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11Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. 2Mary was the one 
who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill. 3So the 
sisters sent a message to Jesus, ‘Lord, he whom you love is ill.’ 4But 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.’ 
5Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus, 6after having heard that Lazarus was ill, he 
stayed two days longer in the place where he was.  

7 Then after this he said to the disciples, ‘Let us go to Judea again.’ 8The disciples said to him, ‘Rabbi, the Jews 
were just now trying to stone you, and are you going there again?’ 9Jesus 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. 10But 
those who walk at night stumble, because the light is not in them.’ 11After saying this, he told them, ‘Our friend 
Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there to awaken him.’ 12The disciples said to him, ‘Lord, if he has 
fallen asleep, he will be all right.’ 13Jesus, however, had been speaking about his death, but they thought that 
he was referring merely to sleep. 14Then Jesus told them plainly, ‘Lazarus is dead. 15For your sake I am glad I 
was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him.’ 16Thomas, who was called the Twin, said to his 
fellow-disciples, ‘Let us also go, that we may die with him.’  

17 When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days. 18Now Bethany was 
near Jerusalem, some two miles away, 19and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them 
about their brother. 20When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed at 
home. 21Martha said to Jesus, ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 22But even now I 
know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.’ 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. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, 26and everyone who 
lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?’ 27She said to him, ‘Yes, Lord, I believe that you are 
the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.’  

28 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.’ 29And when she heard it, she got up quickly and went to him. 30Now Jesus had not 
yet come to the village, but was still at the place where Martha had met him. 31The 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. 32When 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.’ 33When Jesus saw her weeping, 
and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. 34He said, 
‘Where have you laid him?’ They said to him, ‘Lord, come and see.’ 35Jesus began to weep. 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 have 
kept this man from dying?’  

38 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying against it. 
39Jesus 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.’ 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 looked upwards and said, ‘Father, I 
thank you for having heard me. 42I 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.’ 43When he had said this, he cried with a loud 
voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’ 44The 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.’  

45 Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did, believed in him. 
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It doesn’t seem like it was that long ago when my father-in-law Jerry turned 50. Jerry is a 

good West Texan: down-to-earth…friendly…will do anything for you. But, he does have one 

flaw. He’s a no-fuss guy – he doesn’t want anybody to worry over him. I can respect that, but it 

sure makes birthday and Christmas celebrations challenging. 

Jerry’s no-fuss axiom was in place for his 50th birthday. Reluctantly, he agreed to a family 

birthday party at a local restaurant. Now, Jerry doesn’t believe that every meal needs to be a 

dressed-up, four-course dinner. But, he believes there should be some standards of decorum 

when going out to eat. 

The family birthday party took place at a local barbecue restaurant – one of Jerry’s favorites 

for ribs. Everyone was seated around one big table, including Jerry’s two brothers and their 

spouses, and Jerry’s parents. Orders were taken, menus were collected, and before long, the 

food was being served. But before the plates had barely been touched, it happened. The front 

door of the restaurant wasn’t visible from the table, but it became apparent that some sort of 

ruckus was taking place by the entrance. A loud female voice rose above the conversations 

around the table. Whoever it was that had come in the front door…she was having a major 

meltdown. Soon the lady came into view. She was dressed head-to-toe in a black robe-like gown 

and a black veil covered her head and face. 

Now fully visible to the table and most of the diners, her cries of distress were even more 

boisterous. Everyone’s attention was focused on this lady who was moaning and howling and 

throwing her body this way and that. She kept shrieking and hollering as she moved towards the 

back of the restaurant. 

No one quite knew what to make of this scene. The wait staff looked horrified. Fellow 

diners looked bewildered. Jerry and the family were a mix of curiosity and shock…particularly 

when she made a turn towards their table. As she came towards them, the wailing became even 

more audible. “Oh Jerry…No…No…How could you let this happen to you…Ohhhh.” Soon 

she was standing right behind Jerry, weeping and wailing, and going on about how there was 

nothing left to do but grieve and lament. By this point, the family had caught on and many were 

laughing so hard they were crying. Jerry on the other hand, had a wry smile on his face that was 

red with embarrassment. This lady who had captured the attention of the entire restaurant was 
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here to bewail and bemoan the fact that he was turning 50. “Oh Jerry…you are so 

old…Ohhhh.” And now the whole restaurant knew it! 

