The Blame Game
John 11:1-46

John 11
¶ Now a certain man was sick, named Lazarus, of Bethany, the town of Mary and her sister Martha.

 2  (It was that Mary which anointed the Lord with ointment, and wiped his feet with her hair, whose brother Lazarus was sick.)

 3 Therefore his sisters sent unto him, saying, Lord, behold, he whom thou lovest is sick.

 4 When Jesus heard that, he said, This sickness is not unto death, but for the glory of God, that the Son of God might be glorified thereby.

 5 Now Jesus loved Martha, and her sister, and Lazarus.

 6 When he had heard therefore that he was sick, he abode two days still in the same place where he was.

 7 Then after that saith he to his disciples, Let us go into Judaea again.

 8 His disciples say unto him, Master, the Jews of late sought to stone thee; and goest thou thither again?

 9 Jesus answered, Are there not twelve hours in the day? If any man walk in the day, he stumbleth not, because he seeth the light of this world.

 10 But if a man walk in the night, he stumbleth, because there is no light in him.

 11 These things said he: and after that he saith unto them, Our friend Lazarus sleepeth; but I go, that I may awake him out of sleep.

 12 Then said his disciples, Lord, if he sleep, he shall do well.

 13 Howbeit Jesus spake of his death: but they thought that he had spoken of taking of rest in sleep.

 14 Then said Jesus unto them plainly, Lazarus is dead.

 15 And I am glad for your sakes that I was not there, to the intent ye may believe; nevertheless let us go unto him.
 16 Then said Thomas, which is called Didymus, unto his fellowdisciples, Let us also go, that we may die with him.

 17 ¶ Then when Jesus came, he found that he had lain in the grave four days already.

 18 Now Bethany was nigh unto Jerusalem, about fifteen furlongs off: 

 19 And many of the Jews came to Martha and Mary, to comfort them concerning their brother.

 20 Then Martha, as soon as she heard that Jesus was coming, went and met him: but Mary sat still in the house.

 21 Then said Martha unto Jesus, Lord, if thou hadst been here, my brother had not died.

 22 But I know, that even now, whatsoever thou wilt ask of God, God will give it thee.

 23 Jesus saith unto her, Thy brother shall rise again.

 24 Martha saith unto him, I know that he shall rise again in the resurrection at the last day.

 25 Jesus said unto her, I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live:

 26 And whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die. Believest thou this?

 27 She saith unto him, Yea, Lord: I believe that thou art the Christ, the Son of God, which should come into the world.

 28 And when she had so said, she went her way, and called Mary her sister secretly, saying, The Master is come, and calleth for thee.

 29 As soon as she heard that, she arose quickly, and came unto him.

 30 Now Jesus was not yet come into the town, but was in that place where Martha met him.

 31 The Jews then which were with her in the house, and comforted her, when they saw Mary, that she rose up hastily and went out, followed her, saying, She goeth unto the grave to weep there.

 32 Then when Mary was come where Jesus was, and saw him, she fell down at his feet, saying unto him, Lord, if thou hadst been here, my brother had not died.

 33 ¶ When Jesus therefore saw her weeping, and the Jews also weeping which came with her, he groaned in the spirit, and was troubled, 

 34 And said, Where have ye laid him? They said unto him, Lord, come and see.

 35 Jesus wept.


 36 Then said the Jews, Behold how he loved him!

 37 And some of them said, Could not this man, which opened the eyes of the blind, have caused that even this man should not have died?

 38 Jesus therefore again groaning in himself cometh to the grave. It was a cave, and a stone lay upon it.

 39 Jesus said, Take ye away the stone. Martha, the sister of him that was dead, saith unto him, Lord, by this time he stinketh: for he hath been dead four days.

 40 Jesus saith unto her, Said I not unto thee, that, if thou wouldest believe, thou shouldest see the glory of God?

 41 Then they took away the stone from the place where the dead was laid. And Jesus lifted up his eyes, and said, Father, I thank thee that thou hast heard me.

 42 And I knew that thou hearest me always: but because of the people which stand by I said it, that they may believe that thou hast sent me.

 43 And when he thus had spoken, he cried with a loud voice, Lazarus, come forth.

 44 And he that was dead came forth, bound hand and foot with graveclothes: and his face was bound about with a napkin. Jesus saith unto them, Loose him, and let him go.

45 ¶ Then many of the Jews which came to Mary, and had seen the things which Jesus did, believed on him.

 46 But some of them went their ways to the Pharisees, and told them what things Jesus had done.

Let’s look at some key verses . . .

