
          SERMON “LORD, IF YOU WOULD HAVE BEEN THERE” 

                        (John 11:1-45 Preached at MPC on April 2, 2017) 

Jesus arrived in Bethany four days after his friend Lazarus had passed away.  He could 

have gone earlier, but he didn't.  While he delayed, Lazarus died.  When he arrived in 

Bethany, Martha went to greet him.  When she saw him, she said, "Lord, if you would 

have been here—my brother wouldn't have died.”  Do you hear the reproach and 

disappointment in her voice? "Lord, if you would have been here, my brother wouldn't 

have died." 

It's a terrible thing to have someone look you in the eye and tell you how you have 

disappointed them—to have them say that they were depending on you, but you let them 

down.  I’m sure we have all gone through that.  I can still remember vividly the time at 

the Sahara hotel Lake Tahoe in 1970’s when I disappointed the band leader in the relief 

band, unintentionally—most of the time I was on standby to play the headliner’s show, 

but usually never needed because the headliners always bring their own rhythm 

sections.   

But that night it was song writer Paul Williams show—he cancelled at the last minute 

due to health reasons and I was supposed to fill in for him because I was the only 

vocalist in the relief band!  Imagine I would have been the headliner at the Sahara Lake 

Tahoe for one night. But I had already taken a flight back to Orange County and wasn’t 

available! Disappointment for the band leader and myself.  When that kind of thing 

happens, you just want the earth to open and swallow you up.  At least that’s how I felt. 

Martha says to Jesus, "Lord, if you would have been here, my brother wouldn't have 

died."  But instead of shriveling under her reproach, Jesus said, your brother will rise 

again.” That sounds familiar doesn't it!  Our whole world caves in, and a friend, not 

knowing what to say and not being smart enough to keep one’s mouth shut, says, "It's 

God's will."  Or "Hang in there!"  Or "It'll be O.K."  When that happens, we want to 

shout, "But my wife or my child just died!  Don't tell me that everything's going to be all 

right!  It's not all right, and it's not ever going to be all right!" 

Martha didn't say anything quite that strong, but she responded to Jesus' promise that 

Lazarus would rise again by saying, "I know that he will rise again in the resurrection at 



the last day.”  She might have added, "But what good does that do me now!"  “He’s dead 

and gone.” She could have said, "I know that I will see Lazarus in heaven, but I want him  

here now!"  She could have said, "Jesus, you have been going about healing total 

strangers.  Why couldn't you do that for your friend Lazarus!  Why didn't you come 

when we called you?" Have you ever felt like that?  Have you ever wondered why God 

didn't help when you’re hurting or crying out? 

Some people say that a loving God would never allow good people to suffer.  Some 

Christians say that, if we just have enough faith, God will always give us what we ask.  I 

know Christians who talk about praying for a parking place and getting one—the 

parking lot angel, as if that somehow validated God's love and their faith.  They are the 

same people who will tell you that, if you just have enough faith, God will always heal 

you. 

But that isn't what the Bible says.  Jesus says that God "makes his sun to rise on the evil 

and the good, and sends rain on the just and the unjust" (Matt 5:45).  That means that 

Christians sometimes prosper and sometimes they don't—just like everyone else.  It 

means that we cannot expect that life will always be a bed of roses just because we are 

Christians.  Christians get sick and Christians die, just like everyone else. 

That doesn't mean that there's no benefit to faith.  I truly believe that those of us who 

have faith have a decided advantage.  I believe that God really does help us in adversity. 

And yet, we must admit that Christians suffer—and Christians die.  That is neither an 

indication that God doesn't love us—nor that our faith is weak.  It's just a fact of life.  We 

see it in our Gospel lesson.  Lazarus is a dear friend of Jesus, and yet he dies.  Jesus 

could have moved more quickly to help him—could have saved him—but he didn't. 

Jesus gives his explanation to Martha and his disciples—He tells them Lazarus' illness 

and death was for God's glory.  That's significant.  We need to hear that!  Lazarus' illness 

and death was for God's glory.  What does that mean?  It means that Lazarus' illness and 

Lazarus' death provided an opportunity for people to see the presence of God in their 

midst—to witness God's power—to experience God's love. 

You see Jesus came to Bethany four days after Lazarus died.  The four days is important 

to the story.  People believed that the soul resided in the vicinity of the body for three 



days, hoping to rejoin the body.  Finally, on the fourth day, the soul gave up and 

departed.  So, four days meant that it was over—there was no hope.   

And that means that, if Jesus could bring Lazarus back to life after four days—when it  

had become hopeless—that it would be a resounding miracle.  People would have to give 

God all the glory.  And that's what happened. The tough times in our lives glorify God 

too.  It is one thing to have faith when everything is going right.  It is another to have 

faith when everything is going wrong.  Faith in the midst of adversity is a powerful 

witness—It glorifies God. 

Some of you baseball fans might remember Dave Dravecky.  Dravecky was a pitcher 

with the San Francisco Giants, but cancer required him to have an operation on his 

pitching arm that threatened his career.  He made a sensational comeback against the 

Cincinnati Reds the following year, played for a couple of months, and then his arm 

broke with a loud crack as he was pitching.  He had to have his pitching arm amputated. 

