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1Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the 
village of Mary and her sister Martha. 2 Mary was 
the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and 
wiped his feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus 
was ill. 3 So the sisters sent a message to 
Jesus, ‘Lord, he whom you love is ill.’ 4 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.’ 5 Accordingly, 
though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and 
Lazarus, 6 after 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.’ 8 The disciples said to him, ‘Rabbi, 
the Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are 
you going there again?’ 9 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. 10 But those who walk at night 
stumble, because the light is not in them.’ 11 After 
saying this, he told them, ‘Our friend Lazarus has 
fallen asleep, but I am going there to awaken 
him.’ 12 The disciples said to him, ‘Lord, if he has 
fallen asleep, he will be all right.’ 13 Jesus, however, 
had been speaking about his death, but they 
thought that he was referring merely to 
sleep. 14 Then Jesus told them plainly, ‘Lazarus is 
dead. 15 For your sake I am glad I was not there, so 
that you may believe. But let us go to 
him.’ 16 Thomas, who was called the Twin, said to 
his fellow-disciples, ‘Let us also go, that we may die 
with him.’  (John 11:1-16, NRSV) 

 


 
Maybe it started with a nagging cough, or a lump 
where there didn’t used to be a lump, or a pain under 
the ribs that had no reasonable explanation.  Maybe he 
was dizzy, or found he couldn’t remember things 
anymore, like his way home from the marketplace or 
the names of his close friends.  We don’t know the exact 
circumstances, but we do know that there was a day 
when Lazarus realized he was sick.  And not just stay-
home-for-a-couple-of-days, chicken-soup-will-do-
wonders kind sick.  He was really sick.  The prognosis 
was not good. 
 

Every single one of us in this room can relate.  Either 
we ourselves have faced a life-threatening illness or 
injury, or somebody close to us has.  Some of us are in 
this place right now.  So we have some idea what 
Lazarus must have been facing, and not just Lazarus 
but his family.  And it’s not only poor health that takes 
you to this place.  Any number of hardships and crises 
in life – economic, relational, emotional, vocational, 
even spiritual – can be a source of great concern.  It’s 
that place where you don’t know how or if you will be 
able to move forward in life.  It’s a desperate place.   
 
One thing Lazarus had going for him was that Jesus 
was a close friend.  In fact, Lazarus and his family were 
among Jesus’ closest friends.  Whenever he was in 
Bethany he was welcomed and honored in their home.  
It was from Lazarus’ home that Jesus left to enter 
Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.  And it was to that same 
home that he returned and collected himself the week 
before his death.  These people were very dear to Jesus.  
That was good news for Lazarus at the time of his 
illness because Jesus had a reputation as a healer.  They 
had seen him make blind people see, paralyzed people 
walk, deaf people hear, even dead people breathe.  And 
in many instances these were strangers, people Jesus 
met along the way.  To their knowledge, Jesus had 
never once refused to heal somebody who asked for his 
healing.  What a friend they had in Jesus!   
 
So naturally they send for Jesus.  Fortunately, he’s not 
far away.  He’s just outside of town, down by the river 
where John had done his baptisms.1  Surely he would 
come as soon as he gets the message.  Lazarus will be 
up on his feet in no time.   
 
Isn’t this what we do as well?  When we get desperate 
we pray.  We know Jesus’ reputation.  We’ve heard 
about the miracles, perhaps even seen a few ourselves 
over the years.  So we pray for the cancer to disappear, 
even though the doctors haven’t given us any reason to 
hope that it will.  We pray for the marriage to be 
healed, even though it seems beyond repair.  We pray 
for a child to find his way, even though he’s wandered 
way off track and gives no indication of wanting to 
make things right again.  Jesus himself told us, “Ask, 
and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; 
knock, and the door will be opened for you. For 
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everyone who asks receives, and everyone who 
searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the 
door will be opened.”2  As he put it, when a child asks 
for something she really needs, like bread to eat, even a 
mediocre father gives his daughter bread.  How much  
more will our Heavenly Father give to us what we need! 
 
