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So, you've just purchased or rented a movie you've been dying to see. Several people have raved about it and you've had to stop them mid-rave, because in their excitement they start telling you what happens. Don't tell me, you say. Don't spoil the ending. Don't give away the unexpected plot twists that make movies worth seeing. Half the joy of watching is the suspense of not knowing what happens next. 


You pop it in the DVD player, pop yourself some delicious buttered popcorn (I know, Stacey, don't encourage them), plop down on the couch with your spouse or kids, who have already seen it, but have assured you they will not to reveal any details. Yea, right, you know better. Barely ten minutes in, here it comes. “Okay, pay attention here, something really weird is going to happen.” Or “Watch this!” Stop already! You'll spoil everything and what will be the point of watching it then?


Movie review columns or book reviews have begun to issue “spoiler alerts.” A movie critic or book club will be offering their opinion on the movie or book and in order to do that, they often go into details, details that are going to reveal the plot twists or surprising ending. So before they do, they'll put out a spoiler alert. In other words, if you don't want to know how it ends, stop reading this review now. 


News comes to the disciples and Jesus that their beloved friend Lazarus is ill. The disciples want to hurry over there, maybe to provide some comfort, for what they fear is going to be an eventual death. Remember in those times, many illnesses that we would consider minor now were life-threatening then. So maybe they're thinking they need to rush over there before Lazarus dies, which is how they expect the story to end.


Lo and behold, they were right. Lazarus is dead. Four days dead. The weeping and wailing is in full swing. Visitation is taking place as they arrive and Mary and Martha have begun the long and arduous process of grieving. 


Look with me at the Gospel reading for today. Note that before Jesus and the disciples arrive, he says something very pertinent. Three times, He leans over, in the middle of the movie, no less, just like those who have seen movies we haven't and can hardly contain themselves not to tell us how it ends, and without even a polite spoiler alert, reveals the ending. Oh, way to go, Jesus. You spoiled everything. Might as well not watch anymore.  


But wait just a minute here. Verse 4: Jesus said: “This illness does not lead to death.” What?  Again: Verse 11: “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I go to awaken him.” Oh, got a few turns of the head there. Lights are beginning to flicker in their noggins. What, Jesus? That's not how the movie is supposed to end.


But off they go, to watch the end of the movie that is Lazarus. They meet Martha, who has seen the sad ending. And again, without so much as a squeak from Jesus of what He is going to tell them, He proclaims, verse 23: “Your brother will rise again.” The movie's not over, people! 


Well, it's easy to understand why none of them paid any attention to Jesus. Death has some pretty convincing evidence behind it. Millennia of historical evidence in fact. All humanity since Adam and Eve were kicked out of Eden, knows that once dead, always dead. Death is inevitable, unstoppable, unavoidable, permanent and stinks, literally. End of story. Death is final. Devastatingly final. Heart-breakingly final. Too final for our liking.  


Which is probably the reason we don't like going to funerals. Funerals remind us that death is coming our way, with each passing day. We know how the film of our life is going to end. Just like every one else's ends. We've seen it end every time the same way. We know how every one's life's story always ends. 


Anyway, with the agony and permanence of death staring them in the face, they've all seen what they think is the conclusion of this tear-jerker and that's that. However, Jesus turns up the volume and announces His final and best spoiler, designed specifically to get through to them that it's not over yet. And just like the other three, it sails over their heads. They're so sure they know how this movie is going to end, and even though Jesus is telling them He has seen how this will all end before it ends, they're not listening. 


Okay, I need to pause here and politely issue a Spoiler alert. Attention! I'm about to tell you how the story really ends. I'm going to reveal to you, before the movie concludes, the plot twist so unexpected, so unbelievable, so outrageously astounding, that in all likelihood, you'll laugh. It's okay. Because, in the end, you will laugh. So if you don't want to know how it ends, plug your ears now. I'll signal you when I'm done. Okay, you've been warned. 


Jesus waits for the perfect moment of quiet and says,“Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die.” There you go. That's how the movie ends. No one covered their ears? Good for you. 


What's most fascinating about this story in John's Gospel is that when the story finally does end, and it ends exactly as Jesus had told them four times it would end, everyone is still surprised. St. John tells us, as the credits roll by, “Many of the Jews therefore who had come with Mary and had seen what He did, believed in him.” Oh. Now they believe. That's because they have seen the end of the movie for themselves. It ended in a way they never envisioned it would end. It ended by not ending.  


Well, their surprise isn't surprising. After all, we get it as well. When you're dead, you're dead. Oh, there are those few accounts of near-death experiences, but those are like the DVD gets stuck for a second. We all know how life ends in the end. We have history as proof. 


We're all going to die, permanently, one day. The grave will have the last laugh, the grim reaper will do the victory hustle, and we will lose the final battle. End of story. Which always results in tears and grief and sadness and ache. Tons of ache. 


