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purpose And structure
Many	Bible	outlines	call	this	story	“The	Raising	of	Lazarus”.	Although	it	is	
true	that	Lazarus’	call	to	life	from	death	provides	the	focal	point	of	the	story,	
the	theological	spotlight	is	on	the	power	of	Jesus	to	give	life,	eternal	life.	The	
Gospel	teaches	us	that	Jesus’	real	concern	is	not	the	dead	body	of	Lazarus	
but	the	“dead”	(weak)	faith	of	Martha,	Mary,	mourning	compatriots,	doubting	
religious	leaders,	and	finally	you	and	me.

The	story	is	divided	into	four	main	parts,	and	we	can	identify	them	by	
location.	The	action	begins	(11:1-6)	beyond	the	Jordan	River	where	Jesus	
learns	that	Lazarus	is	sick.	Then	the	story	moves	to	Jesus’	encounter	with	
Lazarus’	two	sisters	somewhere	near	Bethany	on	the	Jericho	to	Jerusalem	
road	(11:17-37).	Next	we	move	to	the	cave	where	Lazarus	was	buried	(11:38-
44)	and,	finally,	the	story	closes	in	Jerusalem	with	the	solemn	assembly	of	
religious	leaders	planning	Jesus’	death	(11:45-57).	In	each	section,	Jesus	
seeks	to	give	people	life.

physIcAL And spIrItuAL deAth – John 11:1-16
Section	one	reveals	both	the	problem	of	physical	and	spiritual	death.	
Lazarus	of	Bethany	is	ill,	deadly	ill,	and	his	sisters	send	word	to	Jesus	who	
is	avoiding	arrest	beyond	the	Jordan	River.	Jesus	is	near	the	Jordan	where	
John	baptized	Him	and	His	public	ministry	began.	Like	that	covenant	people	
of	God,	who	began	the	conquest	and	establishment	of	a	nation	at	the	Jordan,	
so	Jesus	now	begins	His	march	to	Jerusalem	and	back	to	the	glory	of	the	
Father.	The	True	Son	of	God	does	in	a	more	significant	or	complete	way	
what	Joshua	(whose	Hebrew	name	in	Greek	is	also	translated	Jesus)	and	the	
people	of	God	did	before	Him.

While	at	the	Jordan,	two	sisters	send	Jesus	a	simple	message.	“Lord,	he	
whom	you	love	is	ill.”	It	is	a	simple	statement.	No	directive.	No	request.	It	
reminds	me	of	the	mother	of	Jesus	saying,	“They	have	no	wine”	(2:3).	Is	this	
a	subtle	hint	reminding	us	that	prayer	does	not	tell	God	what	to	do	but	simply	
shares	with	Him	the	concerns	of	our	heart?	Is	the	information	based	on	trust	
that	Jesus	will	know	what	to	do	and	will	do	it?	Whatever	the	intent	behind	the	
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information,	Jesus	responds	with	what	must	have	been	
good	news.	“The	illness	is	not	unto	death”	(11:4).	His	
words	sound	like	a	promise	that	the	sick	man	will	recover.	
But	the	second	part	of	His	response	is	more	important,	“It	
(the	illness)	is	for	the	glory	of	God,	so	that	the	Son	of	God	
may	be	glorified	by	means	of	it.”	We	need	to	ponder	these	
words	carefully	because	the	Gospel	of	John	teases	us	with	
irony.	Or,	to	move	from	a	literary	emphasis	to	a	theological	
emphasis,	the	Johannine	record	creates	a	crisis	-	a	
moment	of	truth	which	tests	whether	we	think	on	a	spiritual	
or	material	level.	To	recall	the	crisis	of	Nicodemus	(3:3),	
is	our	life	natural	or	supernatural?	Or,	to	put	it	another	
way,	do	we	trust	Jesus	or	not?	Do	we	see	a	spectacular	
raising	of	one	man	from	the	dead	or	do	we	see	the	life-
giving	glory	of	the	Son?	Do	personal	problems	produce	
complaints	or	prayers?