It turns out, my mother-in-law had hired a professional mourner. Rather than let the day go 

by without much fanfare as Jerry would have preferred, she made sure it was a memorable 

occasion. And ever since that night, that birthday dinner has lived in infamy – a moment 

recalled at almost every family occasion since. That good-humored mourning of a birthday was 

funny then and it is funny now. But in our scripture lesson this morning, the fact that the 

professional mourners were on the scene at Mary and Martha’s house was no laughing matter. 

With the death of Lazarus, the Ioudaioi – the professional mourners – were on the scene 

weeping and mourning alongside Martha and Mary. The time for miracles had seemingly 

passed. And it’s not too hard to put ourselves in the shoes of these sisters. For if you have ever 

sat beside a loved one clinging to life, praying for a miracle, you know that it seems like a 

miracle is out of the question when the person has died. At that point, all human hope is 

superfluous. It is too late. Hope dies with the deceased one. 

But the movements of John Chapter 11 are designed to give us a fresh approach to that kind 

of thinking. 

The narrative of our scripture lesson begins with Jesus in retreat across the Jordan after a 

second attempt to stone him in Jerusalem (John 10). It is there that word reaches him that his 

friend Lazarus was sick. John goes out of his way to tell us that Mary, Martha, and Lazarus were 

Jesus’ personal friends. Three different times in this scripture passage, we are told that Jesus 

loves them. And in the process, it builds the expectation that Jesus is going to come on the run 

to attend to his friend. 

Instead, Jesus tarried. He wasn’t held up. He intentionally waited, delayed, dragged his feet, 

tarried. Why? Because he saw in Lazarus’ death the in-breaking of God’s glory and wanted to 

make sure no one missed it.i And so, two days passed before Jesus said, “Let’s go back to 

Judea.” 

The disciples were a little hesitant, given that Jesus’ opponents had just tried to kill him. But 

they agreed to go, expecting to come face-to-face with death when they got there – not Lazarus’ 

death, but their own. 
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By the time Jesus and the disciples get there, four days have passed since Lazarus had died 

and been put in a tomb. Four days in the tomb was significant. The four-day period underscores 

the finality of death. According to popular Jewish belief at the time of Jesus, the soul hovered 

around the body in the grace for three days after death, hoping to reenter the body. But after 

the third day, when the soul “sees the color of its face has changed,” the soul leaves the body 

for good.ii So when Jesus arrives on the fourth day, he’s seemingly too late. He’s a day beyond 

all hope. All through scripture, the third day is the day that God acts. Jesus arrives on the 

hopeless day, the fourth.iii 

When Martha came to greet him, her greeting makes the implied request of verse 3 – “Lord, 

the one you love is sick” explicit. “If you had been here, my brother would not have died,” she 

said. Martha had expected Jesus to do something. 

This was a complaint. Not the kind of complaining you’ve been hearing from your kids 

about having to eat at home again. Real complaint. Complaint belonged to the language of faith 

in Judaism. And what’s important to note is that one who complained wasn’t less pious. On the 

contrary, the edge of complaint gives greater impact to Martha’s statement of confidence in 

Jesus in verse 22.iv 

The fact is, Jesus could have healed from a distance. He had before when he, from Galilee, 

healed an official’s son who was sick in Capernaum. As the father pleaded with Jesus to come 

heal him, Jesus told him to go back home, his son will live. And, sure enough, before the official 

could get back home, he was greeted with the news that his son was living (4:46-54). But that’s 

not what Jesus did in this story. Instead, he got to town and delivered perhaps the most 

powerful “I am” statement of the Gospel of John – the most far-reaching promise anywhere in 

the Gospel of what a relationship with Jesus offers to those who embrace it.v Jesus told Martha, 

I am the resurrection and the life. 

