
Reflections for Lent at a Distance 

Sunday, March 29, 2020 

 

As we begin our “worship at a distance”, I would like to have us sing/read the hymn, I 
Sing The Mighty Power of God (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eeSoE1Kmmv0). 

I sing the mighty pow’r of God that made the mountains rise, 
that spread the flowing seas abroad, and built the lofty skies. 

I sing the wisdom that ordained the sun to rule the day; 
the moon shines full at his command, and all the stars obey. 

 
I sing the goodness of the Lord that filled the earth with food; 

He formed the creatures with his word, and then pronounced them good. 
Lord, how thy wonders are displayed where’er I turn my eye; 

if I survey the ground I tread, 0r gaze upon the sky! 
 
There’s not a plant or flow’r below, but makes thy glories known; 

and clouds arise, and tempests blow by order from thy throne; 
While all that borrows life from thee is ever in thy care, 

and ev’rywhere that I can be, Thou, God, are present there. 
 

Words:  Isaac Watts, 1715  Music:  Gesangbuch der Herzogl, Würtemberg, 1784 
 

As I mentioned last week, I re-discovered a newsletter from Sergey Rybikov, the then-
president of Donetsk Christian University, written in 2009.  At that time Ukraine was 
dealing with the natural gas crisis, with both restrictions on availability, and a great debt 
enforced by Russia, the seller and supplier, resulting in much worry in the country.  
Here are two more parts of what Sergey wrote: 

As never before, we need to be close to one another.  There is a battle going on 
and we must not desert our fellow believers, trying to deal with our own 
problems and survive on our own (1 Peter 4.7-10).  If we take time away from 
fellowship, prayer, church and ministry, it will only make our problems worse 
and we will not overcome them.  We must give to God in full measure what is 
his, just as we must give ourselves to one another. 

We must have faith in order to overcome our fears (Romans 8.15).  Fear is an 
emotion that destroys and leads to feelings of helplessness.  God ahs greed us 
from the spirit of slavery and fear. 

In his context, the people of Ukraine were not housebound by outward restrictions as we 
are—they were free to move about.  But things were expensive, money was very limited, 
and Russia was threatening to cut off natural gas altogether that winter.  They were able 
to fellowship in person.  We need to do it differently.  But we still need to do it.  Cards 
and letters are good, phone calls and SKYPE or ZOOM are probably better. 

He has two other points that I will share next week.   

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eeSoE1Kmmv0


For prayer concerns: 

Personal Needs 
Reinhard Fabiunke    Maria Perez 
Bruno & Iris Schwaigert   United States 
Johanna Majorana    Those affected by the virus worldwide 

Ministry Needs 
Mark & Elke Karan (Wycliffe)  Tafadzwanashe Tadeyo (Zimbabwe) 
Resurrection Church (Ukraine)  House of Hope & the Alencars (Brazil) 
Liberty Corner Mission   Liberty Corner Bible Church  

 

By the way, this was to be our Pot Providence meal together.  I, for one, will be enjoying 
some pickled herring in cream sauce in Reinhard’s honor. 

For now, let us turn to the meditation for the morning. 

Scripture Reading       John 11.1-44 

Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister 
Martha. 2It was Mary who anointed the Lord with ointment and wiped his feet with her 
hair, whose brother Lazarus was ill. 3So the sisters sent to him, saying, "Lord, he whom 
you love is ill." 4But when Jesus heard it he said, "This illness does not lead to death. It is 
for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it."  

5Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. 6So, when he heard that Lazarus 
was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was. 7Then after this he said to 
the disciples, "Let us go to Judea again." 8The disciples said to him, "Rabbi, the Jews 
were just now seeking to stone you, and are you going there again?" 9Jesus answered, 
"Are there not twelve hours in the day? If anyone walks in the day, he does not stumble, 
because he sees the light of this world. 10But if anyone walks in the night, he stumbles, 
because the light is not in him." 11After saying these things, he said to them, "Our friend 
Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I go to awaken him." 12The disciples said to him, "Lord, if 
he has fallen asleep, he will recover." 13Now Jesus had spoken of his death, but they 
thought that he meant taking rest in sleep. 14Then Jesus told them plainly, "Lazarus has 
died, 15and for your sake I am glad that I was not there, so that you may believe. But let 
us go to him." 16So Thomas, called the Twin, said to his fellow disciples, "Let us also go, 
that we may die with him."  

17Now when Jesus came, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days. 
18Bethany was near Jerusalem, about two miles off, 19and many of the Jews had come to 
Martha and Mary to console them concerning their brother. 20So when Martha heard 
that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, but Mary remained seated in the house. 
21Martha said to Jesus, "Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 
22But even now I know that whatever you ask from God, God will give you." 23Jesus said 
to her, "Your brother will rise again." 24Martha said to him, "I know that he will rise 
again in the resurrection on the last day." 25Jesus said to her, "I am the resurrection and 
the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, 26and everyone who 



lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?" 27She said to him, "Yes, 
Lord; I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who is coming into the world."  

