NATIONAL COMMUNITY CHURCH

April 24, 2011
Easter: Even Now 
Mark Batterson
If you are a guest this weekend, we are honored that you are celebrating the resurrection of Jesus Christ with us. To everybody at all seven of our locations, thank you for being part of what God is doing here. I would be remiss if I didn’t say that it’s been an incredible week. We have managed to pull off four Easter Extravaganzas. I remember the day when we wondered how we would do one, but over the last couple of weeks, we have done four of them. It has taken hundreds of volunteers and we have blessed thousands of people over the last couple of weeks. I think we should express our thanks to those who volunteered and served at those events. We love showing the love of God in practical ways and we love being a blessing to the different communities that we are part of in D.C. and around D.C. so praise God for what He is doing!
If you have a Bible, turn with me to John 11 or you can follow along on the screens at all of our locations. John 11 verse 1

1 Now a man named Lazarus was sick. He was from Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. 2 (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.) 3 So the sisters sent word to Jesus, “Lord, the one you love is sick.” 

 4 When he heard this, Jesus said, “This sickness will not end in death. No, it is for God’s glory so that God’s Son may be glorified through it.” 
Let me pause here for just a moment. I used to have a problem with this passage and I’ll tell you why, because I thought Jesus was wrong. I’m going to ruin the story if you’ve never heard it before but Lazarus dies! Jesus says that this will not end in death but Lazarus dies so I have a tough time reconciling that until I heard an old sermon by and old preacher titled ‘God’s Grammar’ and if you are taking notes this weekend, this is worth jotting down. I didn’t say it, he said it but it is worth restating. He said, ‘Never put a comma where God puts a period and never put a period where God puts a comma.’  Now that’ll preach! See, what I was doing was I was putting a period where God put a comma. The operative word here is ‘end,’ Jesus said this will not end in death. Lazarus dies but it doesn’t end there does it? Because it is not over until God says it is over. So maybe you are in a situation where it feels like God is a day late and a dollar short but God is always right on time and He is going to show up in your life when you need Him and He is going to do it in a way that is going to bring glory to his name. Verse 5
5 Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. 6 So when he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was two more days, 
Verse 14
 14 So then he told them plainly, “Lazarus is dead, 15 and for your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him.” 

Verse 17
17 On his arrival, Jesus found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days.

Ok, let me state the obvious – if you are friends with someone who is on their death bed and you have the ability to heal them, doesn’t it make a little bit of sense that you would get there as quickly as you possibly could to heal your friend so that they don’t die? Yet that isn’t what Jesus does. It almost seems a little heartless and thoughtless, doesn’t it? Then He adds injury to insult when He says I’m glad I wasn’t there. Anytime I’m reading a story in the Bible and it doesn’t add up, it usually means that there is kind of another layer of truth, something that maybe I didn’t notice at first glance. 

I don’t know about you but I hate being late. I hate being late for a flight, your blood pressure goes up in the security line. I hate being late for meetings because I feel like when I’m late for a meeting, I’m communicating to that person that they are really not that important. So I hate being late to meetings. I hate being late to movies! If you miss those first few minutes, what happened? I hate being late but the worst are weddings and funerals. Can I get a witness? That’s the worst! It was a little bit more than a year ago when I was shopping and I got a phone call while I was in the dressing room, it was about 1:00 p.m. on a Saturday. Have you ever gotten a phone call and you immediately remember something you were supposed to do or someplace you were supposed to be? Well I was supposed to be at a wedding that started at noon that I was officiating! I’m not making excuses but there wasn’t a rehearsal the night before, but I’m human and it slipped my mind, and I want to tell you something, my ego died in that dressing room. It was one of the worst moments of my life. I had to drive home, take a shower and put on my suit and then drive out to the wedding. They postponed it to 3:00 p.m. You are making me feel worse. Here’s what I didn’t say to the bride and groom – I’m glad I was not there! Do you see what I’m saying? This doesn’t make sense. Why would Jesus say I’m glad I was not there? By the way, I better finish this story, the couple still attends National Community Church and they can be late for church whenever they want for the rest of their lives, but none of the rest of you have that! 

