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“When His Ways Don’t Make Sense” 

John 11:1-46 

 

Have you ever experienced a time when the way God was working in your life just didn’t 

make sense? 

You know what I’m talking about—if you could be in charge of things, they’d be a lot 

different! Whatever difficulties you might be facing would simply disappear, and everything 

would go according to the way you thought it should. Right? 

 

A friend in need 

This story from John 11 is familiar to us, but let’s look at it together a little more closely for a 

few minutes. 

John tells us that a man named Lazarus was sick (11:1), and he goes to great trouble to 

identify this man as being from Bethany, the same village that Mary and her sister Martha were 

from. This Mary was the one John would tell us about in chapter 12, how she anointed Jesus’ 

feet with a costly perfume and wiped His feet with her own hair. This Lazarus was not only from 

the same village; he was in fact Mary and Martha’s brother. 

So Mary and Martha sent word to Jesus that Lazarus was sick (11:1-3). At this point, Jesus 

had left Jerusalem and crossed to the other side of the Jordan River to the area where John the 

Baptist had baptized (10:40-42). This was about 20 miles or so from Jerusalem. During His most 

recent visit to Jerusalem, some of the Jews had come close to trying to stone Him. Apparently He 

had let some of His followers in the area know where He would be, and included Mary, Martha, 

and Lazarus in that number. 

It’s interesting the way the sisters phrased their message to Jesus. They didn’t simply say, 

“Lazarus is sick.” Instead, they said, “Lord, behold, he whom You love is sick” (11:3).
1
 

In the Greek language, there are several different words that can be translated as “love.” Two 

of these are used in the New Testament.  

One is agapao in the verb form (agape in its noun form). It speaks of the kind of sacrificial 

unfailing good will that is based on the character of the one who is doing the loving—the kind of 

love with which God loves us. It is love that acts in the best interest of the one being loved. 

The other word is phileo (the verb form). It means a love that is affection, the kind of love 

one has for a dear family member or friend. And that’s the word John uses here. 

So Lazarus’ sisters recognized that Lazarus was not only Jesus’ follower, but His treasured 

friend as well. 
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And that’s part of what makes Jesus’ response to the news seem strange. He told His 

disciples that Lazarus’ sickness would not end in death, but that it was “for the glory of God, so 

that the Son of God may be glorified by it” (11:4). Even though Jesus deeply loved Martha and 

Mary and Lazarus (agapao), He stayed where He was for two more days (11:4-6). In fact, the 

way the Greek puts it implies that it was because He loved them that He stayed two more days. 

That just didn’t make sense! 

Finally, after the two days, Jesus told His disciples that they were going back to Judea. They 

reminded Him that it hadn’t been that long since some of the Jews had tried to stone Him. It 

didn’t make sense to go back there at this point! Jesus reminded them of what He had taught 

them in chapters 8 and 9 about walking in the light and so not stumbling. And then He told them, 

“Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep; but I go, so that I may awaken him out of sleep” (11:11). 

Like so many others in the Gospel according to John, the disciples didn’t understand what 

Jesus was saying. They said, “Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will recover” (11:12), thinking 

Jesus was talking about literal sleep. 

So Jesus told them very plainly, “Lazarus is dead . . .” (11:15). And then when Jesus started 

to leave, Thomas—we usually call him “Doubting Thomas,” but here he is “Loyal Thomas”—

Thomas said to the others, “Let us also go, so that we may die with Him” (11:16). 

But the way Jesus was handling things just didn’t make sense to them. 

 

At Bethany 

 When Jesus got to Bethany, Lazarus had already been dead and buried for four days (the 

Jews buried their dead the same day they died). So he had apparently died the day Jesus got the 

message or the next day, assuming travel time and Jesus’ purposeful delay. Whatever the case, 

being dead four days meant he was really dead. 

 Bethany was only a couple of miles from Jerusalem, so many of the Jews had come to 

comfort Mary and Martha in their grief. Some of them were no doubt friends and family; some 

may even have been paid professional mourners
2
—people whose job it was to help families 

express their grief when loved ones died.  

Somebody told Martha that Jesus was coming, so she went out to meet Him. But Mary stayed 

in the house.  

When Martha saw Jesus, she said to Him, “Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not 

have died. Even now I know that whatever You ask of God, God will give You” (11:21-22). 

Jesus told her, “Your brother will rise again.” 

Martha responded, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” 

And then Jesus declared, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in Me will live 

even if he dies, and everyone who lives and believes in Me will never die. Do you believe this?” 

(11:25-26). 

To which Martha replied, “Yes, Lord, I have believed that you are the Christ, the Son of God, 

even He who comes into the world” (11:27). 

She was confident of the resurrection at the last day; Jesus told her that He is Himself the 

resurrection and the life! 

Martha then went and told Mary, “The Teacher is here and is calling for you” (11:28). Mary 

went to Him immediately, and met Him outside the village, where Martha had talked with Him. 

