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Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. Mary 
was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair; her brother 
Lazarus was ill. So the sisters sent a message to Jesus, ‘Lord, he whom you love is ill.’ But 
when Jesus heard it, he said, ‘This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so 
that the Son of God may be glorified through it.’ Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and 
her sister and Lazarus, after having heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days longer in the 
place where he was. 
 Then after this he said to the disciples, ‘Let us go to Judea again.’ The disciples said to him, 
‘Rabbi, the Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are you going there again?’ Jesus 
answered, ‘Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Those who walk during the day do not 
stumble, because they see the light of this world. But those who walk at night stumble, because 
the light is not in them.’ After saying this, he told them, ‘Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, 
but I am going there to awaken him.’ The disciples said to him, ‘Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he 
will be all right.’ Jesus, however, had been speaking about his death, but they thought that he 
was referring merely to sleep. Then Jesus told them plainly, ‘Lazarus is dead. For your sake I 
am glad I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him.’ Thomas, who was called 
the Twin, said to his fellow-disciples, ‘Let us also go, that we may die with him.’ 
 When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days. Now 
Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, and many of the Jews had come to Martha 
and Mary to console them about their brother. When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she 
went and met him, while 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 of him.’ Jesus said to her, ‘Your brother will rise again.’ Martha said to him, ‘I know 
that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.’ Jesus said to her, ‘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. Do you believe this?’ She said to him, 
‘Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.’ 
 When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told her privately, ‘The 
Teacher is here and is calling for you.’ And when she heard it, she got up quickly and went to 
him. Now Jesus had not yet come to the village, but was still at the place where Martha had met 
him. The Jews who were with her in the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly and go 
out. They followed her because they thought that she was going to the tomb to weep there. 
When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, ‘Lord, if 
you had been here, my brother would not have died.’ When Jesus saw her weeping, and the 
Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. He 
said, ‘Where have you laid him?’ They said to him, ‘Lord, come and see.’ Jesus began to weep. 



2 

So the Jews said, ‘See how he loved him!’ But some of them said, ‘Could not he who opened 
the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?’ 
 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying 
against it. Jesus said, ‘Take away the stone.’ Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, 
‘Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead for four days.’ Jesus said to her, ‘Did I 
not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?’ So they took away the stone. 
And Jesus looked upwards and said, ‘Father, I thank you for having heard me. I knew that you 
always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may 
believe that you sent me.’ When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come 
out!’ The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face 
wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, ‘Unbind him, and let him go.’ 
 