Lazarus, the one Jesus loves, needs to be healed.  Time 
is running short.  The doctors haven’t given him much 
longer.  But in spite of this urgency, when word of his 
friend’s illness reaches Jesus he has a very odd response. 
“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.”  And then, even though he loved 
Lazarus and his family, and maybe because he loved 
them, he refused to come.  Instead, he stayed where he 
was another two days.   
 
This is a very hard thing to explain.  And this isn’t the 
first time we’ve had difficulty with this sort of thing.  
Again, I’m sure every one of us in this room can name a 
time when we really needed God to act in a decisive and 
powerful way to help where help was desperately 
needed.  But God did not act.  We’ve seen other people 
healed, even people who don’t believe in God.  But God 
didn’t bring healing to us, or to our loved one, even 
though we have trusted him for years.  We pray and 
seek God’s help, but sometimes it seems like God 
ignores our requests for what seems to us an obvious 
and proper solution.  And these aren’t just prayers for 
ourselves and those we love; sometimes we pray 
desperate prayers for whole groups of people we have 
never met in places we have never visited.  Yet God 
seems silent and unresponsive.  And so we get tired.  
We become angry.  Doubts creep in.  Have I made some 
mistake?  Is my faith not strong enough?   
 
Certainly Jesus had his reasons.  He doesn’t hide them.  
He will not come right way and heal Lazarus so that in 
the end God will be glorified.  Specifically, the Son of 
Man (that was Jesus’ favorite title for himself) would be 
glorified through his delay.  Notice he doesn’t say that 
all this is for the benefit of Lazarus and his family, 
though we know that it must have also been for them 
because he loves them.  But his primary aim here is to 
bring glory where glory should be directed, which is to 
himself.  I think of those famous, oft-quoted words from 
Romans 8:28: “We know that all things work 
together for good for those who love God, who are 
called according to his purpose.”  To be sure, God 
makes all things work together in ways that benefit 
those who love him.  But the end goal is to bring about 
his purposes.  And his purposes are not always our 
purposes, which means his ways are not always our 
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ways, his timing is not our timing.  
 
You can be certain of this one thing.  Whether God 
answers your prayers with a “yes”, a “no”, or a “not yet”, 
his reasons for doing so have everything to do with 
working out his purposes, which not only are for the 
ultimate benefit of those who trust him, but ultimately 
for his glory.  The question is whether or not we trust 
him when the answer is “no” or “not yet”.   
 
Here the answer was “no.”  And so Lazarus gets sicker 
and sicker and sicker.  I don’t know how his sisters 
explained things to him.  Did you send for Jesus?  Yes, 
we did.  Did he get the message?  Yes, apparently he 
did.  Is he coming?  No, he’s not coming.  Is he too far 
away or too tied up to get free?  No, he’s quite close 
actually, and he seems to be unoccupied at the time.  I 
don’t know that they were that honest with their 
brother.  Who among us wants to tell a loved one that 
we believe God is not going to answer prayers of 
healing?   
 
And so Lazarus dies.  Whatever the illness, it was fatal.  
Jewish customs of the day would have dictated that the 
family bury the body as quickly as possible, certainly 
within 24 hours but likely within 8 hours.  The body 
would have been washed, anointed with spices 
(remember Mary from a few weeks ago?), and then 
wrapped elaborately in a shroud and the face covered 
with a special cloth.  The hands and feet would have 
been tied with more strips of cloth.  Then the body 
would be carried to a tomb just outside town.  It was 
relatives and friends who would carry the body as a 
sign of respect, like pallbearers in our day.  The 
procession likely included the whole village, and people 
would have expressed their grief in animated ways, 
often wailing and throwing dust in their hair.  Lazarus’ 
body would have been buried in a tomb that was a kind 
of cave.  Often whole families shared these caves.  Once 
the body was in place, a large stone would have been 
rolled over the opening.  All this is familiar to us from 
Jesus’ own burial.3   
 
Notice that Jesus not only missed Lazarus’ death, he 
also missed the funeral, again on purpose.  We have to 
believe he had his reasons, though I’m not sure Lazarus’ 
family was ready to accept any of them.  He knows his 
friend is gone.  When his disciples question him about 
his motives, Jesus tells them, “Lazarus is dead.  For 
your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may 
believe.  But let us go to him.”   
 
