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Sermon “Do You Believe This?”

Scriptures

Matthew 10:28-33

[Jesus said] “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell.  Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your Father.  And even the hairs of your head are all counted.  So do not be afraid; you are of more value than many sparrows. Everyone therefore who acknowledges me before others, I also will acknowledge before my Father in heaven; but whoever denies me before others, I also will deny before my Father in heaven.”  

John 11:17-27

When Jesus arrived at Bethany, he was told that Lazarus had already been in his grave for four days. Bethany was only a few miles down the road from Jerusalem, and many of the people had come to pay their respects and console Martha and Mary on their loss. When Martha got word that Jesus was coming, she went to meet him. But Mary stayed at home. Martha said to Jesus, "Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask." Jesus told her, "Your brother will rise again."  "Yes," Martha said, "when everyone else rises, on resurrection day." Jesus told her, "I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die like everyone else, will live again.  They are given eternal life for believing in me and will never perish. Do you believe this, Martha?"  "Yes, Lord," she told him. "I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one who has come into the world from God."
Introduction: Hold up picture of Jesus…talk about the fumi
One of the most memorable books I read in seminary is a book named Silence, --a historical fiction novel written by Japanese author Shusaku Endo. The plot revolves around the experiences of a Jesuit priest who was sent to seventeenth century Japan as a missionary--during that country’s period of history known as “The Hidden Christians." 
The storyline goes like this: After the defeat of the Shimabara Rebellion in 1638, Christianity had been declared illegal. When the young priest arrives in Japan, he finds that the Christian population has gone underground. When caught by security officials, suspected Christians were forced to either trample on a fumie, a plaque which has the face of Christ on it—or be killed.

The outcome was not good--either way. Those Christians who refused to stomp on the fumi were thrown into prison and hung upside down over a pit to die. Those Christians who did deny Christ and stomp on the image--in order to stay alive, were deeply shamed by their act of apostasy. As author Endo goes on to show, the lives of those who had stomped on the fumi di not turn out well. Even though their lives had been spared, they were “as good as dead.” They had no joy, no passion. They walked around like zombies. Their lived out meaningless lives, and surely, the words Jesus had spoken rang through their heads continuously: “Everyone who acknowledges me before others, I also will acknowledge before my Father in heaven; but whoever denies me before others, I also will deny before my Father in heaven.” Those who stomped on the face of Christ knew that they had “blown it.” As far as they could determine, there was no way they could ever make up for what they had done.

A sad story…but as I said: It is one of the few books that has “stayed with me”—the reason is probably because it has caused me to stop and think…over and over again…about what I would do if I was ever forced to be in that kind of situation.

Well, thankfully, we are not going to be forced to stomp on this face of Jesus today. And I hope that this kind of thing never happens to us--or to future generations.

But, on a spiritual level, it does happen to us—it happens on a regular basis—as we make moment-to-moment decisions on how we are going to live our lives. It happens each time we decide how we are going to react in situations that are difficult. It happens each time we decide on how we are going to spend our time, or our money. It happens during those lowest moments of our lives when we feel that God has let us down. This is the kind of situation that Martha faced in this morning’s reading from the Gospel of John. Let’s take a closer look…. 
It’s obvious that Martha felt hurt and angry by the time Jesus finally arrived. 
He had been notified 4 days earlier --but instead of coming right away, 
he had waited, ….and now, Lazarus was dead. 
Truth be known, 

Martha, overwhelmed with a mixture of feelings, 
was probably ready to stomp on Jesus. 
Her words were a mixture of faith and accusation: 
"Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
…indicating 

that she believed there was a time when Jesus could have done something—

but that, that time had passed, and now it was too late.
Her faith, and her understanding of who Jesus was, was incomplete. 
Could it be that this is why Jesus waited?

… so that he might have the opportunity to deepen his followers understanding

of who he was?
It’s entirely possible….

for there was something very important 

he wanted his followers to know about him,



and perhaps this was the best time to reveal it. 

As we know from previous studies, one of the ways Jesus revealed who he was

was by making “I am” statements.

We have heard these in our scripture readings over the years:

"I am the bread of life. 
and: 

"I am the true vine.” 

"I am the light of the world.”

and, 

“I am the gate.” 
and…last but not least: 

"I am the good shepherd, who lays down his life for the sheep.” 

When considered together, these sayings offer us a broader picture and a better understanding 

of who Jesus really is.
So now, on this particular day, when many had gathered to pay their final respects to Lazarus, 

Jesus made his most profound “I am” statement of all, saying: 

"I am the resurrection and the life.”

"I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.” 

…perhaps the most awesome “I am” statement of all!

But what does it mean, exactly? Does anyone know?
Well, this is another one of those difficult verses which sends us to the works of Biblical scholars

who have studied the Scripture in depth for many years.

Ben Witherington III, author of this book, entitled John’s Wisdom, 

is the most credible source I have found.

(By the way, if the name sounds familiar to you, it’s because he is the same person 

who presented last Wednesday evening’s Bible Study to us on DVD 




-- seminary professor from Asbury, in Kentucky.)

Professor Witherington explains the “I am” statement in this way:
It has two parts, he points out:

In the first part, Jesus said that he is “the resurrection.”

What he was saying here is that a person who believes in him will never die,

--that death will not be an eternal death,




and, those who believe in him will be raised again.

