
Sermon for Sunday, April 2, 2017
The Fifth Sunday in Lent
Sermon Texts: 
Ezekiel 37: 1-3, 11-14

John 11: 1-3, 5-7, 11, 13, 17-30, 32-36, 38, 41-45

Romans 8: 6-11

Sermon Title: 
"Who Is Jesus?"

Sermon Topic: 
The Friendship of Jesus

Sermon Purpose:  To teach the meaning of friendship and what true friendship with Jesus means to us.

............................

Sermon Prayer:  Almighty and all-knowing Father, we have been called to live on the level of the spirit and to keep the spiritual outlook that is life and peace.  This is something new to us, since we live in a world of the physical.  Guide us, as we search Your written and living Word for direction, strength, and hope.  All this we pray in Jesus' name.  Amen.
In the very beginning of this morning's Gospel Lesson, John points out a thought provoking  and interesting detail.  He tells us that Mary, the sister of Lazarus, was the same woman who had anointed Jesus with oil and dried His feet with her hair.  Do you remember that story?  This is the woman who had come to dinner - uninvited.  And now we see Jesus come to her house - and, obviously, it wasn't the first time.  He had been there on at least one other occasion.  That was the time Martha got her "nose bent all out of shape" because this same Mary had left her to do all the housework, alone, while Mary engrossed herself in listening to what Jesus had to say.  Remember?  Jesus was more impressed with Mary's choice than with Martha's housework.  It was the case of: "I didn't come to see your house; I came to see you!"

So, these people in today's Gospel Lesson were friends who could reach out easily because they knew Jesus.  And this is what we have been invited to be: Friends of Jesus.  I know the phrase sounds almost "corny" to some, but real friendship is far from "clichéd."  You see, friendship with Jesus is the only true measure of anyone who claims to be Christian.  But, friendship does have a price tag.  It requires your time and your effort.  The really valuable friendships of our lives don't just happen, they're built.  
When we first listen to this story about the raising of Lazarus, it appears to be the story of a miracle.  Obviously, it does tell about the resurrection of a dead man, but more essentially it's the story of a relationship between Jesus and His friends.  Even more than this, it's the story of what's possible for those who put forth the effort to build a relationship with the One Who said, "I am the resurrection and the life."

Jesus didn't choose to become a part of our world, simply to be a teacher from somewhere far off.  Look at how He related to the people of His own time.  He ate their food, drank their wine, and lived with the same hardships that they experienced.  In today's story, we see Him cry their tears.  Nothing in His life or His words points to any intent to become some idol or some false god.  He was no piece of statuary - for some future religious nostalgia.  He said, "I will be with you always."  But, He also warned, "It's not the one who simply says "Lord, Lord' who will enter the kingdom of heaven."  Quite simply, He said, "I call you friends."

His entire life pointed to the sincerity of that statement.  The gospels are full of stories about Jesus reaching out in friendship through healing, through compassion, and interest, understanding, and forgiveness.  His friends ranged from innocent, little children to the much maligned tax collectors.  They included old women and young fishermen.  Nationality, race, religious persuasion, none of these distinctions seemed to matter.

Sadly enough, the stories also tell of people rejecting His offer of friendship.  Some rejections were violent.  One even sold Him out for a handful of silver.  But, for the most part, those who rejected Him did so quietly.  They simply weren't interested.  They had their rituals.  They had their religion.  They had any number of things to fill their lives, and so they went about their business.  (Or should I say, "They went about their busy-ness?")  They simply became too busy to spend the time in a friendship with Jesus.

Today, there really aren't very many people around who actually dislike Jesus.  But, there are a lot of people who choose to ignore Him.  So many know little or nothing about Him.  Some know Him in the way they know Abraham Lincoln or Betsy Ross.  They know birthdates, major life accomplishments, and that sort of thing.  They pick a few items from His life's story that attracts their attention or their particular sympathies, and they build rituals around them; possibly deciding that that's as far as they're going to go.  Some are simply not convinced that God could be serious about being a friend, because He's too far off, too grand, too much the vengeful God of the Old Testament - the God of firestorms and earthquakes, of plagues and judgement - combined with their own sense of unworthiness, that they choose the make Him into an idol so be worshipped from that safe distance.  Therefore, their religion becomes a source of obligation or control, but seldom a source of joy or support.  For many, religion is the cause of putting God in His heaven - and keeping Him there - so He won't have anything to say about what we do on earth.  To them, God is "out there" somewhere and has no connection with what happens in our day-to-day life.  If He can't connect with us, He has no way of knowing what our life is really like, so we don't have to bother Him and we don't have to worry about His judgement.  We'll just do what we want and God will always forgive us - no matter what.  (God is not about "cheap grace." God offers His grace, but it's always at a price: the price of our repentance, of our desire to change our ways, and our desire to turn ourselves around to follow His Way, His Truth, and His life.)