· Vs. 21 “Then said Martha unto Jesus, Lord, if thou hadst been here, my brother had not died.”

· Vs. 32 “Then when Mary was come where Jesus was, and saw him, she fell down at his feet, saying unto him, Lord, if thou hadst been here, my brother had not died

· Vs. 25 Jesus said unto her, I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live:

26 And whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die.     Believest thou this?”

· In other words, Jesus is saying  . . .”If you will just believe    me. .”
· Vs  40 Jesus saith unto her, Said I not unto thee, that, if thou wouldest believe, thou shouldest see the glory of God?

You quickly begin to get the picture . . . both Mary and Martha playing the “blame game” . . . 

· they were shifting blame . . . 

· they were passing the buck . . .

· Lord, if only you had been here . . . things wouldn’t be in the mess they are in . . . 

· It’s your fault Lord . . . You let us down Lord . . .

But Jesus would not let it pass . . . He passed it back . . . just like He did for the disciples when they tried to pass the responsibility . . .

· Jesus said . . . “If you will believe . . .”  

· Jesus says  . . . The problem is not in my timing . . . the problem is in your faith . . .

Well, let’s look closer . . .  We need to build a case here . . .

Many times we “pass the buck” by  . . . 

I.
Blaming someone else for what is wrong in our life . 

Really, this problem is as old as humanity . . . 

· The first pair in the Garden of Eden set the stage for “the Blame Game”

· Gen. 3  “9 ¶ And the LORD God called unto Adam, and said unto him, Where art thou?

·  10 And he said, I heard thy voice in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.

·  11 ¶ And he said, Who told thee that thou wast naked? Hast thou eaten of the tree, whereof I commanded thee that thou shouldest not eat?

·  12 And the man said, The woman whom thou gavest to be with me, she gave me of the tree, and I did eat.

·  13 And the LORD God said unto the woman, What is this that thou hast done? And the woman said, The serpent beguiled me, and I did eat.

But the problem has not gone away . . . .This is also a very common problem . . . in America . . .  

It has become a spirit of our age . . . America has become a nation of victims . . . we have become obsessed with victimization  . . . 

It is what David Seamands calls THE GREAT BLAME GAME . . .


- It is when people try to escape responsibility . . . or the consequences of their choices . . . or pain from their choices . . . or try to excuse almost any kind of behavior by FINDING SOMEBODY TO BLAME ! ! !

Illustration . . .an E-mail . . .  
Let's see if I understand how the world works lately... 


If a man cuts his finger off while slicing salami at work, he blames the restaurant. 


If you smoke three packs a day for 40 years and die of lung cancer, your family blames the tobacco company.  


If your neighbor crashes into a tree while driving home drunk, he blames the bartender                                     


If your grandchildren are brats without manners, you blame television. 


If your friend is shot by a deranged madman, you blame the gun manufacturer. 


And if a crazed person breaks into the cockpit and tries to kill the pilot at 35,000 feet, and the passengers kill him instead, the mother of the deceased blames the airline. 


I must have lived too long to understand the world as it is anymore.  So, if I die while parked in front of this computer, I want you to blame Bill Gates . . . will you? 
 

Illustration . . . In Pennsylvania, a school district employee, fired for always being late to work, sued his employer.   His lawyer argued that he was a victim of “chronic lateness syndrome.”

Illustration . . .In the tiny village of Savona, New York,

· a thirteen-year-old enticed a four-year-old boy into the woods and . . . 

· sexually abused him before beating him to death. 

· Although the jury did not accept it . . .  the defense seriously contended he could not be blamed, 

· since he had come from a dysfunctional home,

·  had suffered from low self-esteem resulting from the taunts of other children about his strange-looking ears . . . 

· He was the victim of a rage disorder, an intermittent, explosive mental disorder.”

Illustration . . . One of the most publicized cases was that of the Menendez brothers, Eric and Lyle.

· One night in 1989 they brutally mur​dered their parents, 

· called 911 for help, and then  . . . 

· blamed it on an unknown Mafia hit man. 

· Eric even gave an emotional eulogy at the funeral. 

· They then took the $14 million they had inher​ited and went on a near million-dollar spending spree.

Months later their confession . . .  taped for a psychologist . . .  was made public. 

· In it, they admitted to the ghastly cold-blooded-ness of the murders. 

· A large part of the Menendez’s fortune was spent on the best defense lawyers. 

· But how could they persuade a jury to “understand” the savagery of the killings —sixteen rounds of ammunition at close range? 

· There was only one way: 

· turn the villains into victims who had suffered terrible  and painful sexual abuse at the hands of their father. 