Do you remember what he had to say about that?  

 In his book, Worth of a Man, Dave shares honestly about his challenges, his faith and 

his discovery of a new identity outside of baseball. Before my surgery he said, I looked 

forward to the amputation. My arm had become useless and was a source of great pain. I 

wanted to be rid of it. But I had no idea what the consequences would be. After the 

amputation, I put on a brave face and “sucked it up.” I adjusted to my new “normal” life, 

but inside—even though I was not aware—I struggled with denial and anger, resulting in 

depression. 

Everything familiar had been washed away, and I was face to face with what I had really 

lost. So much of my identity and worth was wrapped up in that arm and what it had 

been capable of doing. It had brought me joy. It had brought me financial security. It 

had brought me the fulfillment of my boyhood dream. 

My questions could not be held at bay: “Who am I? Why am I here? And now what am I 

supposed to do with my life?  Over a period of 18 months of counseling, I began to 

understand my feelings and, for the first time in my life, learned how to express them—

and that wasn’t easy for a jock like me. 

Eventually I found great encouragement and motivation through the hope I have in 

Jesus Christ. Even as a follower of Christ, I sometimes wanted to crawl into a corner, 

paralyzed by fear. But I learned to trust that no tragedy or trauma could ever diminish 

my worth. My worth is not in what I did, but in who I am—a child of God.  Now, more 

than 20 years later, I’ve come to recognize that God has a special purpose for my life in 

http://www.endurance.org/the-worth-of-a-man/


offering His comfort, encouragement and hope to others—perhaps even to you or 

someone you know—on the journey of suffering. 

Today, Dave Dravecky with his wife Jan, is co-founder of Endurance Ministries and is an 

inspirational speaker, giving talks based on his experience of overcoming disability—

giving talks about faith in the face of adversity.  He has also coauthored two books and 

written a third book all of them having to do with the tragic end of his pitching career—

and the way that he and his wife have coped—Dave writes about their faith that enabled 

them to overcome.  Dave and Jan are continuing to glorify God—and God is continuing 

to bless them. 

Dave continues and says, "What do you do when a part of your life is taken away from 

you forever? How do you adjust? Tragedy pushes us through a one-way door, and once 

we pass through it, we can never return to the way life was before.”   

We can't go back, no matter how much we ache to do so. All we can do is to give thanks 

for what once was, for the good that was there, for the happy times that we had, for the 

laughter, for the love, for the memories that we shared.”  Then, saying good-bye to those 

times and to those loved ones, we put our hand in the hand of him who gave orbit to the 

sun and the moon and the stars, and trust that he has a course for our lives from there." 

When Dravecky lost his arm, I really felt bad and wept for him silently—His story of 

faith and the tragedy of loss parallels that of local football star and coach Charley 

Wedemeyer—for all they had lost—and for the gift of God’s grace both have given us. 

 Dave’s tragedy gave him an "at bat" on a world stage, and he hit the home run of his life. 

 He showed us how he even in the midst of great loss, could continue to walk hand in 

hand with God, trusting that God would lead him through the years ahead.  In doing so, 

he glorified God—and he also brought great honor onto himself. 

But the troubled times in our lives do more than just to present an opportunity for us to 

glorify God.  They provide opportunity for us to become closer to God.  Many people 

would never have found God if life had not forced them to their knees.  And our troubled 

times give God opportunity to redeem us and God does redeem his people.  The Bible is 

one long story of God redeeming his people. 

In the case of Lazarus, Jesus raised him from the dead.  That was the way that he  

redeemed that situation.  But that was unusual.  God doesn't let many people come back  



from the dead, but God redeems them nevertheless. Friends, the promise of the story of 

Lazarus is not that we will never suffer tragedy.  Nor is it that God will never let us die. 

 Nor is it that, once dead, Jesus will give us back our physical life upon this earth. 

 Instead, the promise is that God walks with us through all of life—even the hard times—

especially through the hard times—even through the valley of the shadow of death.  It's a 

promise that God redeems his people.  

Just as Kathryn gave her testimony about TBC on tithing—we are to put God first and 

trust Him with the outcome—she wrote her tithe check before paying her car payment 

and Sunday night she received the loan contract stamped paid in full!  God was glorified 

in her faithfulness to place God first and trusting Him with the outcome.    

Some centuries ago, a Christian woman, Julian of Norwich, put it this way: "God said 

not, 'Thou shalt not be tempested, thou shalt not be travailed, thou shalt not be afflicted, 

'but God said, 'Thou shalt not be overcome.'" 

Just as Jesus healed the blind man last week so that the glory of God shall be revealed, 

so this week Lazarus was raised by Jesus so God would also be glorified.  Just as Dave 

Dravecky lost his arm and Charley Wedemeyer lost his life to ALS—just as Kathryn put 

God first in her tithing—we need to put God first in all things and circumstances—we 

need to believe in God’s promises through the power of His Son knowing whatever our 

situation—whatever adversity in our lives—Our Lord is always there and we shall rise as 

Lazarus rose—we shall rise with Jesus on Easter morning! We shall rise and we shall 

never be overcome."  Amen!   