So why does Jesus wait two days? Why would He do that? Here’s my hunch, if Jesus could have walked across the Sea of Galilee and gotten there just in the nick of time and healed Lazarus at that moment when he was taking his last breath, there would have still been a few people in the crowd who said, ‘Well he wasn’t really that sick anyway.’  Or, ‘That medicine really did the trick.’ But see, I think something is going on here and it has a little bit to do with the personality of God. I think Jesus had already been there done that. How many sick people had He healed? But I think He wanted to reveal more of his power and more of his glory and I need to preach the truth, I have found that sometimes our circumstances have to get a little bit worse before they get a lot better. Sometimes I have to remind myself that when it seems like things are getting worse, maybe God is setting the stage for something miraculous. So Jesus waits and He waits until Lazarus has been in the grave four days. I think the significance of that is that he is not just dead but he is dead and buried. If there was ever a hopeless situation… I don’t know what situation you are in but if you stack it up against someone who has been dead for four days, I think this story begins to make sense. Why did Jesus wait? When you’ve raised a man from the dead who has been in the tomb four days, there is no mistaking that miracle. You can’t attribute it to anything other than the power of God. 
So here’s what I’ve learned – all of us want miracles right? We love miracles! We just don’t like being in situations that necessitate one. That’s our problem. We don’t like being in situations where someone we love has been dead for four days. We don’t want to be in those situations but those are the situations that set the table for God to do something miraculous.

What am I saying? I’m saying that without the crucifixion, there is no resurrection. Without the brutal torture and death of Jesus Christ on a Friday, then there is no resurrection on a Sunday and that victory that He won over sin and death doesn’t happen if He doesn’t go to the cross. I think we have to realize that sometimes, something that is precious to us has to die so that God can resurrect something else in our lives. Stick with me for a moment because I think this is going to fill your heart with hope because I’ve seen God work in this way so many times.

Sometimes something that is precious to us has to die and then God resurrects it and it is life-changing. Let me put it this way, I think Mary and Martha loved Lazarus. It is evident from the story and it says that they did. But let me ask you, do you think they loved him more before or after he died? Do you think they took him for granted after they died? Do you think they were a little bit nicer? You know what I mean? The reason I can identify with this is because 10 years ago, I almost died. My intestines ruptured and I went in for emergency surgery and it felt like I was dying and the doctor said, ‘We’re going in for surgery right now’ and I could tell by the look on his face that it was serious. I don’t remember the next two days because I was on a respirator and I should have died, but the Lord spared me. By the way, I don’t want to read too much into this but my doctor was named Jesus. It was pronounced Hey-sus but that’s awesome! I took that as a sign. I had two physicians, a physician and the Great Physician, same name! I remember coming home from the hospital, I was there for more than a week, and that first night home after my children feel asleep, I went into their rooms and I cried. I said, ‘God thank you that my kids still have a dad.’ It’s really hard for me to put into words but I think my children are a little bit more precious to me after that. I wish it didn’t take things like that but the truth is, you are not going to take things for granted after something has been taken away from you and then God gives it back to you. I’ve found that sometimes some things have to die but God is in the resurrection business and if you allow that thing that is maybe unhealthy or unholy, that thing definitely needs to die and if you allow it to die, sometimes God can resurrect it. And sometimes even a good thing has to die and then God resurrects that and you realize it is a gift from Him.  
I’ve seen it happen relationally. If you’ve ever gone through a break-up, then you know that it feels like your world comes to an end. When a relationship ends, it’s like a death happens and you feel like you are never going to find another person. In my case, I look back and thank God for all the girls that broke up with me because then I found Lora and I am so grateful. So sometimes some things have to die but God will resurrect it in a way that He will give it back to you.

Let me talk about this just for a moment spiritually. National Community Church, especially if you are new, you might want me to tell you about this church, seven locations, and I think one of the things that makes us unique as a church is that we’ve got so many people who attend that are either unchurched or dechurched. What we mean by that is that either you didn’t go to church as a kid or you went as a kid but then you stopped going and then 5, 10, 15 years later, you’re like maybe you need to double back and figure this thing out for yourself. That’s the story of so many people and what happens is, it is almost like there is a death to this childlike religion that was maybe forced on you but then there is this resurrection where you personalize it and you own it and you make your own decision to follow Jesus Christ. 

