6:9, “For we know that since Christ was raised from the dead, he cannot die again; death no longer has mastery over him.” Jesus said of Himself in Revelation 1:18, “I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades.” When Jesus rose from the dead, He was transformed with a glorified body that will never age, succumb to illness or injury, and will never die. 

Furthermore, His rising proclaimed and guaranteed both the spiritual resurrection with Him into newness of life and a physical resurrection when He returns to earth.
 You see, when Jesus arose from the dead, death was radically changed for the Christian.
 That is Paul’s whole point in 1 Corinthians 15:20-22, “But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive.” Later, in verse 54, he concludes, “When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: ‘Death has been swallowed up in victory.’” One of my favorite quotes on the subject that I use often in funeral services read, “When the Christian dies we do not write the words, ‘the end’; we write, ‘to be continued,’ and turn over the page.”

Did the widow of Nain or Jairus fully comprehend the implications of Jesus’ actions? Probably not…they were too ecstatic over receiving their children from the clutches of death. Yet we have the advantage of hindsight, looking back at these events recorded in Luke’s gospel. And we can learn lessons for our own lives.

How did Jesus deal with death? With a compassionate posture, conquering power, and a concrete preview of His own resurrection and ours as well. 

How can we deal with death? We can exhibit a similar compassion for the survivors as Jesus did. We can live in the same conquering power that raised these two individuals and later Jesus from the dead. And we can communicate the concrete preview of what we look forward to, the ultimate resurrection of all who trust in Christ, into life everlasting.
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