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JESUS’ SIXTH SENSE


In the 1999 movie, The Sixth Sense, the young boy Cole Sear tells his child psychologist, Malcolm Crowe, “I see dead people.” 

Malcolm: “In your dreams?” [Cole shakes his head no.] While you’re awake? [Cole nods.] Dead people like, in graves? In coffins?” 

Cole: “Walking around like regular people. They don’t see each other. They only see what they want to see. They don’t know they’re dead.”

Malcolm: “How often do you see them?”

Cole: “All the time. They’re everywhere.”


Like Cole Sear, Jesus has a sixth sense and he, too, sees dead people all the time and everywhere. He sees dead Lazarus in the story today, but I think Jesus sees more than one dead person here in John 11.

In the other three gospels, the precipitating event which leads to the plot to arrest Jesus is the incident in the temple with the overturned tables. Not in John’s account. For John the precipitating incident for the arrest of Jesus is the raising of the dead man Lazarus. This is John’s seventh and last sign. John arranges his Gospel account with seven signs (some call them “miracles”) which point to who Jesus really is. 

Jesus the Grace of God changes water to wine at a wedding in Cana (2:1-11). Jesus the Compassionate Physician, again in Cana, heals a boy who is near death (4:46-54). Jesus the Mighty Worker restores strength to the legs of the paralyzed man at the pool of Bethsaida (5:1-15). Jesus the Bread of Life feeds loaves and fish to thousands in Galilee (6:1-15). Jesus the Good Shepherd walks toward the boat on the Sea of Galilee (6:16-21). Jesus the Light of the World restores sight to a blind man in Jerusalem (9:1-41). And here in chapter 11 we have the seventh and final sign about who Jesus is: Jesus the Resurrection and the Life raises Lazarus from the dead.

As important as it was to Lazarus to be raised from the dead and as important as it was to Mary and Martha that they had their brother back again, the significance is the sign of who Jesus is. A sign is not the point but points to something or someone else. Jesus sees a dead person and how he responds points to who Jesus is.
DEAD LAZARUS


Our story begins with Jesus returning to the spot where John baptized him in the Jordan River. Word comes from his very good friends, Mary and Martha, about their brother Lazarus. This is not the poor man Lazarus from Luke 16 who dies and goes to the bosom of Abraham. This is Lazarus the brother of Mary and Martha. Their home in Bethany is just two miles outside of Jerusalem and a familiar stop for Jesus.

Mary and Martha send word to Jesus, “Lord, he whom you love is ill” (11:3). John is careful to tell us that Jesus could have come sooner: Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister [Mary] and [their brother] Lazarus,  after having heard that Lazarus  was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was. (11:5-6). When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days. (11:17). 

Jesus could have come sooner, but he did not. Lazarus was four-days-dead. What does that mean? At that time people believed that the spirit of the person hovered near the body for up to three days but that after that time, there was no possibility for the person to come alive again. “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there to awaken him!” Jesus says while he is still miles away (John 11:11). But Lazarus is not asleep. Then Jesus told the disciples plainly, “Lazarus is dead” (11:14).

Individually Martha and Mary each confront Jesus: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died” (11:21, 32). Seeing Mary and the other mourners wailing and moaning, Jesus is greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved (11:33). Jesus cries and then commands, “Take away the stone.” Martha, who is identified as the dead man’s sister, protests, “Lord he stinks because he is four-days-dead” (11:39). Jesus prays and then shouts, “Lazarus, come out!” because the dead, like teenagers, aren’t always paying attention to us. Then John tells us, “Out came the dead man” bound by grave cloths. Jesus commands, “Unbind him and let him go!” (11:44). 
DEAD PEOPLE


In the movie, The Sixth Sense, Cole Sear says, “I see dead people walking around like regular people. They don’t see each other. They only see what they want to see. They don’t know they’re dead.” Jesus, like Cole Sear, has a sixth sense and sees dead people (even those who do not know they are dead). Earlier in this Gospel account Jesus says, “Amen, amen, I tell you, the hour is coming, and is now here, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will live” (John 5:25).
When you read the New Testament, you will find that without a death, resurrection is not possible. Without an ending to life as we know it, we cannot have a new beginning. Our reading from Romans today states it clearly: For if you live according to the flesh [depending on your own resources], you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body [depending on your own resources], you will live. (8:13). 

After the passing of one of our members, we begin every Service of Celebration of a Life here at Vienna Baptist Church with these words from John 11:25—Jesus says, “I am the resurrection and the life.” I think these are comforting words for such times and offer us hope that physical death is not the end for our loved one. We limit the power of this assurance, however, if we only hear these words after someone has passed away and proclaim the hope for their life with God only as beyond this world and into the next. 

“Your brother will rise again,” Jesus promises Martha (11:23). Then Jesus tells Martha the most important revelation about who he is: “I am the resurrection and the life” (11:25).  Martha responds, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day” (11:24). Martha, like the Pharisees and like most of us today, looks for resurrection (a new beginning) at the end of time. She thinks that resurrection only happens when you die and have a funeral. Does resurrection (rising again) come before your physical death? Jesus says that resurrection—a full and meaningful life as John 10:10 promises us—is for us here and now. We’re not waiting for heaven when we die. If you are in Christ, you are first declared dead and then made alive in Christ in this life.
ALIVE TODAY

 
I believe that these words from Romans 8 and John 11 focus more on life this side of the grave rather than upon the resurrection after we pass away from this world. John believes that the whole world is a cemetery and that Jesus enters into your world and my world today and offers resurrection and life. Jesus has a sixth sense and sees dead people, especially dead people who do not know they are dead.