The only surprise to the ending may be in how our life ends. For some of you, the ending will be sudden and violent, which is not something we care to think much about. For some, it will be agonizingly slow, accompanied with a great deal of suffering and pain. Talk to the hand because the head does not care a bit. Some will just slip away in their sleep, a quiet and peaceful end of the story. Ah, that's the way we want our life to end.


 I think the end of life is always in the back of our minds. The traumatic and violent tearing of the soul from the body in death is something that could happen on any given day. We know that every day is one more day closer to the ending and that this very day could be it. We don't want to think about how life ends, because we don't like it that life ends at all. 


We cling to life so desperately, that at times it's almost obsessive. Life is precious and short, we know that. When the day arrives, which almost always catches us by surprise, we realize just how much time and energy we wasted away on trivial things that we let upset us. Or someone else will die and we'll be left with the burden of regret and guilt for the harsh way we treated them or the silly things that we got all bothered by. What a sad way to go. What a sad ending. Death is always a surprise, but it shouldn't be. We know it is how every life's story ends. 


But then along comes Jesus. And He ruins everything, so to speak. He spoils the ending, by revealing that the end is not the end. There's more to the story, their story, our story. To his disciples, He told them how the story will end for them, but they either didn't listen or didn't comprehend. To Mary and Martha, too. Quite plainly, in understandable words. Guess they had their ears plugged. Do you?


Don't you dare plug your ears. You need to hear this spoiler. Jesus wants each of you to know how your story ends, because what you think is going to happen will not be what happens. Jesus wants you to know this before it happens, so you can be ready. So you can actually get excited about the ending, before it comes, because this ending is going to excite you to no end. You too are going to laugh. 


“Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die.” That's the end of the story. The end of your story, if you are a believer in Jesus. It's the end of your story and your story and my story. We all will have the same ending. 


And just so we know for sure, just so we have no doubts that this indeed is how our story, our life, will end, Jesus goes on step further. He actually shows us how our story ends, by showing us how His story ends. 


He suffers pain and agony, just like many of us will before we die. Then, just like each of our movies will show, He dies. He dies the same death that we know is how everyone's story ends. He's buried, just like we all will be. With the finality that we all know is a fact of life, the tomb is shut tight and life is over. Or so it seems. So everyone thought. The credits roll by and that's it. 


Jesus told his followers how his story would go, with betrayal, beatings, crucifixion, and death.  He told them well in advance that that would not be the end. There would be a surprise ending. He literally spoiled the ending for them. 


Jesus rises from the grave, which leaves everyone surprised and literally unbelievably shocked. Go figure. They must have had their ears plugged the whole time. Well, okay, it's understandable, seeing as how every movie of life they had seen up to Easter morn ended up the same way. 


But Jesus told them. He told them again and again that death was not the end of the story. Not his end. Not their end. And not our end. Jesus is the spoiler, revealing how our life really ends, which is not an end, but a continuation. 


God created our souls to live forever. There is no end to our story. 
For all who believe in Jesus, the story of your life continues in eternity. That chapter begins with  a stunning uprising. Up you will rise, out of the grave, as death cannot hold you, because it did not hold Jesus. Up you will go, into heaven, to continue to live your story. Gone will be the past, the pain, the suffering, the agony, the aches, death. 


Now we know how our story ends, or rather, how our story goes on. Knowing the end of the story before the end of the story means something for us. It means that nothing in this world is permanent. Nothing in this world can reach us beyond death. Nothing in this world can keep life from continuing on, in glory with the Lord. You see, the spoiler is that there is no ending.  


The illness that has you in its grip right now? It will end one day. The agony of growing old that you're currently wishing would go away? It will cease, one day. The heartache that has left you so devastated you don't think you'll ever recover from? It will be left in the dust. All that will end. Jesus told us it all stop. All this life's tragedies and stresses and disappointments will one day be cast into the ground, never to rise against you again. They will cease to exist, but you will live on.


No tears, no sadness, no grief, can touch us after death. Death is the end of them. Death puts to death sin, evil, heartache and pain. In truth, Jesus' death is the death of death. It cannot hold us. We will live on. Our story has another chapter, a happy chapter, a joyous ending that is really a new beginning. Because of Jesus' resurrection, we know the end of our story here is just the beginning of our story there, in eternity. 


“Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live.”  That promise, that ending, is so life-changing that it affects every part of our life. It will give us peace in our days and comfort in our strife. We live joyous and thankful lives to God, because He has told us how our story ends, or rather, how our story continues to be written. Our story does not end in death, but in life. We will have the last laugh. The longest laugh. The loudest laugh. The best laugh because we will be the last ones laughing. 


It's time the church issued a spoiler alert. Go out there and tell others you know how their story will end, when they come to know Jesus. Tell them you're going to tell them the end before it ends. And tell them they'll be glad you did, because this end is always a happy ending. Amen. 
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