So this weekend, this is so neat to me, we’ve got 18 folks that are going public with their faith by baptism. Baptism is the public profession of faith and what it symbolizes is when you go under the water, it symbolizes a death to self and when you come back up out, it symbolizes the new life that you have in Jesus Christ. So what an amazing picture.
I remember years ago doing a baptism and every story is unique and as I read through the testimony of each person who is getting baptized this weekend, I could barely read it through the tears because I was amazed once again at the sovereignty of the God who meets us right where we are. Every story is absolutely unique and a testament and a trophy of his grace. As I read those stories, I thought back to a baptism years ago and I’ve always loved the way this person captured what baptism is. They simply said, as I was getting ready to baptize her, she said, ‘Now I’m the person I was as a child, I was always smiling and laughing.’ I remember her describing a relationship with Jesus like a second childhood. What happens is this – over the course of our lives, certain things die, good things, godly things, parts of our personality, if you aren’t careful, those pieces of your personality can die a brutal death at the hands of those who maybe say an unkind word or who say something that is cutting or hurtful. Some of our dreams can die sometimes because we allow realities to overwhelm us and some of those dreams die, but God is in the resurrection business and He wants to bring those things back to life. So when we come into relationship with the One who created us, it is like He recreates us. It’s why it is called being born again because it’s like you get a second shot. I have never met a single person who didn’t need a second shot at this thing, and a third and a fourth and a fifth. We all need a second shot and that’s what Jesus Christ gives to us because of his death and his resurrection.
Verse 18
18 Now Bethany was less than two miles[b] from Jerusalem, 19 and many Jews had come to Martha and Mary to comfort them in the loss of their brother. 20 When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went out to meet him, but Mary stayed at home. 

 21 “Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died.
I would call that preventative faith. Martha is saying that Jesus could have prevented it from happening. And that is a wonderful kind of faith. When we pray for traveling mercies or sometimes we pray a hedge of protection around my children, it is a preventative faith because I believe God can keep certain things from happening and I believe that one of the great joys of heaven is because we don’t know when God does that, so one of the great joys is that when we get there, God is going to being to reveal what He did and we’ll be like, ‘You’re kidding!’ ‘Thank you!’ So praise God for preventative faith! But there is another dimension. I think some people are content to live their lives with preventative faith, but that is not good enough. There is another dimension, another kind of faith that is qualitatively so different and you see it in this next statement. It is one of my favorite statements in Scripture. 
 22 But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.” 
Let me ask you, is this not one of the most amazing statements of faith in the Bible? Her brother has been dead for four days. It seems to me at this point that either she is out of touch with reality or she is hanging on to a reality that is greater than the reality that we can perceive with our five senses. Who is crazy? The person who denies everything that they can’t perceive with their five senses? Is it the person who thinks that nothing exists beyond our hundred million sensory perceptors? Who is crazy? I don’t think Martha is crazy. I think she knew exactly what she believed, so there’s preventative faith and I would call this resurrection faith. This is a faith that God can not only keep certain things from happening but God can undo what has already been done and I like that a lot.
There is this thing called the second law of thermodynamics and it states: if left to its own devices, everything in the universe moves toward disorder and decay. It is true isn’t it? Look in the mirror. It is frustrating isn’t it? I believe that when Adam and Eve ate from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil and it says you will surely die, the second law of thermodynamics came into effect and it began this process of decay. We live in a fallen world. But Jesus Christ came to reverse what happened at the beginning of human existence. He came to reverse the irreversible. So if you read the gospels the right way, guess what happens? You are going to see that Jesus went around reversing things. He reverses, on the Sea of Galilee, this storm blows in and He says, ‘Peace be still.’ And He reverses a weather system. By the way, I think we did reverse the weather system this weekend. We had a lot of people praying for the rain to go away, and then some sunshine showed up, but Jesus reversed weather systems. And one of my favorites, He healed the man who was born blind, so He reverses blindness. He reversed leprosy, and then on Sunday morning 2,000 years ago, He reversed death itself. In a macro-sense, Jesus Christ came to reverse the effects of sin and reverse the effect of death. That’s why He said, “I am the Resurrection and the life.” He came that you might have life and have it more abundantly.  The enemy came to kill, steal and destroy, but there is a God who intentions for you a fullness of life that you can’t imagine. He came to give you life and to resurrect the parts of you that have died. 
Verse 23

 23 Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 

 24 Martha answered, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” 

 25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even though they die; 26 and whoever lives by believing in me will never die. Do you believe this?” 

 27 “Yes, Lord,” she replied, “I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, who is to come into the world.” 
Jesus makes quite a claim here. He says, “I am the Resurrection and the Life,” and that is what sets apart Christianity from every other religion. Mohammed, Buddha, Confucius, they never claimed divinity, they never claimed to have power over death. Jesus Christ stands alone. He says, “I am the Resurrection.” I think this is where a lot of people get stuck. I think most people believe that Jesus was a great world teacher or was a prophet. Most people would acknowledge that He was compassionate and wise. Not many people have anything bad to say about Jesus but that isn’t who He claimed to be. He didn’t claim to be a prophet or a healer, He claimed to be God. That’s who He claimed to be. What we are left with is two choices, either He was or He wasn’t. If He wasn’t, what are we doing here this weekend? We are wasting our time. But if He was, then the truth is, the only logical response is a complete submission of your life to the lordship of Jesus Christ. He is your Creator. He is your Savior. He is the One who went to the cross for you and when He came out of that tomb, He won that victory for you. 
Bono was interviewed about his faith a few years ago and I’ve always loved this. He was asked, Christ has to rank among the world’s greatest thinkers but Son of God, isn’t that far-fetched? Bono said, 