Whatever	our	sickness,	Jesus	has	some	Good	News,	“It	is	
not	unto	death.	It	is	unto	the	glory	of	God.”	He	doesn’t	tell	
us	how	it	will	happen.	He	tests	faith.	There	are	many	ways	
to	apply	this	verse	to	life	today.	Illness	may	be	cursed	as	
painful	or	accepted	as	a	time	to	realize	human	weakness	
and	the	importance	of	God’s	blessings.

The	call	to	faith	receives	a	new	challenge	in	verse	five.	
We	hear	that	Jesus	loves	Martha,	Mary,	and	Lazarus	and	
that	makes	it	easy	to	anticipate	what	will	happen	next.	
We	expect	the	One	who	gave	sight	to	a	blind	man	(9:1-7),	
healed	a	nobleman’s	son	(4:46-54),	and	enabled	a	cripple	
to	walk	(5:1-9),	to	break	camp	and	move	quickly	to	heal	
again.	The	surprising	action	(or	inaction)	in	verse	six	is	
deliberate	on	Jesus’	part	but	not	what	the	sisters	wanted	
or	what	we	expect.	Let	my	paraphrase	try	to	express	the	
full	impact	of	verses	five	and	six,	“Therefore,	because	
Jesus	loved	Martha,	and	Mary,	when	He	heard	that	
Lazarus	was	sick,	He	didn’t	budge	for	two	days.”

What	does	Jesus	want	to	teach	the	sisters	and	us?	Is	He	
teaching	us	that	sometimes	God	requires	that	we	wait	for	
His	presence?	God’s	ways	of	dealing	with	illness	are	not	
our	ways.	Nor	are	God’s	motives	our	motives.	We	seek	
quick	solutions.	Jesus	waits	two	days.	Waiting,	letting	
time	pass,	letting	events	develop,	may	be	a	part	of	God’s	
plan.	Even	on	a	human	level	we	can	learn	from	Jesus.	
Parents	must	wait	and	give	children	the	time	necessary	
to	struggle	to	maturity.	Humans	may	be	motivated	by	the	

glory	of	success	and	the	absence	of	suffering.	Jesus	is	
motivated	by	love.	He	loved	them	so	He	did	nothing	for	
two	days.	It	reminds	me	of	one	of	my	favorite	quotations	
attributed	to	President	Eisenhower	speaking	to	Secretary	
of	State	Dulles.	As	people	clamored	for	decisive	action	
in	some	diplomatic	crises,	the	President	warned	Dulles,	
“Don’t	just	do	something,	stand	there.”	I	can	imagine	the	
disciples	pressuring	Jesus,	“Do	something.	A	friend	might	
die.”	And	Jesus	replies,	“Don’t	just	do	something.	Stand	
here	—	in	faith.”

But	let	us	return	to	the	story.	After	the	two	day	delay,	
Jesus	prepares	to	go	to	Bethany	in	Judea	(11:7).	Aware	
of	the	danger,	the	disciples	make	a	reasonable	protest.	
To	return	to	Judea	is	to	face	danger	because	the	enemies	
of	Jesus	have	twice	tried	to	stone	Him	there	(8:59	and	
10:31).	Reading	between	the	lines,	their	fear	stands	as	
a	sad	commentary	on	Jesus’	delay.	They	must	have	
interpreted	Jesus’	two	day	delay	as	motivated	by	fear	of	
opposition	and	an	attempt	to	protect	Himself.	I	wonder	
if	they	hoped	for	some	“long	range	miracle.”	After	
all,	Jesus	was	not	present	when	the	nobleman’s	son	
recovered	(4:50)	or	the	blind	man	(9:7)	gained	his	sight.	
The	disciples’	comments	show	that	Jesus	needs	to	go	to	
Jerusalem	not	to	raise	dead	Lazarus,	but	to	show	“dead”	
disciples	that	His	divine	mission	does	not	wait	because	of	
fear	or	lack	of	power.

