II.  …The Savior is at His best.

That divine Savior had more to give.  As Mary and Martha took Him out to the place where Lazarus was buried, He saw how this death affected the sisters and the crowd.  Oh, the consequences of sin - death and grief - are overwhelming.  Even in the eyes of the Savior it causes tears to well and He is shaking - physically.  This is what sin has done.  


It becomes no more apparent than when one stands in front of a grave and realizes the stark and damning consequences of our disobedience to God.  What did God tell Adam and Eve?  The moment you eat the fruit, you will die.  And ever since, so do we.  Sin brings such anguish into our lives; it brings death.  So much so that silent tears trickle down Jesus’ cheeks - tears shed for His fallen creatures.  

Ah, there already is some comfort for like the Scriptures say, we do not have a Savior “who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses….So let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need” (Hb.4:15f).

When our need is at its worst…the Savior is at His best.  He knows and He goes into action.


Standing before the open cave which served as Lazarus’ tomb, Jesus first turned heavenward: “Father, I thank you that You have heard me. I know 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.”


Remember, dear friends, they act as one in mutual agreement and activity with one another.  These people were about to see the glory of God in the face and the work of Christ – the same glory that belongs to the Father.  

Then with a great voice Jesus cried out: “Lazarus, come forth.”  Oh, with what authority that was spoken. It must have echoed deep within each heart that was present.  And in an instant Lazarus is at the door. Without a struggle death has to give up its prey to the Lord of life.


In two weeks we’ll see the reason this could take place for on Calvary’s cross Christ paid our debt and at the empty tomb of Easter Christ declared His victory.  To believe He is the resurrection and the life is to receive it.  And in that faith you will one day see its full reality above for the Savior is at His best in working our redemption.


Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil for Thou art with me.  Neither death nor the troubles of life can withhold the Savior’s redeeming love from us.  God grant us the comfort and joys of faith that believes it; for Jesus’ sake.  Amen.  
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I’d like you to think of a Bible passage that fits the following story.  This is the story.  Early Friday morning I was in the middle of my sermon study, when a friend called.  He’s a pastor, too.  The minute I heard his voice, I knew he was down, really down in spirit.  

Last weekend the rainstorms that passed through here went north and turned heavy.  He said they had over 4 inches of rain in the night.  Well, the sump pump failed and flooded the basement.  That’s where all of his papers, studies, sermons, books - preparation tools that are indispensible for Lutheran preachers - plus most of his mementoes, pictures, and other memorabilia from the past were stored. All were underwater – destroyed.  Imagine having the things most valuable to you taken away just like that.  He was down.  But there’s more to it.

About 3 years ago he lost his wife.  Shortly after thieves broke into his house, ransacked it horribly, and stole his coin collection.  He had been an avid coin collector for over 50 years.  He had coins dating back into the 1800s.  All that work and value gone in seconds!  Soon afterwards his call as a pastor of the church he was at ended.  He had to move.  Financially, he was deep in debt.


He couldn’t find a job.  In these difficult times, who wants to hire a 62 year-old with the skills of a Lutheran preacher? So he retired early.  But the social security and little pension that synod gives aren’t much.


This past year he remarried.  That was a ray of light in his life.  But even with that there are challenges.  He married into a family.  This man has never raised children before. At 62 that’s quite an advanced age to begin learning to be a parent.  One child suffers with a difficult medical syndrome.  It causes lots of stress. My friend is struggling to take care of the needs of a family like he’s never known before.  

Another congregation called him to part time work helping with evangelism, confirmation, and other Christian education classes.  But he doesn’t get paid.  Instead, they are given the use of the old, worn parsonage under the condition that he fix it up.  They just conquered a mold problem and were ready to paint this past week.  Then the storm hit.  The mold is back and more challenges await.  

Okay, what Bible passage comes to mind that fits his situation?  How about, “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I will fear no evil; for Thou art with me.”
I.  When our need is at its worst…


Oh, I can already hear someone objecting, “Well, his life has been difficult, but he’s not dying!”  True, my friend isn’t dying in the sense of “stop breathing,” but he still is in the midst of “walking through the valley of the shadow of death.”