No, it is no far-fetched to me, the secular response to the Christ story always goes like this, He was a great prophet, obviously a very interesting guy, had a lot to say along the lines of other great prophets, Elijah, Mohammed, Buddha or Confucius, but Christ doesn’t allow you that. He doesn’t let you off the hook. Christ says, ‘I’m not saying I’m a teacher, don’t call me a teacher. I’m not saying a prophet, I’m saying I’m the Messiah, I am God incarnate.’ And people no, just be a prophet. A prophet we can take. So what you are left with is either Christ was who He said He was, the Messiah, or a complete nutcase.

Not bad for a singer! The only thing that would have been better would be if he actually sung it! 

What I’m getting at is this – Jesus makes unique claims. 

Maybe you are here this weekend and maybe you are wondering why so many people go to church on Easter. Why do you do that? What is this about? What do you really believe? You need to understand that what we believe is not based on some philosophy or idea. What we believe is based on historical fact, that 2,000 years ago something happened. The only thing that can explain is the fact that that tomb was empty on that Sunday morning; that Jesus, by the power of God, was raised from the dead and walked out glorious and victorious over death itself. Either He is right or He is wrong. There is no middle ground. So the choice is ours.

Martha said, “I have always believed you are the Messiah, the One who has come into the world.”

I love this. Martha makes her profession of faith. Can I ask you a question this weekend? Have you ever made a profession of faith? How do you do that? What does it look like? If I believe what you are saying, what is the next step? Well, Romans 10:9-10 says:

If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you shall be saved.

That’s some good news! The test hasn’t changed. Sometimes we mess it up and we mix it up and we throw some human tradition in there and we muddy the waters, but at the end of the day, it is about confessing with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believing in your heart that God raised Him from the dead. I would ask you the same question that Jesus asked Martha, do you believe this?

Verse 32

 32 When Mary reached the place where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 

 33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. 34 “Where have you laid him?” he asked. 

   “Come and see, Lord,” they replied. 

 35 Jesus wept.

Every kid’s favorite memory verse. That may only be two words but does that not speak volumes to you? Aren’t you grateful that there is a God who is so compassionate? He does not look on you and scoff at your sinfulness, but we have a high Priest who is compassionate and loving. The translation here does not do it justice because there is too much force to the verb tense in the Greek language. It should say He burst into tears. This is not a measured response. This is someone who is so overwhelmed by the feelings and the pain and the loss that someone else has experienced that they can’t even control it. I love that about Jesus! He is man enough to cry.
A few months ago, I had the opportunity to go to Super Bowl XLV and I was super excited! I’m a Packer’s fan and it was Josiah’s birthday. I was like, ‘I am the greatest dad ever!’ Not every day but I was that day! So it was amazing. The first half we were loving it because the Packers were winning, then if you remember, in the second half, the Steelers start making this comeback and they score two touchdowns and cut the score to 21-18, and I hear Josiah crying, no he was sobbing. It was one of the greatest moments of my life! I knew then that he was a fan. Like father like son, I used to cry when the Packers lost when I was a kid, still do. I’ve got to tell you something, I started praying in that moment. Forgive me, I don’t care who you were cheering for, but as a dad, I thought, when you go to the Super Bowl, you are going to win or lose, it’s either going to be awesome or terrible, and I thought I would feel the brunt of the Packers losing if we go but at least he will just go and like the experience, but then in that moment, I realized, no, the Packers better win! I wanted to get a message to them, this is my son’s birthday, you better win this game! I wanted to put on some pads and get on the field and make a tackle. I wanted to do something about it. But I couldn’t do anything about it. I could lose my voice cheering, but there was this moment when I was moved by my son’s tears. And there’s this moment where Jesus was so moved by their tears, He was so overwhelmed. Here’s what I love, sometimes you need a friend who will just cry with you. But sometimes you need a friend who can do something about it. And Jesus is both. He can cry with you and He can do something about it. He is about to do something about it. 
Verse 38

 38 Jesus, once more deeply moved, came to the tomb. It was a cave with a stone laid across the entrance. 39 “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.” 

 40 Then Jesus said, “Did I not tell you that if you believe, you will see the glory of God?” 

 41 So they took away the stone. Then Jesus looked up and said, “Father, I thank you that you have heard me. 42 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.” 