28When she had said this, she went and called her sister Mary, saying in private, "The 
Teacher is here and is calling for you." 29And when she heard it, she rose quickly and 
went to him. 30 Now Jesus had not yet come into the village, but was still in the place 
where Martha had met him. 31When the Jews who were with her in the house, consoling 
her, saw Mary rise quickly and go out, they followed her, supposing that she was going 
to the tomb to weep there. 32Now when Mary came to where Jesus was and saw him, she 
fell at his feet, saying to him, "Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have 
died." 33When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come with her also 
weeping, he was deeply moved in his spirit and greatly troubled. 34And he said, "Where 
have you laid him?" They said to him, "Lord, come and see." 35Jesus wept. 36So the Jews 
said, "See how he loved him!" 37But some of them said, "Could not he who opened the 
eyes of the blind man also have kept this man from dying?"  

38Then Jesus, deeply moved again, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone lay 
against it. 39Jesus said, "Take away the stone." Martha, the sister of the dead man, said 
to him, "Lord, by this time there will be an odor, for he has been dead four days." 
40Jesus said to her, "Did I not tell you that if you believed you would see the glory of 
God?" 41So they took away the stone. And Jesus lifted up his eyes and said, "Father, I 
thank you that you have heard me. 42I knew that you always hear me, but I said this on 
account of the people standing around, that they may believe that you sent me." 43When 
he had said these things, he cried out with a loud voice, "Lazarus, come out." 44The man 
who had died came out, his hands and feet bound with linen strips, and his face 
wrapped with a cloth. Jesus said to them, "Unbind him, and let him go." 

 

There Are Reasons 

…so that the Son of God may be glorified… so that you may believe.  John 11.4, 15 

It is not just little children who ask that annoying question “WHY?”  Sometimes the 
question is personalized, and comes out “why does this have to happen to me?”  Deep 
down inside of each of us is that understanding that even in a world that we 
intellectually say is chaotic and random, there really is a purpose and intentionality 
behind what is happening. 

 Thinking of “why”, we might wonder why John includes this particular narrative that 
the other three writers omit. 

Why indeed include this event, in which Jesus intentionally allows a close friend to go 
through the process of illness and death, only to be raised from the dead four days later, 
and then have to die yet again sometime in the future? 

On the one hand, the end result of Lazarus being brought out of tomb does create an 
illustration of Jesus’ own resurrection in what might be a matter of days after this.  And 
so, the purpose might be to enhance our understanding of what Jesus’ resurrection is 
like. 



Yet I think that John, and the Holy Spirit, wants us to get more than that. 

Jesus is in the district of Perea when he is told that his dear friend is ill.  The expectation 
of Mary and Martha is that Jesus will drop everything and come at once.  Yet Jesus waits 
two more days before going, and when he arrives, Lazarus has not simply just died, but 
has been dead, immediately buried, and in the tomb four days. 

To me, it seems that Lazarus was so close to death that he was probably dead before 
Jesus was even told.  The sisters either waited too long, or the disease progressed very 
rapidly.  Either way, there is no doubt that Lazarus is long gone. 

When Jesus arrives in the village, he has come at a risk to his own life (v. 7).  He is 
greeted by Martha who confronts him with the accusation that if he had been there, 
Lazarus would not have died. 

A lesser man might have put up a defense, or even reversed the accusation:  “Why didn’t 
you send for me sooner?”   

But he doesn’t. 

Nor does he tell her the facts of life:   In this world you will have trouble, tribulation, 
suffering.  You know that.  No one gets out alive.  Everyone is going to die sooner or 
later.  At least he didn’t suffer very long.  Although that is all true, not all truth is 
appropriate for a grieving family member. 

No, what Jesus does do is promise Martha that Lazarus will rise from the dead.  She 
responds with her acknowledgement that yes, he will rise in the last day, with all 
believers.  And then Jesus says the most astounding thing for this situation:  I am the 
resurrection and the life.  I am the personification of what resurrection means.  I am the 
source of life itself.   

Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live.  Death is not the end.  There is 
much more in the resurrected life.  Death does not end it all. 

Everyone who lives and believes in me—trusts in me—will never die.  The body dies, 
yes.  We are dying even now, cell by cell.  But we are more than a body.  Each of us is a 
living soul.  That trusting, living soul is what never dies.  The spiritual life that begins 
with the new birth never ends.  The body wears out, the soul lives. 

John then makes this observation, as Jesus weeps at the tomb:  “But some of them said, 
‘Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man also kept this man from dying?’” 

Again, the “why” question. 

Why indeed? 

Jesus himself gives two reasons. 

1.  As with the man born blind, it is that the works of God might be displayed:  This 
illness does not lead to death.  It is for the glory of God, so that the Son of God 
may be glorified in it (v.4).  Like the other miracles, they point to the reality of 
who Jesus really is, and demonstrate his glory, his power, his victory over the 
forces of a fallen world.  He is not just another teaching rabbi with disciples.  He 
is God in the flesh, the Messiah, the Anointed One that Martha confesses (v. 27). 