The entire nation was shocked at the incredible travesty of justice when they were acquitted as a result of hung juries.

Illustration . . .A recent case involved Cohn Ferguson . . .

· grew up in an affluent Jamaican home, 

· immigrated to the USA and lived in New York City.

·  In December 1993, he went to California, 

· waited the required fifteen days for buying a gun, returned home . . . 

· boarded the Long Island subway at the evening rush hour. 

· Then in a carefully planned shooting spree . . .

·  he killed six people and wounded nineteen others. 

· His pockets were found to be filled with racial hate notes. 

· On NBC’s “NOW,” his lawyer stated that while he felt sorry for the victims and their families, 

· Ferguson was the real victim — a victim of the “black rage syndrome” which had “pushed him over the edge.”

One of the evidences of what we are talking about tonight is the extremes to which secular psychology and psychiatry have gone . . . to explain away personal responsibility for sinful behavior . . . 

In the “Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders” (it is the nearest equivalent to a Bible in those fields . . .)

· the latest version includes over 300 so-called “mental disorders” . . .  there is . . .

· Nicotine Dependence Disorder for those who smoke . . .

· Disorder of Written Expression . . . for people who can’t write well

· Mathematics Disorder . . . (315.1)for those who have trouble with math . . . (I think I have that one . . .)

· Oppositional Defiant Disorder . . .(313.81) for those who argue with authority all the time, often lose their tempers, refuse to obey orders, are resentful and spiteful or vengeful . . 

· Unspecified Mental Disorder (300.9) for those times when nothing seems to fit . . .

Illustration . . . There was a cartoon that showed a black robed Judge sitting behind the bench . . . and he was questioning the defendant like this . . . He said “How do you plead? . . . 

· Guilty?

· Not guilty?

· Not guilty by reason of insanity?

· Not guilty by reason of Hypoglycemic sugar reaction?

· Not guilty by reason of caffeine, nicotine, or drug withdrawal? . . . or

· Not guilty by reason of inadequate parenting?

But you know  . . . we can blame lawyers or secular psychology and psychiatry . . . but if we are not careful . . . we can get caught in this same “pass the buck” syndrome . . .

· If only I’d been born of different parents

· If only my parents hadn’t been so strict . . . or if they had just been stricter

· If only my parents had shown more affection

· If only I had not grown up in a parsonage or on a mission field

· If only I had the brains of my brother

· If only I had the beauty of my sister

· If only I hadn’t had a dysfunctional family

· If only I hadn’t gotten sick the day of the exam

· If only I hadn’t been sexually abused

· If only I had married someone else 

· If only I hadn’t divorced . . . or had gotten divorced sooner

· If only  . . . I had been treated fairly . . .

The list is endless . . .

Now, in the interest of fairness and balance . . .

· I know we live in a fallen, imperfect world

· I know there are legitimate victims in this world

· I know there are people from dysfunctional families and bad marriages and tragedies beyond description  . . .

However, I also believe that God wants to challenge us with “HIS IF”  . . . If We will Believe Him . . . is we will trust Him . . . He can help us

· move beyond hurt to forgiveness 

· move beyond wishful thinking to responsible action

· move beyond “passing the buck”  . . . 

· beyond blame  . . . to belief ! ! ! 

Let’s look closer at our scriptural example . . .

As you read the story of Lazarus’ sickness, death, and resurrection in John 11 . . . 

· you cannot help but notice the “If onlys.” 

· The first one was spoken by Martha as she ran out on the road to meet Jesus before He even reached Bethany.

·  That’s to be expected of Martha . . .

· Overeager and overanxious, this was not the first time she had thrown an “If only” at Jesus. 

· Once, when she felt Mary wasn’t pulling her share of the load, 

· she had scolded Him as if He were to blame for her negligence. 

· “Lord, don’t You care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? 

· Tell her to help me!” (Luke 10:40)

·  In effect she was saying, “If only You cared enough about me, You’d have said something to Mary about it!” 

And so now, when she heard Jesus was finally approaching  . . . 

· (of course, He was always stopping to heal some beggar on the road )

· she ran out to meet Him. “Lord,” she whined, “if only You had been here, my brother would not have died.” 

· Yes we expect that of Martha.

But wait a minute. Surprise! 

· Until now contemplative, spiri​tual Mary had been in such deep grief she hadn’t even left the house. 

· But when she was told that Jesus had arrived she went out and greeted Him with the very same words, 

· Lord, if only You had been here, my brother would not have died.”

A few minutes later, Jesus countered their weak, hopeless “If only” with an entirely different kind of an “if” . . . 