Finally Jesus goes to Bethany.  By the time he gets 
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there Lazarus has been dead for four days.  Martha, the 
sister of Lazarus, hears that he is on his way.  You 
might remember her as a busybody, somebody who can 
never sit still.  Naturally, she rushes out to meet him on 
the road into town.  Mary, her sister, waits at home.  
That’s also true to form.    Each of them in turn has a 
conversation with Jesus, Martha on the road and Mary 
when he arrives.  There is a lot in these conversations 
to explore, and I encourage you to do so this week.  For 
now I want to simply point out one similarity in both of 
them.  Both sisters say the exact same thing to Jesus 
when they meet him.  Martha says, “Lord, if you had 
been here, my brother would not have died.”4   Mary 
echoes the sentiment, “Lord, if you had been here, my 
brother would not have died.”5 
 
If only…  If only she had left the house two minutes 
earlier or two minutes later, she wouldn’t have been at 
the intersection at that tragic moment.  If only I had 
worked harder and not failed that exam.  If only we had 
done the test earlier, we could have discovered the 
tumor and treated it while it was treatable.  If only so-
and-so had been elected instead of so-and-so in the last 
election.  If only…  If only…  This is our way.  We 
can’t help ourselves.  We are always wishing we could 
go backwards into the past and unravel things so that 
the present might be different.  It’s our Back to the 
Future dream.  If we could just travel back in time in a 
souped-up DeLorean and rearrange past events to 
reorder present circumstances.   And our “if-onlys” 
extend to Jesus.  Stop and consider how many times you 
have expressed to God how you think things today 
would be better today if only he had responded 
differently in the past.6   
 
I don’t want to paint Martha and Mary in a completely 
negative light.  That wouldn’t be fair, or accurate.  In 
spite of their profound disappointment and grief, they 
both demonstrate bold declarations of faith in Jesus.  
Again, I encourage you to read the account John gives.  
Martha confesses that she believes Lazarus will one day 
rise again at the end of time, and even tells Jesus that 
she believes he is the Messiah!7  In response, Jesus says 
these famous words, words that speak directly to the “if 
only” regrets that they and the rest of us so often nurse: 
“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?”8 
 

                                                           
4 John 11: 21 
5 John 11:32 
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John Knox, 2002), 5-6. 
7 John 11:27: “She said to him, ‘Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the 

Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.’” 
8 John 11:25-26 

I open nearly every funeral or memorial service I lead 
with these words.  I do so because I’m not sure there are 
better words to set the right tone on such occasions.  
Think about what Jesus says here.  He does not tell 
Martha that he will one day become the resurrection and 
the life.  He is the resurrection and the life.  He also 
declares – and this is very, very hard for us to believe – 
that if anybody trusts him and places their faith in him, 
that person, though one day they die, will not die.  Let 
me personalize this for you.  If you believe in Jesus, 
even though there will come a day when your heart will 
stop beating and they will put your cold body in the 
ground, you will not die.  Jesus said something similar 
in John 8:51: “Very truly, I tell you, whoever keeps 
my word will never see death.”  Do you believe this?  
That’s what Jesus wants to know.   
 
Most Jews in that day believed in the resurrection of 
the dead.  Verses like Daniel 12:39, and prophetic 
visions from Isaiah 65 and 66, convinced them that 
God’s people would be raised to eternal life at the end of 
history.  What they did not believe, and could not even 
conceive of, was the possibility of a person being 
resurrected to eternal life in the middle of history!  And it 
wasn’t just Jews, nobody in the ancient world believed 
such a thing.   
 