 The second part is this:

In saying that he is “the life,” 
Jesus means that he gives life that is eternal--it begins in the present life 

and continues beyond death,and,
those who believe in him will live forever.
 Martha did not understand.

Sure, she believed that her brother would rise on the last day,


but what she did not know was that life is continuous



--that though her brother’s body had passed away, 
he was still alive in the Spirit


because life continues on --in an unbroken line, 

extending beyond death.

The important thing to understand is this:


A person must believe this in order for it to be true for her or himself.



This is what faith is all about.

Jesus made this clear when he asked Martha the question: “Do you believe this?"

Obviously, it was important to him that she answer this question.

And though these words were spoken long ago, they have stayed with us for centuries now,


and like all of the Scriptures, 



we can be sure that there is a reason for this.

 If we were to stop and think about the last time we heard these words,


we might remember that it was at a funeral…or memorial service.

"I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.” 

These may actually be the best times to hear the words, for after all, 
the words offer hope and comfort during such times.

In fact, the promise that Jesus has made to us may be the only thing 
that gets us through the night. 
But, when we stop to think about that last time we heard these words, 

we may also recall that the reading stopped before Jesus asked the question. 

Perhaps this is because the “pastors in charge” believe that a funeral is not the appropriate time 

for asking such a question.

But, clearly, 
the example that Jesus has given us indicates otherwise.

Martha was grieving her heart out when Jesus asked her the question: “Do you believe this?"

And apparently, he expected an answer from her …because believing this is crucial 
to being a true follower of Jesus Christ:

The answer that Martha gave to Jesus that day was a statement of faith. 

It is a statement that each one of us must be willing to make 

in order to be faithful followers of Jesus Christ.
And just how does one go about making such a bold statement as this 

without having any physical proof that it is true? 

Well, I can’t speak for everyone, but I can tell you how I did it.

That point of decision first came to me at the age of 12.

You see, I was raised in a church in which babies were not baptized.

 An individual could not be baptized until he or she had reached what the church called 

“the age of accountability.”

There seemed to be an unspoken rule that this did not occur until about age 12.

It was believed—and still is--by members of that denomination--that persons could not be baptized until they understood why they were doing so…which basically meant that he or she had to be old enough to say these words alone, out loud:“I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.”

Well, even at the age of 12, I was scared to death of walking down that aisle. 

Saying those words all alone out loud was terrifying. What if I couldn’t remember them
—what if I froze up and the words wouldn’t come out



--what if I said them wrong? What then?

These are the fearful thoughts that went through my mind each Sunday

as I stood for the invitation song…from my 12th birthday forward.

If a friend named Sue had not literally pushed me out into the aisle that one Sunday,


it would not have happened --at least not when it did.

After filling out the card that was handed me when I reached the front pew,


I was rushed away by the ladies of the congregation



--taken to the women’s side of the baptismal room.

And there I was handed a white robe to put on—along with one of those white bathing caps


--and told to make it quick.

The next thing I remember is stepping down into the baptismal waters


as the pastor reached out and took my hand.

He was a big, tall man with a very loud voice 

--the same voice that scared me into being baptized in the first place

--through those hellfire and damnation sermons.

 But at this moment, as nervous as I was, I did feel safe


--believing that he wanted the best for me



--and that he wouldn’t let me drown.

Before dunking me under, he said a few things

—about how much Jesus loved me and wanted to save me from my sins.

And then, he asked me a question, saying,“Do you believe this, Mary?”

And this is when I bravely announced, in my timid 12 year old voice:

“Yes, I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.” 

So, did I really believe it? Did I completely understand what I was saying? 

Of course not!

But I can tell you this: I wanted to believe it---with all my heart, I hoped that it was true.
And I believe that it is very important for us to say these words aloud

--at sometime during our lives…because Jesus has made it clear to us:


…that everyone who acknowledges him before others, 

he will acknowledge before his Father in heaven.   

This is why it is important for us to say the words.

Like Martha, Jesus will someday ask us the question in person.

And when he does, we will be ready to answer him face to face:

"Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, 

the one who has come into the world from God."

And when that moment comes, we will understand completely what these words mean…
,,,for as the apostle Paul has taught us in his letter to the Corinthian church,

“now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now we know only in part; then we will know fully, even as we have been fully known.”

Right now, all that is required of us for now
is that we want to believe 

and that we want to understand more fully.

This is all that Jesus is asking of us today—that we be willing to say the words 

whose meaning we do not yet fully understand: 

The words have been printed in our worship bulletin 

so that we may locate them easily.

The picture of Jesus will stay right here.

Thankfully, there will be no fumi on the ground in front of our feet.

No one will not be required to walk up the aisle for this.

For the time being, right now, all that is required of us is to say aloud
—together in one voice --those same words that Martha said to Jesus



[Invite congregation to open their bulletins.]

I will read the words of Jesus, including the question,

and then we will all respond:
[pastor]

Jesus said: “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die like everyone else, will live again.  They are given eternal life for believing in me and will never perish. Do you believe this?"  

[congregation] 

"Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one who has come into the world from God."

“Praise be to God for helping us make this bold confession!

May we live our lives as those who believe it and seek to understand it fully 

--with our whole being--heart, mind, and soul.  Amen.”