You see, during our lives here we are always walking in the valley, walking under “the shadow of death.  That well-known passage from Psalm 23 isn’t limited to the last hours just before we draw our final breath on earth.  Granted, that is the time that the shadow grows darkest and the wages of sin can frighten the most.  But we are always walking in the valley of the shadow of death here, even when we’re alive.  Besides, you don’t know when death will come knocking for you.  David told his dear friend Jonathan, “As surely as the Lord lives and as you live, there is only a step between me and death” (1Sam.20:3).  The shadow haunted him and he was young, very young!

When life becomes dark with trials of all kinds, we are walking through the valley of the shadow of death.  What is going to cheer you during those times?  What is going to be your stay when death actually stares you straight in the eye?  The psalmist replied, “I will fear no evil, for Thou art with me.”  When our need is at its worst, the Savior is at our side.  Who is that Savior?

Martha learned about Him in a sad situation.  Her brother had died, stopped breathing. By this time he had been in the grave 4 days already.  The sunshine and happiness that often filled their house had gone dark.

She and her sister Mary sent a call out to Jesus to come quickly when Lazarus took ill, but Jesus did not come right away.  Now in our text He finally arrives.  Too late - a chair stood empty in the house, a fresh tomb lay outside the city.  Lazarus died and all were grieving.


Apparently the news of Jesus’ arrival came only to Martha:  “He’s coming.”  Quietly Martha got up and left to meet him.  When she met Him outside of the city, she cried, “Oh, Lord, if you had only been here, my brother wouldn’t have died.” 


Those are the words of a crushed and helpless heart, a confused and non-comprehending mind. What’s the Lord doing? Why didn’t He come to help?  Haven’t we said a similar thing in the midst of the confusing times of life:  “Oh, Lord, if only You had been here.”  How many are the sad “if onlys,” the sorrowful regrets of life that Jesus hears from us as we walk through the valley of the shadow of death?  When our needs are at their worst such words come out.  

Still, for Martha all was not complete despair for the Savior was 
now with her.  Maybe, just maybe He could still do something.  So she added, “But I know that God will give you whatever you ask.”

“That God would give him whatever he would ask (”?  It sounds like Martha doesn’t quite yet get it.  Jesus isn’t an inferior approaching a superior.  He isn’t like a child coming to a parent or a servant coming to a king.  He’s not a kind of tool or instrument that is moved around by God in heaven who is the real agent at work.  No, He is one with the Father, operating together in tandem with Him.  You see, Martha has faith in the Savior, yet the way she approaches Jesus here reveals that she still has a poor understanding of His person.  She still thinks of Him as being inferior to God.  

That’s the way it is with a lot of folk.  Sometimes, we act and say things that show we think the same way too.  Jesus is not inferior to the Father.  Dear people, don’t address Him like He is!  Martha did.

This is her need at its worst in our story.  Her greatest need was not to have her sadness taken away; her greatest need was not to have her brother back; her greatest need was to see Jesus for whom He is.  It’s the “Who” not the “What” that matters most here.

And He leaves her no doubt when He says, “I AM the resurrection and the life.”  I AM is stated emphatically just like when God spoke to Moses from the burning bush saying, “I AM who I AM.  Tell the children of Israel, ‘I AM” has sent you” (Ex.3).


He’s the God of full and faithful grace; He’s the God of deliverance; He’s the God who alone can help us when our need is at its worst as we walk through the valley of the shadow of death.  He’s the Savior who would soon suffer on the cross in our place to destroy sin and the power of death.  He’s the One who would rise from the dead to give us the hope of the resurrection.  There is no life, there is no resurrection without Him.  And He gives it to all who believe in Him.


Martha caught it, really caught it this time for she confessed, “I believe you are the Christ…who was to come into the world.”

Have you ever heard of people talk about an “Aha moment”?  That’s the time that everything falls into place, and what a person didn’t fully realize or appreciate before finally hits him. One slaps his head with both hands and go “aha”!  This was Martha’s.  Now she understood her Savior, the Lord of Life, the Great I AM.  Even if her need to have her brother back wasn’t fulfilled, there would no longer be sadness or confusion in her life as to whom Jesus was and what He meant to her.  She could now fully say in every situation, “I will fear no evil, for Thou, my Savior, my God, art with me.”