 John’s Gospel can be broken into four parts. The first part is the 
Prologue, which is most of chapter 1 and which begins: “In the beginning was 
the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God.” The second 
part is what some scholars call “The Book of Signs,” which is a series of 
miracles beginning in Chapter 2 with the wedding where Jesus changed water 
into wine. The third part of the Gospel of John is called “The Book of Glory,” 
which runs from Chapter 13 through Chapter 20, and encompasses the Last 
Supper, Jesus’ arrest and trial, his crucifixion and his resurrection. The fourth 
and final part the Epilogue of Chapter 21, when the resurrected Christ eats and 
visits with the apostles by the Sea of Galilee. 
 Today’s scripture is from the Book of Signs—the biggest section of the 
Gospel of John is the Book of Signs. These seven signs testified to Jesus’ 
divine power. The first sign, as I mentioned, was his turning water into wine at 
the wedding in Cana of Galilee [John 2.1-11]. The second sign was in 
Capernaum, when he healed, long distance, a royal official’s son who was near 
death [John 4.46-51]. The third sign was in Bethesda, when he healed a 
paralyzed man [John 5.1-15]. The fourth sign was when he fed 5000 people by 
multiplying a young boy’s offering of five barley loaves and two fish [John 
6.5-14]. The fifth sign was when Jesus walked on the water during a storm on 
the Sea of Galilee [John 6.16-24]. The sixth sign was when Jesus healed the 
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man who had been blind since birth. You may recall that was last week’s 
scripture and sermon [John 9.1-7]. The seventh sign comes from today’s 
scripture, when Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead [John 11.1-45]. These 
signs, as the author of John’s Gospel tells us near the end, all had a purpose—
to enable those who witnessed them, or learned of them, to “believe that Jesus 
is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his 
name” [John 20.30]. 
 But today’s scripture is about something else as well. It is a story about 
grief, and disappointment, and tears. In the end it’s about faith, hope and love. 
 Jesus had a lot of people who followed him around. We call them 
disciples, and we know a lot of their names. But there were also people who 
liked him a lot and didn’t follow him around. They were the faithful friends he 
could stay with when he was in town. Three of them were the sisters Mary and 
Martha, and their brother Lazarus. As the scripture tells us, Jesus loved them. 
You remember the most famous story about Mary and Martha [Luke 10.38-
42]. Martha was running around the house, trying to fix a nice dinner for Jesus 
and the passel of disciples parked outside on the lawn, while Mary just sat with 
Jesus and listened to him. Martha got frustrated and told Jesus to tell Mary to 
help her with the work. Jesus soothingly told Martha she was anxious about 
many things and that Mary had chosen the better part. That didn’t mean Jesus 
didn’t appreciate Martha. He did, very much. Martha was the one who got 
things done. She was the practical sister who made sure that when they had 
company, there was food on the table and clean sheets in the guest room. 
Martha was the doer. Mary was the dreamy one, the romantic one, the Blanche 
DuBois of Bethany. 
 At the time of today’s scripture, Jesus had left Judea and crossed the 
River Jordan into what is now the West Bank. He had made too many 
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powerful enemies in Jerusalem, and those enemies had tried, unsuccessfully, to 
stone him to death for blasphemy. When word came to Jesus that Lazarus was 
very sick, and that Mary and Martha needed him, he lingered where he was for 
a couple of days. The disciples figured he wasn’t too worried that Lazarus’ 
illness was terminal. Then word came that he had died. Only then did Jesus 
decide to go. The disciples tried to talk him out of it. Bethany was just four 
miles from Jerusalem. If word got out that Jesus was in Bethany, his enemies 
would try to kill him again. Besides, what was the point? Lazarus was dead. 
Nonetheless, Jesus persisted. He was going to go. Of all the disciples, Thomas 
alone argued on his behalf: “Let us also go, so that we may die with him.” One 
admires Thomas’ courage and loyalty, but that’s not the kind of talk to inspire 
a lot of confidence in his fellow disciples. 
 By time Jesus and the disciples arrived in Bethany, Lazarus had been 
dead for four days. Martha met him on the way and explained what had 
happened. Of course, it would have been Martha who met Jesus. She was the 
strong one, the one who could pull herself together. Mary would have been in 
her bedroom wailing her heart out. Then Martha said something accusatory 
that must have made Jesus wince: “If you had been here, my brother wouldn’t 
have died.” I’m not saying it’s your fault, Lord, but it did take you an 
excessively long time to get here. In other words, she was disappointed in 
Jesus. There are few words, or implications, more painful than having people 
who love and trust us be disappointed in us. 
 Jesus responded, “Martha, your brother will rise again.” Martha may 
have been a little impatient at that; it might have sounded like a theological 
platitude. She said, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on 
the last day.” Some Jews, like the Pharisees, believed that at “the end of 
days,” the dead would rise. But it was not a universal conviction. The 
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Sadducees, among others, didn’t believe in the resurrection of the dead. 
But those who did believe in it believed that whenever the end of days 
came, the Messiah would appear, and “the nations shall beat their swords 
into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks; nation will not lift 
sword against nation and they will study war no more” [Isaiah 2.4]. Some 
Jews inclined to mysticism believed that 6000 years after Creation was 
when the Messiah would come, and then there would a 1000 year long 
Sabbath (a millennium representing a day of Creation). On our timeline, 
that meant the Messiah would arrive around the year AD 2240. If Martha 
shared that belief, then she would see her dead brother in 2200 years. 
Small comfort, that. Except that…except that… this after all, was Jesus. 
And there had been all those signs. Jesus said to her 

‘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. Do you believe this?’ She said to him, ‘Yes, Lord, I believe that you 
are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.’ 