· A strong hopeful “if” by which He challenged them to change the direc​tion of both their look and their outlook,

· And remember, He said it at the darkest and most devastating moment, right after Martha reminded him how long Lazarus had been dead and how bad his decomposed body would smell! 

· “Did I not tell you that if you believed you would see the glory of God?”

There they are side by side . . .

· “if only” . . . and “if you will believe”

· the weakest and the strongest 

· the most hopeless and the most hopeful words . . .

· they stand in sharp contrast . . .

We need to look at the background of this story . . .

· it provides some reasons for the sisters feelings of hurt, disappointment and dare we say it . . . their bitterness???

John goes out of his way to stress Jesus’ special relationship to Mary and Martha and Lazarus . . .

· It seems that their house was the only place Jesus could call home.

· Staying there was more than a matter of convenience

· Like everyone else . . . Jesus needed a sense of belonging and it was this family . . . rather than His own . . . who filled that need . . .

· There is no doubt . . . He had a genuine love and affection for them . . . and they loved Him . . .

It is the fact of this special love which explains the unique wording of the message sent by the sisters when their brother fell ill . . . 

· “Lord, the one You love is sick.” 

· Do you hear the real implications of it? 

· I sense a bite to their words . . .  
· a complaint as well as a request. 

· It’s a subtle, perhaps unconscious, expression of an age-old mystery, 

· “Lord, we thought that You loved him; how has this happened


It’s the basic “‘Why?” we ask of God when things go wrong. 

· We’ve all said it . . .  at least thought it . . .  when illness and tragedy or disappointment struck us or our loved ones. 

·  How many times we’ve expressed something like it with aching hearts, “Lord, they whom you love are  . . . and we fill in the blank . . .

What we mean by all such questions is that love and suffering seem contradictory and incompatible. 

· Lord, we thought You said that You loved us . . . 

· how could this terrible thing be happening?”  . . .

· You have a strange way of showing Your love . . . 

Isn’t this seeming contradiction one of the most basic hurdles we human beings face . . .? ? ? It is a hurdle that  . . .

-   We Christians must face up to sooner or later? 

· It doesn’t mean we are abnor​mal doubting believers . . .

· It only means we are normal, ques​tioning human beings.

· When we have been wounded, we are wondering . . .

Socrates said that all philosophy begins with the sense of wonder, and that this is what distinguishes us from other crea​tures. 

· Animals suffer pain, but we humans are the only ones who ponder about it  . . .

· We not only feel pain, but we feel puzzled. 

· We weep and wonder asking “Why?” in regard to the cause of our weeping.

·  I believe that is what Mary and Martha’s unique message is all about.

Do you remember times when your bewildered heart sent a similar message to your Lord?

Illustration . . . I read the story of a missionary . . .in 1948 . . .(David Seamands)  

· How well I remember such a day back in 1948. 

· Everything happened so quickly it left us shocked and numb. 

· Our first son, healthy, ten-month-old Da​vid, had been cut down by fulminant bacillary dysentery in a matter of hours.

· We were told later that fuimmant meant “to strick like lightning . . . and that was certainly accurate . . .

· He said, “ We buried him in the reddish soil  the next morning . . .

· Sympathetic crowds came . . . friends and fellow missionaries

· But then the time came when we were all alone . . .

· Night came . . . and the empty silence was deafening

· Helen, his wife went to the piano and they begin to play and sing . . .

· But he said . . .

· I suddenly felt unwanted and unwelcome thoughts which I had tried to push down  . . . but they suddenly erupted within me . . .

· Like molten lave, they spilled out into a bitter dialogue with God . . .

· Lord, I don’t understand . . . 

· We left home and family and friends and came 10,000 miles to serve you as missionaries in India

· We love you, we believe that you love us , , ,BUT

· Why did this happen . . . ?

· How could you have let this happen?

He said . . . We had good logical answers and a whole lot of memorized Scriptures . . .but

· We got ambushed by the wrenching emotional pain of it all . .

· Pascal was right . . . “The heart has its reasons which reason knows nothing of”

Along about that time a devout British missionary friend said to David Seamons . . . “You know, at times like these, in some ways it would be easier if we were atheists, wouldn’t it?”

· Seamons said at first he was shocked . . . but as he pondered he thought  . . . he is right . . .

· The very fact of knowing God personally, and knowing that He not only exist but also Loves us . . .makes our questions more difficult . . .

· Certainly we believe that ultimately God will be a part of the solution . . . but in the beginning  . . . He seems to be a part of the problem . . .

· The contradiction is more than rational . . . it is Relational . . .

· It is becomes not so much a “philosophical question”  as it is a “family quarrel . . .”