2. But there is another reason, and one specifically directed at the 12 who were with 
him.  In a matter of days they will be confronted with Jesus’ own arrest, trials, 
beatings, crucifixion and burial.  They will need something that all the 
preparation he has given them in words cannot give them.  They need something 
visual, experiential.  They will have to see with their eyes, and experience the 
rising of a profoundly dead man so that they do not lose hope. 

When Jesus tells them that he is going to awaken Lazarus, they don’t understand 
it is awakening from physical death.  So he tells them Lazarus has died, and for 
your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe.  If he had raised 
Lazarus from a sick bed, that would have been miracle enough to display his 
glory.  But displaying his glory is not all that he intends to do. 

He wants these 12 to understand, to believe, to trust that he is the one who raises 
the dead.  He himself will rise from the dead, and he knows that they will 
question.  They need this object lesson played out in their presence to prepare 
them for the hard times yet to come. 

We weren’t there in Bethany.  We weren’t there at the garden tomb in Jerusalem.  But 
we have the record, the testimony of those who were there.  We have the living Savior. 

So how does all this affect us?  What good is it for us to know that Jesus can raise the 
dead, has raised the dead, Lazarus in particular? 

It is good for us to know that when such troubles come upon us, whether a terminal 
illness or other affliction, it is not without purpose for the child of God.  That we know 
the purpose up front is not the critical issue.  Most likely we will not figure that out until 
much later, maybe only in glory. 

What it is critical to know is that HE is the one who brings us through it, who has a 
purpose for ultimately, he is the one who works all things after the counsel of his will 
(Ephesians 1.11), and works all things to the good of those who love him (Romans 8.28). 

In all likelihood, we will not get the answer to the ”why” questions—why me, why now, 
why this severity. 

What we do get is the promise that he is with us in the midst of our illnesses, our 
infirmities, our struggles.  Look:  I am with you always, even to the end of the age.  So 
that even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, 
for you—the one who conquers death itself—is with me. 

Friends, we do not know how long this particular pandemic will  last.  We don’t know 
who will be directly affected by having the virus beyond our present inconveniences, or 
to what extent the virus will affect us.  It may be no more than a cold, an inconvenience.  
It may lead to death.  But not the death of our soul, only the termination of our struggles 
here.  Absent from the body, present with the Lord of glory. 

Jesus allowed Lazarus to die not only that his glory might be displayed, but that his 
disciples—men like you and me—might believe, might trust more fully in him.  He 
brings us through the lesser struggles and afflictions, that we might continue to trust 
him when the greatest enemy rears it’s ugly head.  Death shall not have the victory.  He 
will bring his children home.  He who lives and trusts in me shall never die. 



May that be the case for each of us this day—that we will trust him as he walks with us—
leads us—through this valley, in this shadow, and all others. 

I suggest two hymns for our closing reflection. 

Though Troubles Assail Us  (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6WLuttrSsU0) 

Though troubles assail us, and dangers affright, 
though friends should all fail us, and foes all unite, 

Yet one thing secures us, whatever betide, 
the promise assures us, "The Lord will provide. 

The birds, without garner or storehouse, are fed; 
from them let us learn to trust God for our bread: 

His saints what is fitting shall ne'er be denied 
so long as 'tis written, "The Lord will provide." 

When Satan assails us to stop up our path, 
and courage all fails us, we triumph by faith. 

He cannot take from us, though oft he has tried, 
this heart-cheering promise, "The Lord will provide." 

No strength of our own, and no goodness we claim; 
yet, since we have known of the Saviour's great name, 

In this our strong tower for safety we hide: 
the Lord is our power, "The Lord will provide." 

Words:  John Newton, 1779   Music:  Traditional Welsh melody 
 

It Is Well With My Soul  (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AHe_qmo3gX4) 

When peace, like a river, attendeth my way, when sorrows like sea billows roll; 
Whatever my lot, thou hast taught me to say, it is well, it is well with my soul. 

It is well with my soul; It is well, it is well with my soul. 

Though Satan should buffet, though trials should come, let this blest assurance control, 
That Christ has regarded my helpless estate, and has shed his own blood for my soul. 

My sin—O the bliss of this glorious thought!—my sin, not in part, but the whole 
Is nailed to the cross and I bear it no more!  Praise the Lord, praise the Lord, O my soul! 

O Lord, haste the day when the faith shall be sight, the clouds be rolled back as a scroll, 
The trump shall resound and the Lord shall descend; "Even so"—it is well with my soul. 

Words:  Horatio G Spafford, 1873               Music:    Philip P Bliss, 1876 
 

Closing thought from St Augustine: 

Faith is to believe what you do not see;  
the reward of this faith is to see what you believe. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6WLuttrSsU0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AHe_qmo3gX4