Do you remember the joke of the man about my age who asks his general physician, “Do you think I’ll live another twenty years?” The doctor asks a series of questions. “Do you play golf or tennis in the sun?” (No.) “Do you have an active sex life?” (No.) “Do you drink alcohol or smoke?” (No.) “Do you party often?” (No.) “Are you around a lot of people at movies, plays, symphonies, or sporting events?” (No.) “Do you volunteer for community projects?” (No.) Do you attend worship and participate in some small group?” (No.) “Then why in the world do you want to live another twenty years?”

For all of Paul’s dense theological writings in Romans, what he is saying is that without God’s grace active in our lives, we are dead—dead to any hope of new beginnings and dead to real and meaningful life. Paul firmly believes that as long as we continue to try to follow the rules and make ourselves acceptable to God, we will be dead and not alive. Why breathe another twenty years if you are not alive? Don’t you know that you can die years before you stop breathing?

Let me pause a minute and give some here permission not to stay with me on this. I don’t preach to everyone every week. If this talk about being dead before you stop breathing doesn’t make sense to you, that’s okay. You have my permission to work on your calendar for the week or your shopping list, or you can read this story in John 11 while I talk. For some here today, however, you know exactly what I am talking about. You know what’s it’s like to feel dead in this life. I have some good news for you!


The first step, the most important step for you and for me, is to say, “I’m dead on my own. I can’t ‘solve’ this problem of sin because it’s not a problem that I can solve. I can’t make myself a better person. I can’t raise myself up by my own bootstraps above the problems and issues I face.” Paul says, To set the mind on the flesh [which is living for myself and doing everything for myself] is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace (Romans 8:6).

That’s why Paul writes in Romans 6:4: Therefore we have been buried with Christ by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life. Because of Jesus we can have newness of life! He’s not talking about heaven when we die. Paul is offering us the resurrection of Christ for this side of the grave. The Spirit-filled life Christ offers us is for here and now as we deal with the natural inclination to manage my life on my own and with my own resources.

Jesus sees dead people. He sees you and he sees me and says, “Living on your own is death. Living with me as your Savior and Lord is resurrection and life right now—not just in some future time and some future heaven.”


Jesus may not come when we want him, but Jesus is always on time. He tarries two days while Lazarus is ill because he wants to offer resurrection and life to his friend when Lazarus really needs it—when Lazarus is dead. Lazarus can’t fix his problem, he can’t explain or make excuses for who he is or what he has done, and he can’t pretend that he is alive. Lazarus is dead, and Jesus, who always sees dead people, shouts (because the dead are usually hard of hearing), “Lazarus, come out.” And out comes the dead man. 

ALIVE FOR MINISTRY

Lazarus comes out to what? He comes out as a threat to other religious types who do not know that they, too, are already dead. They want to kill this recently dead man who is a sign that trusting in Jesus can raise you and me from the dead. When you and I admit we are dead and in need of Jesus’ life, expect insults from those who are trying to manage on their own the dead life here and now.


Lazarus comes out of the tomb to join Mary and Martha weeks later to anoint Jesus’ feet with perfume worth a year’s salary. (What is your annual salary? That’s how much this family’s gift cost.) Mary is introduced in John 11 as the one who will anoint Jesus for his own burial. How do we say “Thank you” to Jesus who gives us resurrection and life? Like Lazarus and his two sisters, we open our pocket books and purses and offer material gifts as a pleasing fragrance for Christ’s body in the world. This morning we bring our financial pledges as sweet offerings to thank Jesus for what he has already done for us. Like Judas, some will consider this a waste of our valuable resources. Jesus, however, shouts, “Leave her alone” (12:7). When we have been raised from death into life with Christ, we want to give generously to Christ’s body here in Vienna, Virginia. Our financial gifts to Vienna Baptist Church are pleasing fragrances for Christ’s body. 

Lazarus the dead man also comes out of the tomb to a second chance at life. Jesus shows us the face of the God of second chances . . . and third chances, fourth chances, ad infinitum. Jesus sees dead people (even when they don’t know they are dead) and offers us a new beginning. Do you want a new beginning? 

John’s Gospel account is clear that when Jesus opens the grave so that Lazarus can come out, he clears the way to go into the tomb himself a few weeks later. Because Jesus raises dead Lazarus, others plot to make Jesus dead. As Paul says so well, Therefore, we have been buried with Christ by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.

Jesus looks at you and at me and sees dead people. We are dead to our own efforts and our own devices to have a full and meaningful life right now. In the power of the Holy Spirit we are raised to minister in the name of the Christ who raised us and to present our bodies and our resources as living sacrifices which is  our spiritual worship (Romans 12:1). When this worship service concludes today and the usher flings open the door of our worship room, imagine he is removing the stone from our tomb. On the other side of the door stands Jesus in the sunlight shouting, “Dead person, come out.” And, as John tells us, “Out came the dead person.” Well, unbind us and let us go, for “We are walking in the light of God.”
HYMN: We Are Walking in the Light of God (Bring pledges forward.)