In	some	ways,	we	are	like	the	disciples.	We	have	seen	
signs	of	the	glory	of	our	Lord.	There	is	security	with	Jesus	
near	the	Jordan	River	of	our	own	baptisms,	but	there	is	
danger	going	to	the	places	of	the	world	where	people	are	
sick	and	dying.	Jesus’	enemies	are	there.	We	want	to	
stay	near	the	Jericho-like	oasis	and	enjoy	the	presence	
of	Jesus.	Is	it	the	Jericho	of	a	great	liturgical	tradition?	Is	
it	the	security	of	a	well-organized	mission	program?	Is	it	
the	oasis	of	a	carefully	structured	church	with	well	defined	
job	descriptions	and	an	accurate	organizational	chart?	
What	gifts	God	gives	us	with	our	decency	and	order!	But	
sometimes	unbelief	motivates	us	to	inactivity	rather	than	
following	the	Lord	as	He	faces	the	enemies	of	life.

Verses	nine	and	ten	are,	in	a	sense,	a	parable	or	a	
proverb.	Jesus	vividly	tells	the	disciples	that	there	is	
limited	time	for	action.	The	meaning	is	comparable	to	our	
expressions,	“Strike	while	the	iron	is	hot”	or,	“Make	hay	
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while	the	sun	shines.”	The	references	to	day	and	light	
also	suggest	that	a	moral	issue	is	involved.	To	respond	to	
Lazarus’	need	is	right	(“of	the	light”).	Failure	to	act	would	
be	wrong	(“not	walking	in	the	light”).

Jesus’	next	words	(11:11)	ironically	not	only	give	the	
reason	He	must	go	but	also	challenge	the	disciples	to	
understand	the	real	crisis.	Jesus	tells	the	disciples	that	
Lazarus	is	sleeping.	The	disciples	fail	the	test.	They	think	
of	things	of	this	world.	They	think	that	Jesus’	words	mean	
that	Lazarus	is	sleeping	physically.	Such	sleep	would	
suggest	that	the	fever	has	broken	or	that	the	pain	has	
subsided.	The	disciples	in	their	human	wisdom	think	that	
a	human	medical	crisis	has	passed	and	do	not	understand	
that	the	Lord	of	glory	is	talking	about	something	much	
more	serious.

The	inspired	editor	makes	sure,	in	verse	thirteen,	that	
we	do	not	share	the	disciples’	ignorance.	And,	in	verse	
fourteen,	Jesus	clearly	informs	the	disciples	of	their	lack	
of	faith	(“Lazarus	is	dead”).	Thomas’	response	translated	
in	the	Greek	says,	“Let	us	also	go	in	order	that	we	too	
might	die	with	him.”	The	irony	of	the	statement	rests	on	
determining	who	is	the	antecedent	of	the	pronoun	“him?”	
If	“him”	refers	to	Lazarus,	Thomas	is,	sarcastically	without	
faith,	saying,	“We	(including	Jesus?)	will	all	join	Lazarus	if	
we	follow	Jesus!”	If	“him”	refers	to	Jesus,	his	words	also	
may	reveal	his	lack	of	trust,	but	at	an	ironic	level	they	
stand	as	a	challenge	to	the	disciples’	faith	which	will	be	
called	on	to	face	death	for	the	sake	of	Jesus.

Thus	ends	the	first	section	of	the	story.	Lazarus	is	dead.	
Jesus’	love	rejoices	in	that	death	and	calls	the	disciples	to	
anticipate	the	glory	of	Father	and	Son.	The	disciples	are,	in	a	
more	important	sense,	also	dead.	Their	spokesman	accepts	
the	reality	of	death	rather	than	the	anticipation	of	glory.

on the roAd neAr BethAny – John 11:17-37
The	second	section	takes	place	somewhere	on	the	road	
from	Jericho	to	Jerusalem,	near	Bethany.	The	disciples	are	
unimportant	in	this	part	of	the	story.	Now	Martha,	Mary	and	
anonymous	Jewish	people	join	Jesus.	The	human	drama	is	
explained	in	verses	seventeen	through	twenty.

Martha	first	meets	and	addresses	Jesus	with	a	twofold	
prayer	of	faith.	She	states	that	she	knows	Jesus	could	

have	helped	had	He	been	there,	and	she	realizes	God	will	
grant	His	prayers.	Think	carefully	about	Martha’s	words.	
What	is	the	state	of	her	faith?	At	least	the	first	statement	
(vs.	21)	may	imply	a	critical	question,	such	as,	“Why	
weren’t	you	here,	Jesus?”	In	the	second	statement,	is	she	
asking	for	a	miracle	(vs.	22)?