Almost every funeral I’ve ever done has repeated Jesus’ statement from verses 25-26. Jesus 

said “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, shall 

live. And those who believe in me shall never die.” Those are powerful words to say in the face 

of death. Jesus is the resurrection. 
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But I was recently convicted by reading a reflection by the late New Testament professor 

Gail O’Day. She noted that the church shouldn’t reserve this “I am” statement solely for 

funerals. After all, Jesus also said, “I am the life.” In other words, what Jesus was going to do 

for Martha wasn’t just about the life to come. It was going to affect her here-and-now. Jesus 

could make a difference today. The question was, did Martha believe that? Did she believe that 

Jesus could make a difference right now? We know her answer. John tells us that upon hearing 

this, Martha’s response is couched in the formal language of confession. “I believe.” 

But as the scene shifts to the other sister, Mary does not reason; she just weeps. And she 

repeats the same statement Martha made ten verses before. “If you had been here, my brother 

would not have died,” Mary repeats. Mary was disappointed in Jesus. He had not done what she 

expected. 

Moody Bible Institute professor John Koessler writes that when we “read the Gospels with 

all their sharp edges intact,” we will soon discover that they are just “a record of disappointment 

with Jesus on a grand scale.” Jesus doesn’t do what we expect him to do. He doesn’t show up 

on our schedule. “He works out His plans without regard for our opinion of them…We expect 

one thing and (we) get something else.”vi 

In John 11, the “something else” came in three forms. The first thing Jesus did was express a 

kind of anger and indignation – a passion and distress – that is characterized by the Greek word 

enebrimesato which can be literally translated the snorting sound of an angry horse. There was 

both anger and distress wrapped into one. This kind of deeply-moving passion is expressed two 

other times in the Gospels – when Jesus weeps over Jerusalem and during his agony in the 

Garden of Gethsemane. The flashes of indignation and anguish appear as Mary tells Jesus he 

should have been here and as the gathered crowd chimes in, claiming he could have healed 

Lazaurs just as he healed the blind man. 

The second “something else” that Jesus did was weep. We all know John 11:35. It’s the 

shortest verse in the whole Bible. It’s the one we all claim to have memorized. But, what does it 

mean that John’s divine Jesus wept? His tears are positioned in the story as Jesus’ public 

acknowledgement of the pain that death causes in human life.vii Even the one who is himself 

the resurrection and the life is deeply unsettled by human grief and death. Recognizing that 
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sorrow is a part of human experience, Jesus shares fully in the sufferings of life. And don’t miss 

the power of those two words – of the shortest verse in the Bible. For in those two words, 

Jesus identifies with those who have lost a loved one and simultaneously have lost confidence in 

God’s present-tense redemption and power…Jesus weeps for both their grief and their 

diminished hope.viii 

But Jesus didn’t just cry over the situation and call it quits. The Gospel of John tells us there 

was a third “something else” that Jesus did. He did something about it. He went to Lazarus’ 

tomb with a trail of mourners following closely behind. And when he got there, he asked for 

the stone to be rolled away. This was the moment!... But before anything else can happen, 

Martha interrupts. And to get the full flavor of what Martha said, you have to go to the King 

James Version. “But Lord…he stinketh!” 

Jewish burial did not involve embalming. The body was anointed with perfume and 

wrapped, but after four days the effect of the perfume would be overtaken by the odor of the 

body’s decomposition. This detail – “he stinketh” - is there to underscore that Lazarus was 

seemingly beyond resuscitation. Except…except that the powerful stench of death here meets 

the fragrance of the resurrecting power of God’s son.ix “Did I not tell you that if you believed, 

you would see the glory of God?” Jesus declares. 

And then, Jesus prayed. He didn’t offer a prayer of intercession for Lazarus or a petition 

asking God to help him do this miracle. It was a prayer of thanksgiving. Jesus wanted to direct 

the eyes of those who gathered at the tomb, like his own eyes, toward God, not toward Jesus 

himself, so that God’s glory will be seen in the miracle. “I thank you that you hear me,” Jesus 

prayed. “And I say this so that these people here will believe.” 