Let’s make an important distinction.  If you don’t know 
the end of the story, spoiler alert.  Jesus raises Lazarus 
from the dead.  But that’s not resurrection.  It’s 
resuscitation.  Because there came a time at some later 
date when Lazarus died again and ended up back in 
those grave cloths and back in that tomb again.  By 
contrast, resurrection is a permanent place beyond 
death, when a human soul – body, mind and spirit! – is 
brought into eternal, everlasting life, God’s life, 
flourishing life as life was intended to be.  When Jesus 
walked out of the tomb on Easter, that was 
resurrection.  Not only did he not ever die again, his 
person, including his body, was transformed into a 
whole other sort of fullness and flourishing, like moving 
from a shadow of a thing to the real thing itself.  He 
was dead at one point, that’s for certain.  The Romans 
were professional executioners who did not make 
mistakes.  They made certain he was dead when they 
released the body to be entombed.  But then three days 
later he was alive again, and this time alive forever.   
 
So here’s what Jesus is saying to Martha in those 
moments when she is wondering, “If only…”.  Not only 
was Jesus resurrected, he is the resurrection.  And since 
Jesus is not only fully God, but also fully human, that 
means that in Christ humanity itself has experienced 
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resurrection.  This opens the door for us, for all 
humanity, so that when we come to believe in Christ, to 
place our faith in Jesus as Lord and Savior, we are then 
in Christ and Christ is in us, which means we also share 
in this resurrection life.  Paul says famously in 2nd 
Corinthians 5:17, “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a 
new creation: everything old has passed away; see, 
everything has become new!”  This means that those 
in Christ also experience the new life of his 
resurrection.  And notice again, Paul doesn’t speak in 
the future tense.  Everything old has already passed 
away!  Everything has already become new! 
 
Dallas Willard, one of my heroes in the Christian faith, 
died of cancer in 2012.  Some months before he died he 
confided to a friend, “I think that, when I die, it might 
be some time until I know it.”10  I suppose that by now 
he has had a chance to test his theory.  I think that 
Dallas knew what Jesus wanted Martha and Mary to 
know, and wants he us to know.  We always want to 
look back and imagine how, if only things in the past 
had been different, the present would be better, or at 
least bearable.  But Jesus does the opposite.  He looks to 
the future reality as something which reaches back and 
transforms the present, not only making it bearable but 
pregnant with hope.  This means that Dallas Willard 
was right, because Jesus was right.  If you are in Christ 
today, even if you die you will not die.  Resurrection is 
already yours through Christ.  In fact, from the 
Christian perspective, those who rely on the word and 
person of Jesus are actually better of dead.   
 
Anglican theologian N.T. Wright likes to point out that 
we think that the resurrection points to life after death, 
as if the whole point of it is that if we trust in Jesus we 
will go to a better place when we die.  But that’s an 
anemic understanding of resurrection.  In his view, 
resurrection points us to life after ‘life after death’.  In 
other words, as we trust in Christ we don’t just get to 
live with the assurance that we will experience God’s 
eternal and abundant life in heaven someday, but we can 
actually begin to experience that life now in this day!  In 
Wright’s words, “When Jesus rose again God’s whole 
new creation emerged from the tomb, introducing a 
world full of new potential and possibility.”11  
 
You see, if you are in Christ, you are not a passive 
spectator in this life, a victim of present circumstances, 
but an active participant in the coming of the reality of 
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Shepherding.  Read the article at https://www.soulshepherding.org/you-
will-not-experience-
death/#:~:text=When%20Dallas%20Willard%20was%20diagnosed%20
with%20pancreatic%20cancer,things%20that%20would%20never%20occ
ur%20to%20anyone%20else.  

11 N.T. Wright, Simply Christian: Why Christianity Makes Sense (Harper, 2006), 
116. 

God’s Kingdom into this world.  This reality won’t 
have fully arrived until the end of time, but it is coming 
now even as we speak!  God’s promises and renewal and 
life are not just resources that are stored up in heaven, 
only to be accessed after we die.  They are kept safe 
there to be sure, never to be corrupted by the broken 
and corrupt realities of this life, but we have access to 
them now.  To use an analogy Wright uses, “If I say to 
a friend, ‘I’ve kept some beer in the fridge for you’, that 
doesn’t mean that he has to climb into the fridge in 
order to drink the beer.”12  You can access it now!   
 
