Questions Jesus Asks #6

“Do You Believe This?”

John 11:26
Has anyone ever disappointed you? 

Sure, that’s happened to everyone.

Has God ever disappointed you? 

That may sound like heresy, but you wouldn’t be the first to admit this was true. In fact, the Bible records the stories of several who were disappointed by God. This morning I want to take a look at one of them.

Jesus’ Delayed Appearance

Our story today begins with Jesus’ delayed appearance. To fully understand this, turn to the beginning of John 11. The first three verses tell us,

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.” 

Max Lucado points out, “This is no fan-mail request. This is a friend needing help. Desperately needing help. The Greek language has two principle words to express sickness: one describes the presence of a disease, the other its effects. Martha uses the latter. A fair translation of her appeal would be, ‘Lord, the one you love is sinking fast.’”

What would you do if you heard your close friend was desperately ill—especially if you could do something to improve his condition? Drop everything and get there as fast as you could? You might think Jesus would do the same, especially after reading verse 5, “Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus.” That would make sense, but verse 6 concludes, “Yet when he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was two more days.”

What? Did I read that right? Jesus received an S.O.S. from a dear friend and He did…nothing? That doesn’t sound like the Son of God, does it?

To no one’s surprise, Lazarus died. Four days later, Jesus and His disciples show up in Bethany. Verses 17-22 record what happened next,

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.” 

In reality, Lazarus probably died the same day Martha and Mary sent word to Jesus. Back in verse 14, Jesus told His disciples, “Lazarus is dead,” in the present tense.  In keeping with ancient custom, the dead man had been buried 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, which taught 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. Resurrection after the third day was unthinkable. Apparently death plus decay was more hopeless than death alone.

The text specifies that Bethany was fifteen stadia from Jerusalem, or about 1.72 miles (hence less than two miles).
 That so many Jews from Jerusalem came to console them suggests that the family was prominent, and wealthy, particularly considering that Mary had poured expensive oil on Jesus’ feet.

It was Martha, however, that went out to meet Jesus, while Mary remained at the house with the mourners. “Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” Since Mary later echoed Martha’s words in verse 32, it is likely that they often said these words to each other as they waited for Jesus to arrive.

Some scholars believe Martha’s first words were not a rebuke,
 I’m not so sure. I think Martha’s words could be translated, “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.”
 That sounds like the Martha we have seen previously in the gospels. But in verse 22 she caught herself: “But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.” At first she said what she honestly thought, then she decided she had better sound more orthodox.

Have you ever felt that way? “Where were you, Lord? You came too late. Where were you when my loved one died? Where were you when my marriage dissolved? Where were you when my parents divorced? Where were you when my father became an alcoholic? Where were you when I was cheated out of my promotion? Where were you when my child went astray?”

We might expect Jesus to rebuke Martha for her outburst, but He did not. It is not sinful to tell God how you feel. Some of us have feelings that ought to be shared with God. The feelings are not necessarily right, but they are feelings that need to be brought honestly before God. But we don’t, for fear that God will be angry with us. God is more patient and accepting than we realize.

Don’t dismiss Martha’s words in verse 22, “But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.” Despite Jesus’ delayed arrival, she continued to believe in Jesus.
 Her faith was greater than her disappointment.

Jesus’ Divine Announcement

Instead of rebuking Martha, we next read Jesus’ divine announcement in verses 23-26,

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.”
Verse 23 is a masterpiece of planned ambiguity. At one level Jesus’ words “Your brother will rise again” could be taken as no more than a devout, orthodox attempt to provide Martha with peace by drawing her attention to the resurrection at the end of time. That’s how Martha understood Jesus’ words; he said, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.”
 I can almost hear her say, “Yeah, yeah, I know he will rise again at the last day. But that’s a long time to wait.” (Maybe I did hear her say that…)

Then Jesus dropped a bombshell: “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.” This is the fifth of the seven “I am” deity claims in John’s gospel (John 6:35; 8:12; 10:7, 9, 11, 14; 14:6; 15:1, 5).
 This is one of the great declarations of Jesus that mark this Gospel. Jesus did not say that He will give resurrection and life. So much are resurrection and life associated with Him that He said that He is resurrection and life.