So, my friends, today's not all that different from back when Jesus visited the villages of Palestine.  A few people were interested in Him, but many were simply too busy with other things.  We certainly can't say that those who never got to know Him were bad people.  Nor can we say that His friends always behaved as good people.  What we can say is that some people benefitted from His friendship and others didn't.  Those benefits weren't financial, or political; but they were real enough to change lives.

But, what about us?  Our life is now.  And, if our faith says anything at all, it says we believe that Jesus is as alive, today, as when He walked into Bethany to embrace two grieving friends.  So we still have the option.  We can choose to respond to His friendship or we can put Him on hold.

Friendship is a journey.  Although it may be a journey of blessing, it still takes time and effort to build the foundations, and to maintain it.  It's something to which we have to respond, time and time again.  The fears, the demands, the frustrations, the falling down and getting up - all seem to be a part of friendship in the human condition.  And that's where we are.  We're "smack-dab" in the middle of the human condition.  And, here's Jesus, saying "I want to be your friend."

There are many components to our friendship journey.  For starters, we need a decision.  The only way it'll work is for us to decide to put our fears aside and pursue the friendship, or at least not stand in its way.  It's so easy to look at Jesus, at what He did, at what He taught, at what He stood for; and become frightened.  We wonder what demands will be made of us, if we come any closer.  It's as if we've already determined our non-negotiables, and we stand ready to protect them.  And so, the question remains: fear or friendship?  This is true whether the invitation comes from Jesus or from the person down the street.

And then what?  What if we decide to overcome the fear?  Then there's still the issue of time.  There's no one in this world who can really claim to know you unless s/he has spent a good deal of time with you.  By the same token, you and I can't claim to know people whom we have only met in crowds.  It's the same with Jesus.  We can't really know Him if our only contact is in a crowd, even if the crowd meets in this sanctuary.  Private reflection on His life and His words (as we have them in Scripture and as we hear them in our imagination) is no more a luxury than the private time we have with anyone who would become a friend.  Such time is a necessity for friendship.  The only question here is whether we consider it worth the priority we give it.

Friendships are experiences of trusting one another, not in predicting outcomes.  But because we all carry expectations into any relationship - and of course they're not always met - we experience frustration.  But, if the friendship is important enough, that frustration won't stop us.  Maybe the frustration is with ourselves.  Sometimes, we feel that we've "dropped the ball," or fallen short, or somehow have fallen down on our end of the bargain, and we're tempted to crawl away.  Remember that Jesus didn't kick Peter out, although Peter could have chosen to slither out - after he had denied knowing Jesus.  So, we fall down.  If we believe the friendship is worth it, we'll get up again.  And, if our friends believe that the friendship is worth it, they'll help us to our feet.


The question we need to ask in regard to a friendship with Jesus is this, "Is it really worth it?"  Is it worth the effort, the time and the challenge?  Is it worth the risk of having to change, of having to let go of treasured biases, or ideas, or ways of living to which we have become accustomed?  Those are questions that each one of us has to answer for ourselves.  But, just because we answered them one way, yesterday, or last month, or last year, it doesn't close the door on the issue.  The invitation still stands.  It may be more comfortable to opt for Jesus - the Idol, rather than Jesus - the Friend.  We can put Him on a pedestal and worship Him from afar.  It's true that idols are much less demanding than friends.  But, they're also much less satisfying.  Who of us has ever gained anything of value from a so-called relationship in which we're content to stare at the other partner from afar?


Today's Gospel Lesson is about resurrection.  That's true!  But, far more than that, it's the story of resurrection as a result of friendship with a God Who not only claimed to be the resurrection and the life, but Who said, "I call you friends."  It may just be that the difference between life (as He promised it) and death (as we so often choose it) is found in whether we accept His invitation to friendship, or stay content to put Him on a pedestal - because it's safer that way.

Let us pray:


Father, we thank You for friends who believe in us and pray for us - friends whose faith in us makes us better than we otherwise would be.  Help the source of our friendships on earth to be a deeper relationship with our Christ - as healer, as helper, as Savior, and as friend.  In Jesus' precious name, we ask it.  Amen.
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