Is this making sense to you?  Let’s bring it back and 
apply it to Lazarus, that we might see this in our own 
lives as well.  Whether God answers prayers, even the 
most desperate ones, in the ways we think make sense 
or not, the possibility exists for us to live today in the 
reality of the resurrection, knowing that every thing 
that stands against God at present, including sin, 
including pain, including even death, is already 
overcome.  Lazarus was currently in the tomb.  Death 
seemed to have claimed victory.  But Jesus delayed in 
coming so that everyone would see firsthand that 
because of what was to happen in the future, with 
another death at another tomb which would be emptied 
out, this present death had no power and this tomb 
would soon be emptied out as well. 
 
Does this mean that Jesus expects Mary and Martha to 
dry their tears?  Even when we believe that the future 
realities of Jesus’ resurrection reach back to today and 
eventually undo every present hardship, are we then 
expected to dry our tears as well.  Not at all.  As Paul 
acknowledged, though grieve not as those who have no 
hope, but we still grieve.13   In fact, if you know the 
story you know that when Jesus comes face to face with 
the grief Martha and Mary and the others are 
experiencing over Lazarus’ death, their weeping causes 
him to weep with them.  Now, I can’t imagine that he 
weeps for Lazarus.  How could he?  He knows that in a 
matter of moments he’ll be as healthy as a horse again.  
Jesus doesn’t weep for the one in the tomb, but with the 
ones outside the tomb.  What a beautiful reminder, that 
in those days when you wait for Jesus to do what he has 
promised one day to do, when the grief and the sadness 
seem to overwhelm, we serve a God who weeps with us 
in the meantime.14 

                                                           
12 Cited by William Reiser, “Life After Life After Death”, America: The Jesuit 

Review, May 12, 2008.  Read the full article at 
https://www.americamagazine.org/issue/culture/life-after-life-after-
death#:~:text=For%20Wright%2C%20resurrection%20faith%20is%20n
ot%20about%20life,a%20bit%20of%20theological%20reserve%20is%20in
%20order.  

13 1st Thessalonians 4:13: “But we do not want you to be uninformed, 
brothers and sisters,[a] about those who have died,[b] so that you 
may not grieve as others do who have no hope.” 

14 This is, by the way, evidence for the authenticity of the Gospel accounts.  
Nobody in the early church, venerating Jesus and celebrating his victory 
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With tears still in his eyes, Jesus goes to the tomb and 
tells the people to take away the stone which is 
covering the entrance.  Ever-practical Martha, still 
thinking about the past impacting the present, reminds 
Jesus it would not be such a wise thing to do because 
the stench would be overwhelming.  The human body 
actually begins breaking down about 4 minutes after 
death.  Within 3-5 days, the internal organs are well on 
their way to decomposition and the body has become 
bloated and almost unrecognizable, especially in the 
heat of a place like the Middle East.  Martha’s warning 
would certainly have been echoed by everybody present 
that day.  Jesus simply responds with a reminder as to 
why he delayed in the first place: “Did I not tell you, 
[Martha], that if you believed, you would see the 
glory of God?”15  Because it’s Jesus, and probably only 
because it’s Jesus, they obey and do the unthinkable.  
They remove the stone.   
 
After he prays, giving thanks to his Father for always 
hearing him, and for always working to bring him glory 
for the benefit of others, he cries out loudly, “Lazarus, 
come out!”  It’s a bold thing to say, a great risk to his 
credibility.  What if nobody emerged from the tomb?  
Still, I can only imagine the authority and confidence in 
his voice.  For Jesus, the reality of the future 
resurrection always has the power to overwhelm 
present circumstances that stand against it.  And so 
what follows is a heart-stopping moment of shuddering 
horror and overwhelming joy all mixed up together.  
The once rotting corpse walks out of the tomb, now 
healthy as ever but still bound up in his grave clothes.  
Jesus instructs the others to unbind him and let him 
free. 
 