In	rather	typical	fashion,	Jesus’	reply	leads	Martha	toward	
a	deeper	faith.	Martha	must	judge	if	Jesus	is	affirming	the	
faith	in	the	resurrection	of	the	dead	at	the	end	of	time	or	if	
He	is	hinting	at	a	more	immediate	response	to	her	faithful	
comment	(vs.	22),	“But	I	know	that	even	now	God	will	give	
you	whatever	you	ask	(NIV).”	Is	Jesus	inviting	Martha	to	think	
that	He	could	duplicate	the	miracle	of	Elisha	who	“asked	
God”	(2	Kings	4:33)	and	a	boy	regained	life?	We	can	only	
speculate	if	Martha	had	heard	about	how	Jesus	had	given	
life	to	the	daughter	of	Jairus	(Matthew	9:18-26,	Mark	5:22-
43,	Luke	8:41-56)	or	to	the	son	of	the	widow	of	Nain	(Luke	
7:11-17)	but,	if	she	had,	those	events	would	also	help	probe	
the	depth	of	her	confession.	Martha	confesses	(vs.	24)	that	
she	believes	in	the	resurrection	at	the	end	of	time.	That	is,	of	
course,	a	great	and	important	faith.	Not	all	people	at	her	time	
or	at	ours	share	that	vital	belief	(Matthew	22:23,	Mark	12:18,	
Luke	20:27	and	Acts	23:8).

Jesus’	response	(11:25)	stands	as	one	of	the	greatest	
statements	of	Scripture	repeated	today	at	almost	every	
Christian	funeral.	After	the	great	claim	that	Jesus	is	
the	resurrection	and	the	life	not	only	in	the	hereafter	
but	already	in	the	here	and	now,	He	asks	Martha	if	she	
believes	that.	He	calls	her	to	a	deeper	faith	than	her	
previous	confession.	Martha’s	response	(11:27)	stands	
as	an	ideal	confession.	Compare	her	faithful	statement	to	
the	goal	of	the	Gospel	(20:31).	Her	confession	stands	as	a	
high	point	in	the	Gospel	of	John,	similar	to	the	confession	
of	Peter	in	the	Synoptic	Gospels	(Matthew	16:16,	Mark	
8:29,	Luke	9:20).	After	her	confession	she	tells	her	sister	
that	Jesus	asks	for	her.	Martha	not	only	confesses	but	also	
bears	witness	to	Jesus.	However,	as	we	shall	see	(11:39b),	
despite	her	ideal	confession	and	her	witness,	she	—	like	
Peter	in	the	Synoptics	—	must	continue	to	grow	in	the	faith.

Mary	greets	Jesus	with	words	similar	to	her	sister’s	(11:32)	
but	without	the	faith	that	He	might	still	do	something	
(11:22).	Her	faith	is	limited	by	“what	might	have	been”	and	
expresses	no	hope	in	Jesus	for	the	future.	Read	carefully	
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Jesus’	response.	Jesus	weeps	for	the	“dead”	(flagging)	
faith	of	Mary	and	others,	not	for	the	dead	body	of	Lazarus.	
Jesus	is	deeply	moved	and	troubled	by	the	weeping	of	
Mary	and	the	people	with	her.	He	weeps	(11:35)	because	
death	has	weakened	the	faith	of	Mary	and	the	people	
mourning	with	her.	Jesus	is	not	weeping,	as	is	sometimes	
claimed,	because	He	regrets	the	death	of	Lazarus.	He	is	
not	at	the	tomb	of	Lazarus.	Furthermore,	He	already	told	
the	disciples	that	He	was	glad	that	Lazarus	died	(11:14)	
and	has	even	revealed	His	solution	for	that	problem	
(11:11).	Unbelievers	think	that	Jesus	weeps	because	of	
His	love	for	Lazarus	and	because	He	could	have	kept	that	
man	from	dying	(11:36-37).

