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“Life Before Us”
Job 14:1-14; John 11:17-27 March 23, 2014

Outside our kitchen window is a wild shrub or a tree, I 
am not sure which it is.  The tree and I began on friendly 
enough terms.  It gave me something green to look at against 
the brick of the neighbor’s house.  Over time, I have come 
to realize that it is really some kind of unwanted plant that 
grows tall and whose leaves clog up the gutter.  I have cut 
it back; still it sprouts again.  Now we are locked in mortal 
combat.  With the arrival of spring, I’ve got my eye on that 
tree.  I will cut it back again.  The day may come when I have 
to dig it up. 

Job notices that trees even after they are cut down can 
sprout forth new life.  The new grows out of the old.  With a 
bit of water, the stump put forth branches, buds and flowers 
like a new plant.  He also sees that people are not like that.  
He muses:

“Mortals die, and are laid low; humans expire, and 
where are they?  …mortals lie down and do not rise 
again; until the heavens are no more, they will not awake 
or be roused out of their sleep” ( Job 14:10-12).  

Job’s wisdom arises from his keen observation of the 
way things are in the world.  He gives us a kind of somber, 
poetic realism.  We see the natural trajectory of human life 
all around us: we are born; we grow up; we mature and 
we begin a slow physical decline.  Or, as Job says, a human 
being “comes up like a flower and withers” (14:1).  

The existentialists looked at the human condition and 
concluded that we live in a cold, indifferent universe without 
God.  Albert Camus believed that the human striving for 
meaning in the face of such an indifferent universe led to 
the inevitable conclusion that human life is absurd.  To 
Camus, there is no ultimate meaning.  He believed that 
the only way to find some kind of proximate meaning is 
to accept the absurdity of human existence and through 
courage create whatever meaning one can for oneself in this 
life.  Such thoughts lead some to walk away from a grave 
and wonder if that is all there is.

I wonder what Martha thought as she walked away 
from the tomb of her brother Lazarus.  She knew that if 
Jesus had been there he would have done something about 
it.  He would have healed Lazarus and stopped his dying. 

When he finally does come, she says rather bluntly, “Lord, 
if you had been here my brother would not have died.”  
We understand her feelings.  When someone we love dies 
unexpectedly, we think about all the things we or somebody 
could have done or should have done to prevent it.  Such 
thoughts do not bring our loved one back.  By her words, 
Martha demonstrates that she knows that Jesus is more 
than a friend, more than a healer and more than a miracle 
worker.  Jesus speaks to Martha the words that we hear at 
every funeral or memorial service.  He speaks the words 
that echo through the centuries and give life to the hope of 
the church. 

“I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in 
me, even though they die, will live.”  ( John 14:25).  He says 
even more than that.  Jesus says, “And everyone who lives 
and believes in me will never die” (14:26).  Martha trusts 
those words because she knows that Jesus is the Messiah, 
the Son of God, who has come to bring life to the world.  To 
demonstrate the truth of his words, he commands Lazarus 
to come out of the tomb.  Wrapped in the clothes of death, 
Lazarus comes to life.  He is no tree stump sprouting forth 
new life.  It is the same Lazarus they have known and loved 
all their lives.

In Jesus, there is life – abundant, eternal, resurrected life.  
In the Gospel of John, the resurrection does not only happen 
after death.  The resurrected life begins now and continues 
through death.  This is why Jesus says, “And everyone who 
lives and believes in me will never die.”  Through faith in 
Christ, we come to know and to experience the power of 
the resurrection today.  This is why Paul can say, “I have 
been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, 
but it is Christ who lives in me.  And the life I now live in 
the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me 
and gave himself for me” (Galatians 2:19-20).  Outwardly, 
it appears to the entire world that we live unto death. 
Inwardly, we know that we are living a new and resurrected 
life with Christ today.  In the first congregation we served, 
there was a wonderful lady who had been a strong leader 
in the church.  She was one of the first people I visited in 
the hospital; she taught me something about what it means 
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to live a Christian life.  When I went to see her, she was 
in serious condition in the Coronary Unit.  She asked me 
about how other folks in that church and community were 
doing.  She felt so isolated from others.  I wanted to focus 
on her needs and I wondered why she was so interested at 
that moment in other people.  When I tried to turn the 
conversation back to her, she persisted with her request.  
She said, “I may not be able to teach Sunday School or take 
food to people any more, but I can sure pray.  I want to do 
something useful as long as I am here.”  Paul writes, “So we 
do not lose heart.  Even though our outer nature is wasting 
away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day” (2 
Corinthians 4:16).  

On a cold and snowy day this winter, I was walking 
downtown to attend a prayer breakfast.  Being in a bit of 
a rush, I slipped and fell on the icy sidewalk and landed 
flat on my back.  I was like a tree crashing to the ground.  I 
checked to be sure that all my moving parts were moving.  
I got up and thought, “That sure hurt a lot more than it did 
when I was ten.”  At the prayer breakfast my body was sore, 
but my spirit was renewed.  Our bodies will age, our energy 
will decline, some of our abilities may lose their sharpness 
and we may fall, but the Holy Spirit continues to restore 
and strengthen us.   

No matter who we are, what our experiences have been 
or what our age or condition may be, life is always before 
us.  As Christians, we grow in grace because we are a 
resurrected people.  This is what we mean when we speak 
of sanctification.  The Holy Spirit renews us, deepens our 
faith and leads us deeper and deeper into the life of Christ. 
The beautiful thing is that over time Jesus takes away our 
prejudices, enlarges our understanding and makes us more 
compassionate.  When these things happen in us, we are 
more alive than we have ever been.  We know him and the 
power of his resurrection. 

When I was serving a congregation in Tidewater, 
Virginia, one of the elders was a retired Naval Captain.  He 
had served all over the world and been in the war off the 
coast of Japan.  He had moved more times than he could 
remember.  Many years before on one move across the 
country, his seven year old son was hit by a car and killed. 
His only other child was an adult woman who suffered 
from schizophrenia.  His beloved wife had died some years 
before.  By the time I knew him, his body was beginning 
to age.  He had lost some hearing.  He suffered chronic 
back pain.  You would never know these things from the 
enormous spirit of Christ within him.  In those Cold War 
days, he was the chair of our Peacemaking Committee 

because he knew and had seen the terrible effects of the 
nuclear bomb.  On Sundays after worship, he would drive 
all over Hampton Roads making doorway visits with the 
people who visited the church.  He was especially effective 
in helping Navy families understand the importance of 
putting down spiritual roots even if they were only going 
to be there for one or two tours of duty.  Most important 
were the long walks he took through his neighborhood. 
He walked about keeping his eye on things and the people 
he met.  He would fall into step with other walkers.  Before 
long they were pouring their life stories out to him and he 
would invite them to church.  People wanted for themselves 
the beauty of the life they saw in him.  

No matter how many problems he faced or how his 
health declined, he lived each day as if he had the whole of 
life before him.  Death was nothing to fear, for he lived a 
resurrected life.