 
 And so, maybe, Lazarus would be raised from the dead. But it all 
depended on whether what Jesus told her was true. What did Martha have to 
lose by believing him? Nothing. What did she have to gain? Her brother. 
 Martha fetched Mary, who was much more emotional than her practical 
sister. She came out, fell at Jesus’ feet, and started to weep again. And she said 
the same devastating words, “Lord if you had been here, my brother would not 
have died.” I’m not saying it’s your fault, Lord, I’m just heartsick and 
disappointed. Jesus beheld her sobbing at his feet, saw the other people 
weeping as well, and his soul was troubled. He went to Lazarus’ grave. And 
then, he broke down, too. Jesus wept. 
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 “Jesus wept”—two of the most evocative words in the Bible. But if Jesus 
knew that he would soon raise Lazarus, why was he weeping? Remember how 
we have discussed that Christians confess that Jesus Christ is fully God and 
fully human, “Son of God and child of Mary,” and that while the Synoptic 
Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke tend to emphasize Jesus’ humanity, the 
Gospel of John emphasizes his divinity? Not in this instance. “Jesus wept” 
speaks to the anguish of every human heart at the death of a loved one. We do 
grieve, because we love, and the depth of our grief is determined by the height 
of the love that preceded it. But yet (as we say whenever we describe the 
passing of a loved one in our prayer concerns, “We do not grieve as those who 
have no hope, for in Jesus Christ, we have the promise of the resurrection.” 
Jesus not only had the hope that Lazarus would be raised, he had the 
foreknowledge. Nonetheless, he wept. In the fullness of his humanity, Jesus 
wept. 
 “Jesus wept” could be engraved above the door of every hospital 
emergency room, upon the memorial of every battlefield, at every hospice, at 
every prison, at every funeral home. In Oklahoma City, across from the 
memorial to the victims of the Murrah Federal Office Building bombing, there 
is a statue of Jesus. That statue is on the cover of our bulletin. Jesus’ head is 
bowed, his face is in his hands, and on the pedestal beneath are engraved the 
words, “Jesus wept.” 
 Of course, Jesus wept at the graveside of Lazarus. He wept because his 
friend was dead. He wept because Mary and Martha, whom he loved, were 
heartsick with grief. He wept because those gathered there wept as well. And 
maybe he wept because they felt his dying was somehow his fault. And maybe 
he wept because he knew that someday soon he knew he would occupy a tomb 
like the one in which Lazarus lay, and many other persons whom he loved, like 
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his own mother Mary, and his disciple Mary Magdalene, would weep their 
hearts out as well. And of course Jesus wept at the tragedy in Oklahoma City, 
and of course Jesus weeps at every tragedy where the innocent are slain at the 
hands of the cruel, and of course Jesus weeps whenever our hearts are filled 
with unfathomable grief, because even though he is fully God, he is also fully 
human, fully us—we, the Church the living Body of Christ. 
 Having wept, Jesus went to the tomb and did what he intended to do. He 

told the neighbors to remove the boulder that blocked the entrance. Martha, 

keeper of all social proprieties, tried to delicately point out that four days after 

his passing, Lazarus was…rank. Of course he was. Death literally stinks. But 

regardless of the reek, the stone was rolled away. Jesus thanked God the Father 

for always hearing him. Then he shouted, “Lazarus, come out!” And out 

Lazarus came, his hands, feet and face swathed in strips of cloth. Jesus said to 

the neighbors, “Unbind him, and let him go.” The last great prison is death. 

Jesus began to break the doors of that prison with Lazarus, and broke it 

completely with his own resurrection. 

*** 

 I am reaching the age where I have almost as many loved ones in heaven 

as I do on earth. By God’s grace in Jesus Christ, I truly believe that someday 

there will be a glorious reunion. I fervently believe in “the great cloud of 

witnesses,” “the communion of saints,” “the fellowship of heaven,” “where 

pain and sorrow are no more and the tear is wiped from every eye.” If I didn’t 

believe in heaven, I couldn't be a minister. I don’t know how anyone could be. 

But until, by God’s grace in Jesus Christ, you and I are summoned there, we 
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are where we are, which in this place and in this time. Because we are disciples 

of Jesus Christ, and because we still abide upon the earth, we have work to do. 

One of our tasks is to comfort the brokenhearted. Where do we find them? 

They are all around us. The hungry child…the abused spouse…the frightened 

soldier…the depressed father who no longer believes his life is worth the 

living…the grief-stricken mother…the victim of a horrible crime. So many 

broken hearts…Jesus wept. 

 Jesus commanded his disciples to love one another as he loved them. To 

love another is to open ourselves to an almost inevitable grief. But we are 

called to love regardless. The depth of our grief will be determined by the 

height of our love. The Good News of Jesus Christ is that our story does not 

end in tears, but in joy; not in despair, but in hope; not in grief, but in the peace 

that passes understanding; not in the bondage of death, but in the liberation of 

love, and the life everlasting. And if the height of our love portends the depth 

of our grief, then the depth of our grief foreshadows the transcendent heights 

of the joy that awaits. 

         Amen 
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