The	primary	lesson	to	be	drawn	from	this	short	section	
is	the	call	to	see	Jesus	as	the	Resurrection	and	the	Life.	
Jesus	calls	us	to	believe	in	life	after	death,	but	also	to	
see	Him	now	as	the	One	Who	gives	life.	People	who	
trust	Jesus	confess	their	faith,	like	Martha,	and	tell	others	
that	Jesus	asks	for	them.	People,	like	Mary,	who	do	not	
confess	that	Jesus	is	the	Son	of	God,	weep	because	of	
death	and	see	Jesus	as	a	rather	helpless	figure.	If	we	do	
not	see	Jesus	as	the	Lord	of	life,	we	misunderstand	Christ,	
and,	like	the	crowd,	mock	Him.

LAzArus rAIsed – John 11:38-44
Jesus	raises	Lazarus	from	the	dead	with	four	actions.	
First,	He	orders	the	stone	rolled	away	(11:39a).	Second,	
Jesus	recalls	Martha	to	faith	(11:40).	Martha’s	statement	
about	the	odor	of	death	(11:39b)	seems	to	contradict	
her	recent	confession	(11:27).	Has	she	lost	her	faith?	
Her	lapse	(11:40)	reminds	one	of	Peter’s	objection	to	
Jesus’	prediction	of	His	own	death	on	the	heels	of	Peter’s	
great	confession	(Matthew	16:22-23,	Mark	8:32-33).	
Martha’s	objection	serves	to	remind	us	that	doubt	often	
follows	faith	and	the	struggle	to	believe	continues.	Her	
worry	underscores	the	importance	of	Paul’s	advice	in	
1	Corinthians	10:12,	“So,	if	you	think	you	are	standing	
firm,	be	careful	that	you	don’t	fall!”	Jesus’	third	action	
is	formally	a	prayer	addressed	to	the	Father	(11:41-42)	
but	also,	in	fact,	is	a	revelation	to	people	facing	death.	
He	puts	what	is	about	to	happen	in	the	category	of	a	
Gospel	event	calling	people	to	trust	Him.	Jesus	will	not	
raise	Lazarus	from	the	dead	to	help	Lazarus	but	to	help	
unbelievers.	Finally,	Jesus	calls	Lazarus	out	of	the	tomb.	
Lest	people	think	only	the	spirit	of	Lazarus	has	been	

raised,	or	that	he	appears	as	a	ghost,	Jesus	orders	him	
released	from	the	grave	clothes.	The	life	giving	power	of	
Jesus	is	not	an	hallucination	but	is	real.	Raising	Lazarus	
from	the	dead	calls	people	to	believe	that	Jesus	was	sent	
as	“the	resurrection	and	the	life.”	It	confirms	Jesus’	words	
that	anyone	“who	believes	in	me	will	live	even	though	he	
dies	and	whoever	lives	and	believes	in	me	will	never	die”	
(11:25-26).	Such	clear	Gospel	power	needs	no	explanation	
or	comment.	It	calls	for	faith.

reJectIon – John 11:45-57
Now	the	story	comes	to	its	astonishing	and	sad	conclusion.	
Jesus	has	performed	a	sign	which	gives	life	to	Lazarus	
and	calls	for	life	giving	faith	from	others.	What	happens?	
People	reject	the	sign	and	plot	to	kill	Jesus	(11:53).	Two	
principles	work	toward	death.	First,	people	want	to	protect	
their	own	interests	The	enemies	of	Jesus	worry	about	
the	Romans	destroying	their	place	and	nation	(11:48).	
Second,	they	are	willing	to	destroy	an	innocent	person	to	
protect	their	interests	(11:50).	The	advice	of	Caiaphas	is	
demonic	because	it	sounds	correct.	It	is	true	that	the	rights	
and	privileges	of	an	individual	often	must	be	sacrificed	for	
the	common	good.	For	example,	all	of	us	want	to	spend	
our	money	as	we	choose,	but	we	pay	taxes	to	support	
community	affairs.	Caiaphas,	like	a	mobster	with	no	
respect	for	human	life,	wants	to	kill	Jesus	for	his	own	good.