But there were lessons to be learned . . .the first was . . .

· 1)Nowhere in Scripture are we given a strictly philosophical    answer to the mystery of unjust suffering

· 2)We live in a fallen, evil, and imperfect world . . . We Christians need to forever fix that in our minds . . .

· 3)The fact that God loves us and we love Him . . . does not make us Cosmic pets . . .

· 4)God’s love for us does not give us a special immunity from tragedies, hurts, and pains . . .

· 5)God never promised a “special immunity” . . . but He did promise a “special immanence . . . His presence . . . ! ! !

· 6)He never promised an ANSWER He promised us HIMSELF . . .THE ANSWERER ! ! ! 

· 7)God doesn’t always make sense to us . . .

· 8)God does not want us to just find the answer . . . He wants us to become the answer . . .

And that is what He wanted for Mary and Martha and Lazarus . . . 

It is just like the feeding of the 5000 . . . Jesus wanted His disciples to become part of the miracle . . .

He wanted Mary and Martha and Lazarus to become part of the miracle . . .

And that is what He wants for you . . . It will happen if you will walk the spiritual journey that will move you from blaming to believing . . .

************

March 2001-  Bob Lupton

Not once in thirty years of urban ministry has our home been broken into.  Burglars and rapists have forced their way into the homes and lives of others around us, but we have been spared.  Not because we have taken extraordinary protective measures.  We have never had bars on our windows, and our alarm system is seldom set.  Yet, for some reason, our home has remained safe.  Oh, a couple times the hanging baskets have disappeared from our front porch -- frustrating, but not frightening.  The report of gunfire is fairly common and police sometimes chase perpetrators up our street, but the sanctity of our home has never once been violated.  Not until now!

 

I have sometimes wondered if this security that my family has known is a special gift from God, a kind of invisible hedge of protection placed about us.  But then, why would this be afforded us when others whose calling and commitment are at least as strong as ours have endured horrible violations?  The uncertainty has kept me from becoming presumptuous -- only grateful for the grace of protection upon our home.  

Until now.

 

In the most malicious manner imaginable, a predator recently invaded our home......... not jimmying a lock or breaking a window, but slipping in silently and hiding undetected.  With intent to ravage and destroy, this cancerous presence lurked undetected for months as it sought out the most vulnerable staging ground for a deadly attack.  It was a routine test that detected its dark presence, a medium-sized mass by this time, invasive enough to launch its aggressive campaign into other places in the body.  For the first time in thirty years, our home.....our family.......our very survival......is at risk.

 

My lovely bride, the joy of my life, viciously attacked and at the very heart of her nurturing place, where our babies took nourishment........what insidiousness!  The hedge of protection is gone!  Terror has taken hold!  No time to ponder "why us?"  Theological questions must wait.  There is time only to mount an all-out warfare against this adversary.......a consuming life-and-death struggle that demands every ounce of emotional and spiritual strength we can summon.

 

The numbing intelligence-gathering is fast and furious.  Alarming mammogram discovery, then sonogram, biopsy, lumpectomy, lymph node excision, endless lab work, bone scan, liver scan, cervical biopsy, echo cardiogram, and days of agonizing waiting for the results of each test.  With each offensive move comes a whirlwind of confusing new medical terminology and another barrage of data about types of cancer, varieties of treatment modes, and estimated survival odds.  We struggle to appear brave, to remain strong for each other, clinging desperately to hope so fragile that a stray thought can shatter it in an instant. When fears become too powerful to contain, we end up sobbing in each other's arms.

 

Strange, however, amidst the heaviness that permeates our every waking hour and distresses our dreams, there is a discernable calm down deep in the bedrock of our spirits......... an awareness of a reassuring Presence that is more pervasive than the ominous force which threatens the life we have known.  Though we resist with all our mental stamina the terrifying worst-case scenarios, holding at bay grim thoughts that constantly prowl the periphery of our consciousness, the activity of another Force steadies our souls.  In unexpected ways, and at times we cannot anticipate, an assurance of Divine Care wells up from some deep source, calming and cooling the intensity of the struggle.

 

A hedge of protection has been replaced by an abiding Presence.  Immunity from ill was merely a pleasant illusion.  Security, it is turning out, seems to lie less in what  we are protected from, than in Who is with us in adversity.

************

Bishop Handley Moule said. . . “There is nothing so chaotic that God cannot, from that situation, create something that is surpassingly good . . .He did it at Creation . . . He did it at the cross . . . and He is doing it today . . .”

When we move from blaming to belief  . . . we find HIM ! ! ! 
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