We have to use our imaginations to picture what 
happens next.  Chaos, I assume.  Mostly joy.  And as 
much as people would have looked at Lazarus in 
disbelief, I imagine that eventually their focus turned to 
Jesus in wonder, maybe even worship.  Who is this man 
that even the dead obey him?  It’s exactly what he 
intended when he delayed coming, that he would be 
glorified, and God glorified through him.   
 
As you may remember, this glory was too much for 
some to handle.  If you keep reading, John tells us in the 
following verses that naturally word spread about 
Lazarus and, as a result, many, many people put their 
faith in Jesus.  But this was the final straw for those 
who opposed Jesus.  And so after a meeting of the chief 
priests and the Pharisee, the high priest, a man named 
Caiaphas, declared that it was better for this one man to 
die than for the whole nation to be destroyed.  And 

                                                                                                     
over death as they did, would ever have invented such a thing as Jesus 
weeping outside a tomb.  John is simply reporting what we witnessed.   

15 John 11:40 

from that day forward they conspired together to put 
Jesus to death. 
 
What they didn’t realize was that this was all according 
to plan, once again the future reaching back and 
shaping the present.  For just as it was Jesus’ plan all 
along to allow Lazarus to go dead into the tomb that he 
might bring him out four days later, it was also his plan 
to go himself dead into the tomb and then come out for 
good three days later.  You might even say that Jesus 
took Lazarus’ place in the tomb, so that when Lazarus 
died again some day later, Christ’s resurrection insured 
that though he died, he would not experience death ever 
again.  Once again, the future resurrection reaching 
back into the present to make all things new.  And what 
was true for Lazarus is true for all those, including us, 
who trust Jesus.  Even though we die, we will live.  
Perhaps, as Dallas Willard believed, when we die we 
won’t even realized were dead for some time.  Can you 
find yourself, with God’s help, able to live in the present 
full of hope because of this future reality?  In Christ, the 
future shapes us far more than the past or the present 
ever could.   
 
Let me end by noting something that was said by, of all 
people, Thomas.  He’s nicknamed Doubting Thomas 
because of his skepticism when after Easter the others 
tell him Jesus has rise and we won’t believe until he can 
put his fingers in the nail holes.  But that’s not an 
entirely fair nickname.  Because when Jesus tells the 
others here that he will delay going to see Lazarus so 
that he might die for the glory of God, Thomas is the 
one who speaks up and declares, “Let us also go, that 
we may die with him.”  I’m not sure he knew exactly 
what he was saying, but it was the perfect thing for one 
who trusts Jesus to say.  And so because of all that we 
are assured is held secure for us in heaven because of 
the death and resurrection of our Lord and Savior, Jesus 
Christ, let us say with Thomas today, regardless of the 
present circumstances which we may not understand 
and which may leave us in tears, that we too are ready 
to die with Jesus and therefore we will live today as 
those who are prepared to die.   Amen.   
 



 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
 
1. Read John 7:53-8:11 again.  What stands out to you 

from this story? 
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2. Some scholars doubt the authenticity of this passage 
because it’s not found in the earliest manuscripts of 
John’s Gospel.  Do you think that the way Jesus 
acts in this story is consistent with the way he acts 
in the rest of the Gospel accounts?  Why or why 
not? 

 
3. From what we see here, is Jesus soft on sin? 

 
4. What is it in us that makes us want to condemn the 

sin we see in others but miss the sin that exists in 
ourselves?   

 
5. Between the accusers and the woman in this story, 

who do you most personally relate to at this time in 
your life? 

 
6. Do you believe that Jesus has said or would say 

these words to you: “I do not condemn you.”  Do 
you believe him? 

 
7. Do you believe Jesus took your shame and guilt 

with him to the cross so that you do not have to 
bear it any longer? 

 
8. What is the message you hear from Christ in this 

teaching?  What is your response? 
 
 
 
 Table to Table: A question for kids and                              

adults to answer together. 
How do you think this woman felt when they dragged her before 

Jesus?  How do you think she felt when she left? 