 43 When he had said this, Jesus called in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!”
We need the audio pages right here. I want to hear that voice and imagine that voice speaking with authority, not a doubt that the heavenly Father was going to answer his prayer, that his words would bring that dead man back to life. To have been there! I dare say the ear witnesses that day never forgot that voice. I’ll be honest, I can’t even identify with this. I can’t even call my children forth when it’s time for dinner. The family room is on the third floor, dining room on the first floor, I can’t tell you how much collective time I’ve spent at the foot of those stairs, I can’t even call forth our dog Mickey. I say come and he goes. So what I’m saying is, our words sometimes feel so impotent and so powerless, but there is something different about the word of God. When Jesus says, ‘Peace be still,’ He can change weather systems. When God says, ‘Let there be light,’ he can speak the universe into existence. There are galaxies right now that are being created at the edge of the universe if the Doppler effect is correct and that means that those four words are still creating galaxies. His word is powerful, so when Jesus said, “Lazarus, come forth!” He called that dead man out. And that’s a picture of what Christ has done for each one of us.
To appreciate this, you have to understand Jewish burial traditions. When Lazarus died, his feet would have been bound at the ankles and his arms would have been tied to his body. Then his body would have been wrapped in approximately 100 pounds of grave clothes to protect the body. Some scholars believe that the head itself was wrapped with so many linens that it would measure a foot wide. I know the mental image you are having right now, a mummy, right? That’s the accurate image, so I think there are two miracles here. Here’s what happens, Jesus says for Lazarus to come forth and:
 44 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.” 
There are two miracles here. One is the resurrection. And then how in the world did he get out of that tomb wrapped up like a mummy? I don’t think he walked out, I think he popped out! He comes out of that tomb and they being to unwrap him. The picture of what Jesus Christ came to do for every single one of us. 

Please listen to me for a moment, sin is not right and wrong, sin is life and death. When you sin, part of you dies because you are not living the way God created you to live. If you aren’t careful, you continue to sin and it is like burial clothes are wrapped around you. You keep sinning long enough and you will be buried alive. It’s like your spirit in entombed within you and you’re like, ‘Why is my life not what I imagined it to be?’  Well, you invite Jesus Christ into your life and what will happen is He will call you forth and He will begin to unwrap those burial clothes and begin to set you free and He gives you a new life. He wants to do that for each and every one of us. That’s what He came to do. He said, ‘I am the Resurrection and the Life.’

He asks you the same question that He asked Martha 2,000 years ago. Do you believe this? 

Last thing, fast forward just a few days to John 20:10. The same Mary, resurrection morning, it is almost like a flashback to what happened with her brother.

10 Then the disciples went back to where they were staying. 11 Now Mary stood outside the tomb crying.
And her feelings were all too familiar weren’t they. It’s what she had felt with her brother, and now, the One who had raised her brother from the dead was dead. She can’t even make sense of it. Intellectually and emotionally she is a mess. 
As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb 12 and saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus’ body had been, one at the head and the other at the foot. 

 13 They asked her, “Woman, why are you crying?” 

   “They have taken my Lord away,” she said, “and I don’t know where they have put him.” 14 At this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was Jesus. 
I’m guessing the light turns Him into a shadow and she can’t make out facial features. I mean, the last person you would expect to see, you can’t even envision it being Jesus there, so she doesn’t know it is Him.
 15 He asked her, “Woman, why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?” 

   Thinking he was the gardener, she said, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.” 

 16 Jesus said to her, “Mary.” 
The moment He spoke her name, she knew. Can you hear Him speaking your name? Can you hear Him speaking your name? He knows your name. He knows everything about you. You are precious to Him. It breaks it heart when your heart is broken. Do you know that the Bible says that when you cry, He actually bottles our tears? Each one is precious to Him. Psalm 56. He bottles those tears. When we cry, God honors every single one and at the end of the day, the Bible says he will wipe away every tear.

In the meantime, I want you to know that there is a God who is calling your name. Can you hear the still small voice of his Holy Spirit calling your name. He loves you. He died for you. He calls out your name and says, ‘Come forth.’

Let’s pray. Father, thank You. I praise You and I exalt You because on this day, we mark the greatest day in history, the day that You won the victory over death. Lord, may the reality of what You accomplished 2,000 years ago become our reality today. God I pray for those today who, for the first time, are making a profession of faith. And maybe those who once again profess their faith on this day of incredible significance, together we collectively, we do what Romans 10:9-10 says, we confess with our mouth, Jesus, You are Lord and we believe in our hearts that You raised Him from the dead. So today we give you praise. You are the Resurrection and the Life. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