The people sitting with her thought she was going back to the tomb again, so they followed her. 

When Mary got to Jesus, she fell at His feet and told Him the same thing as Martha: “Lord, if 

You had been here, my brother would not have died” (11:32). Jesus was deeply moved by her 
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grief. He asked where they had laid Lazarus, and they led Him to the tomb. On the way, Jesus 

wept. Some of the Jews said, “See how He loved him!” But others said, “Could not this man, 

who opened the eyes of the blind man, have kept this man also from dying?” (11:36-37). It just 

didn’t make sense! 

Jesus was still deeply moved when He came to the tomb. It was simply a cave with a stone 

rolled over the door. He told them to remove the stone, and Martha objected, “Lord, by this time 

there will be a stench, for he has been dead four days” (11:39). What He was asking just didn’t 

make sense! But Jesus answered her objection, and the stone was moved. Then Jesus prayed: 

 
“Father, I thank You that You have heard Me. I knew that You always 
hear Me, but because of the people standing around I said it, so that 
they may believe that You sent Me.” 

  

Then Jesus called out in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come forth” (11:43). And Lazarus came out, 

bound hand and foot in the grave clothes, with a cloth around his face. Jesus told them to 

“unbind him, and let him go” (11:44). Needless to say, many of those who were there put their 

faith in Jesus that day. But at the same time, some went and told the Pharisees about it. What led 

to faith in some only made others reject Him all the more. 

 

The way Jesus responded to Lazarus’ sickness and death didn’t make sense to anyone 

involved. But it didn’t matter now, because God was accomplishing His purpose and was being 

glorified. 

 

When his ways don’t make sense to us 

Often in our lives we experience trials and difficulties that just don’t make sense—sickness, 

tragedy, the untimely death of a loved one, financial setbacks, strained or broken relationships, or 

other crises. 

What makes it even more difficult is that sometimes when we ask God for help, He doesn’t 

seem to send it. He delays in answering, or He doesn’t answer in the way that we in our great 

wisdom think He should. We get frustrated or disappointed.  We say, “Lord, if You had been 

here, if You’d done what I asked, all this wouldn’t have happened, or it wouldn’t be happening . 

. .” 

His ways just sometimes don’t make sense to us! 

But I want to tell you this morning that just as it was with Lazarus’ situation, so it is with 

us—though Jesus’ ways often don’t make sense to us, He always knows exactly what He’s doing!  

For you see, in the end, God will accomplish His plan and purpose. He will bring genuine 

good out of our situation. Though He may not do what we ask or do it in the way we ask or when 

we ask, He provides what we need and what furthers His purposes. And He does it in a way that 

demonstrates His grace and His power. After all, the overall assurance of victory is that He 

Himself is the resurrection and the life! 

Paul talked a lot about this very thing in his letter we know as 2 Corinthians. In 1:8-11 of that 

letter, he reminded the Corinthians that he and his associates had been through such awful 

affliction in the province of Asia (in the western part of what we know today as Turkey). He said 

that they were such unbearable pressure that they “despaired even of life.” But listen to what he 

said next: “. . . indeed, we had the sentence of death within ourselves so that we would not trust 

in ourselves, but in God who raises the dead.” Indeed, Jesus knows exactly what He’s doing as 
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He leads us through difficult times! 

 

The tapestry of God’s purpose 

 Think of it like this.  

Have you ever looked at the backside of a beautiful tapestry? It’s often difficult to make out 

what’s on the front when you’re looking at it from the back. 

 And if you could watch that tapestry being woven from the backside, it would be even harder 

to make sense of it. But the expert weaver knows exactly what he or she is doing. And so does 

God. 

 In his book Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis says: 

 

God is outside and above the Time-line. In that case, what we call 

“tomorrow” is visible to Him in just the same way as what we call 

“today.” All the days are “Now” for Him.
3
 

 

In other words, as God weaves the tapestry of His purpose in our lives and our life together, 

though we see it little by little as He weaves—and that from the backside—He sees it both in 

process and as a whole, all at once, and from the front! He knows what He’s doing! And He 

takes all the bright colors of our joys and successes and weaves them with the dark hues of our 

sufferings, griefs, and failures to form a thing of beauty. 

Let me tell you about my pastor friend Grover and his family. Fifteen or more years ago now, 

in less than a year, Grover’s son was in a car accident that killed his son’s friend and left his son 

disabled, his wife was diagnosed with and treated for cancer, and his wife’s mother died from the 

same type of cancer. Yet they saw God working in their lives and the life of their church in ways 

that would have never happened apart from these events. Despite difficult days and occasional 

pity-parties, they have been a living testimony that though Jesus’ ways often don’t make sense to 

us, He knows exactly what He’s doing. 

 

But you know, when you think about it, there’s another thing God has done that really 

doesn’t make sense—while we were still sinners, Christ died for us!  
MEG 
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