The	wonder	of	the	Gospel	of	John	appears	clearly	in	the	
inspired	editorial	comment	of	verses	51-53.	Caiaphas	
has	spoken	like	a	gangster	ordering	the	execution	of	an	
innocent	man.	John	shows	the	irony	of	the	statement	in	
that	Jesus	will,	in	fact,	die	to	save	all	nations	and	people.	
God	uses	the	words	of	a	sinner	to	speak	God’s	truth.	The	
irony	proves	that	God’s	will	is	done.	Powerful,	wicked	
people	do	not	thwart	God’s	plan.	By	God’s	power,	wicked	
Caiaphas	fulfills	His	God-given	purpose	and	explains	
God’s	saving	work	in	Jesus.

The	closing	verses	confirm	the	tragedy	of	unbelief	(11:54-
57).	After	Jesus’	greatest	sign	-	the	giving	of	life	-	sin	
show	its	ugliest	face:	rejection	and	a	desire	to	kill.	The	
words	make	us	pause	and	examine	our	own	faith.	After	
experiencing	God’s	power,	do	we	live	in	ways	which	force	
Jesus	away	from	us?
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 12:1-50

Pray that, as Mary anointed Jesus and crowds welcomed Him to Jerusalem, 
so the joy of loving Him will motivate your thoughts and deeds.

John	12:1-11
1.	 According	to	(12:1)	what	is	the	setting	of	chapter	twelve?

	 How	had	people	reacted	to	the	raising	of	Lazarus	from	the	dead?	(11:45-57)

2.	 Why	were	the	people	together	for	a	dinner	and	what	would	you	think	was	their	mood?

3.	 Visualize	Mary’s	act	and	make	some	mental	notes.	What	motivated	her?	How	was	she	feeling	and	thinking	as	she	
anointed	Jesus	and	as	the	others	watched?	How	did	she	feel	about	Judas’	and	Jesus’	remarks?

4.	 Think	about	your	motives	and	feelings	about	doing	things	for	Jesus.	How	and	why	have	you	“anointed”	Jesus?

5.	 What	does	the	motive	of	Judas	reveal	about	his	attitude	toward	Mary?	Jesus?	Lazarus?	Himself?

6.	 How	do	you	react	when	you	observe	meaningful	acts	of	love	toward	God,	to	the	church	or	to	charity?

	 What	do	the	reasons	reveal	about	your	attitude	toward	God?	Other	people?	Yourself?

7.	 How	does	Jesus	respond	to	Judas?

8.	 How	do	“un-Christian”	attitudes	and	actions	(“absence	of	Jesus”)	create	poverty	or	affect	poor	people?

9.	 How	does	vs.	9-11	illustrate	Jesus’	remark	to	Judas?

John	12:12-16
10.	 Only	the	Gospel	of	John	tells	us	that	“palm	branches”	were	waved	when	Jesus	entered	Jerusalem.	What	do	you	think	

the	usage	of	palms	symbolizes?	(Use	a	dictionary	or	1	Kings	6:29-32,	Psalm	92:12,	Revelation	7:9)
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11.	 Explain	v.12-16.	How	might	the	disciples	have	misunderstood	the	events	of	Palm	Sunday?	Why	would	they	understand	
after	Jesus’	resurrection?

John	12:17-36
12.	 What	does	Jesus	mean	when	He	says,	“The	Hour	has	come...?”	Compare	John	2:4,	7:6,	8:20	to	John	12:23,	27,	13:1.	

How	does	the	12:24	passage	illustrate	the	meaning	of	“the	hour?”

13.	 How	does	12:25-26	describe	a	follower	of	Jesus?

	 How	do	you	apply	Jesus’	words	to	your	life?

14.	 How	does	12:27	show	the	humanity	and	also	the	divinity	of	Jesus?

15.	 In	what	three	ways	was	the	“voice	from	heaven”	explained?

16.	 List	three	ways	in	which	the	“voice	from	heaven”	or	God’s	Word	is	explained	in	the	world	today.

John	12:37-50
17.	 Explain	the	quotation	from	Isaiah	6:10	(12:40,	Matthew	13:14,	Mark	4:12	and	Luke	8:10).	Romans	11	may	help.

18.	 What	does	12:42-43	teach	about	people	unwilling	to	confess	Jesus	openly?

19.	 Summarize	the	message	Jesus	gives	to	the	disciples	and	us	in	the	closing	verses	of	this	chapter.
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