He transformed this whole doctrine: He took it out of a book and put it into a person, Himself. While we thank God for what the Bible teaches, 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.

The two terms Jesus used, resurrection and life, are unpacked in the statements that follow. “I am the resurrection” corresponds with, “He who believes in me will live, even though he dies.” This addressed Martha in the situation she was experiencing with the death of her brother. Jesus said it is faith in Him that brings one back to life at the resurrection at the last day. But then He goes even further. “I am the life” connects with “…and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” The life that comes through believing in Jesus is not interrupted by physical death.
 These are not redundant. They teach separate, though related, truths.

This transcends the Pharisees’ view of a remote resurrection at the end of time. It means that the moment we put our trust in Jesus we begin to experience that life of the age to come that cannot be touched by death. Jesus is bringing Martha a present gift, not simply the promise of a future good.

Jesus’ Dramatic Asking

Verse 26 continues with Jesus’ dramatic asking of a question: “Do you believe this?” His words about faith and life are not a philosophical dictum to be critically argued. They are a saving truth to be received in faith and acted on.

When Jesus asks Martha, “Do you believe this?” He was not asking her if she believed that He was about to raise her brother. The Lord was calling her to personally believe that He alone was the source of resurrection power and eternal life.
 To believe “this” is to believe what Jesus says about Himself and thus to believe “in Him.” It is one thing to hear it, to reason and to argue about it; it is quite another to believe, embrace, trust it.

This is really the fundamental question of life: “Do you believe this?” That’s the question you will need to ask in the middle of your disappointment with God.
 Let me add a thought: “Do you believe this, even though you’re disappointed, even though you can’t understand what’s going on?” That is the real test of our faith. Do I trust God or do I trust what I have come to believe about God? What happens to that trust when God doesn’t answer that prayer or come through the way I think He should?
Martha’s Definite Answer

Verse 27 records Martha’s definitive answer: “Yes, Lord,” she told him, “I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world.” Martha did not hesitate to affirm her faith. She used three different titles for Jesus: Lord, Christ (or Messiah), and Son of God. The words “I believe” were in the perfect tense, indicating a fixed and settled faith: “I have believed and I will continue to believe!”

She may not have understood fully the implications of what Jesus had just said, but as far as she could she accepted it.
 Her faith was not in her understanding, but in Jesus Himself. She was not grasping all that He was saying about Himself, but she was sticking with him and confessing as much as she knew, which is what faith is all about.
 Each experience of suffering and trial ought to increase our faith, but this kind of spiritual growth is not automatic. We must respond positively to the ministry of the Word and the Spirit of God.
 We can take our doubts to God in prayer (He knows about them anyway). Believe He can deal with your disappointment and help you in your spiritual struggle.

Don’t forget: the One who raised Lazarus later went to the cross and died, paying the penalty for your sin and mine. He was laid in a tomb, like Lazarus. But three days later, He was alive! Resurrected to life—never to die again. Jesus conquered death and removed its sting forever. Do you believe this?

Maybe you find yourself in Martha’s sandals today. You believe in God, but you feel that God has disappointed you. He has let you down. Maybe it was a prayer that went unanswered. Maybe it was an opportunity that passed you by. Maybe this story strikes closer to home for you—losing someone dear to you.

Like Martha, you are looking for answers.

Like Job, you are looking for answers.

Like Martha and Job, you won’t get answers. 

Not because God is saying, “You can’t handle the truth!” but because God knows that answers don’t satisfy. Doctrine will only go so far. What we need is a Person, One we can trust. 

Even when life doesn’t make sense.

Do you believe this…anyway?
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