Then he shouted, “Lazarus, come out!” And Lazarus, four days dead in the tomb, hopped 

out with his hands and feet bound in the wrappings of his burial shroud. Jesus called forth life 

in the midst of certain confirmed, putrefied and stinking death. “Unbind him,” Jesus directed, 

“And let him go!” Lazarus was unbound – literally and figuratively. He became the prototypical 

image of the freedom that Christ gives. He lived into the meaning of his name – Lazarus: “God 

has helped.” 



7 

The Gospel of John is known as the Gospel of Signs. There are seven signs and the raising 

of Lazarus is that ultimate seventh sign, revealing Jesus’ identity as the Christ. The first sign 

came at the wedding at Cana where Jesus revealed his “glory” and his disciples “faithed” (they 

believed) in him. They story of the raising of Lazarus is the seventh sign. In this seventh “sign.” 

God is “glorified” and the disciples will “faith” (will believe). The seven signs begin and end in 

glory and faith.x 

The question is: can we believe that God, acting through Jesus, has power over the course of 

life and death? Jesus revealed himself to be the resurrection and the life. This promise is also an 

invitation. Do you believe it? Faith, therefore, is not assent to a series of faith statements, but 

assent to the truth of Jesus’ relationship with God and the decisive change that relationship 

means for the lives of those who believe. And what these verses also offer us the opportunity to 

claim that truth for our own lives. Who Jesus is in relationship to God is linked with who Jesus 

is for you and me.xi 

The Bethany family were ones Jesus loved. Their relationship with Jesus did not mean that 

bad things did not happen. Jesus didn’t prevent Lazarus from dying. But he was ultimately 

present to them, and God was glorified even in something that feels initially un-redeemably 

painful. 

The truth of John 11 is that God doesn’t only empathize with our many pains and sorrows. 

God also acts. Jesus wept with Mary and Martha, and then he raised Lazarus from the dead. Of 

course, human experience tells us that God doesn’t act exactly when, where, and how we think 

He should act….Part of Christian maturity involves learning to wait. To trust God when things 

don’t make sense. To look to God even when things aren’t going our way. The journey of faith 

involves learning to tarry. 

Earlier this week, Claire held a Zoom check-in call with some of the children here at First 

Christian. As a part of that call, she did a “favorite thing” show and tell. She asked the kids to 

bring one of their favorite things from around the house to share with the group – something 

like a favorite toy, game, movie. And the kids responded by showing their favorite things and 

telling the others all about it. 
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The sequence in the Gospel of John is the opposite of “Show and Tell.” It is “Tell and 

Show.” The Prologue tells us that Jesus is the light and life of the world (John 1:4, 5). The 

giving of sight to the man born blind (John 9) and the raising of Lazarus from the dead (John 

11) show us Jesus giving light and life to particular human beings. And we are invited to see 

ourselves in them and him in our lives.xii 

Now, let’s be clear. When Lazarus walked out of the tomb, it was a resuscitation, not a 

resurrection. The wonderful deed is only a temporary reprieve, not the final defeat of the 

ultimate enemies of life. Lazarus eventually dies. But this miracle story, like all the miracle 

stories of healing, point to the ultimate saving event.xiii They point to the final day when we will 

be united in resurrection like Jesus’. 

But don’t overlook the fact that Lazarus’ resuscitation also reveals that he was given new life 

with Jesus. And John Chapter 12 says that Lazarus was there with Jesus, reclining at the table 

with him, sharing food and fellowship. He had been given the gift of a deeper engagement with 

Jesus Christ. And if you and I recognize that we’ve been given the same gift – if we choose to 

go deeper with Jesus, who is the resurrection…and the life – just imagine the confidence and 

conviction that will give us when life throws heartbreak and bitterness and death and COVID-

19 at us. If we get that right, there will be a lot of professional mourners out of work. 
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