
SESSION 11 – Unbound from the Tomb – Lazarus John 11:1-57 

 

“No words can tell of the loneliness and despair I found in that bitter morass of self-pity.  

Quicksand stretched around me in all directions.  I had met my match.  Alcohol was my master.” 

Bill Wilson, co-founder of Alcoholics Anonymous 

 

The name Lazarus itself has some interesting issues – The Parable in Luke 16:19-31 is the only 

parable in all of the Gospels where a Character has a name – So it is likely that we are dealing with 

a name from the historical Jesus and folks remembering this name and using it in their narratives 

 

Verse 11:11 uses the verb “koimaomai” – Literal meaning of sleep – Euphemism for death 

 

Verse 11:12 uses the Greek term sothesetai “sozo” SAVE/DELIVER - healed 

 

Interesting that this is the Bethany that Jesus stayed prior to his passion narrative – any parallels 

here☺ 

 

Translation issue at 11:16 Thomas/Didomys – NIV retains Greek word for “twin” (called 

Didomys) “Twin” twin is the Semitic meaning of the name Thomas which gave rise in gnostic 

circles that Thomas was Jesus’ twin 

 

We get the 5th I AM statement in verse 25 – I Am the Resurrection and the Life 

 

This is the pivotal chapter in the Gospel of John – 10 chapters before it and 10 chapters after it! 

 

Common among scholarship to Chapter 11 is the end of Jesus ministry of signs and Chapter 12 

the concluding words of Jesus public ministry and Chapter 13 the start of “His Hour” 

 

It is important to remember this broader context when reading this text – Jesus anointing at Bethany 

in chapter 12 occurs as a response to the death decision which had come before it in chapter 11 

 

It is pivotal for theological reasons and for narrative reasons 

 

Theologically we come face to face with Jesus’ life-giving-power in the world 

 

Up to this point we have seen Jesus ability to bring healing and perform signs but now the life-

giving power is at its most dramatic and transformative –  

 

We are told that Lazarus is in dire straits - 3 times (vs. 1, 3, and 6) and when Jesus finally arrives 

four days later – OOPS – Lazarus is dead – No playing around here the implication is clear – Dead, 

Dead, Dead… 

 

Especially given the four-day period – really dead, dead, dead - because four days exceeded the 

local lore of the time that the soul would hang around the body 

 



Jesus late arrival then allows him to declare a theological truth - I am the resurrection and the life. 

(v. 25) 

 

Narratively – First in a variety of ways it foreshadows the Death of Jesus himself (the clothes, the 

tomb, the stone rolled away, a dead man comes out, etc.) 

 

Secondly - Interestingly enough in a paradox of sorts, it is precisely this life-giving-power which 

leads to his death sentence at the end of the narrative of this chapter (v. 53) 

 

The death sentence that was given to Jesus happens because he turned over the tables in the temple 

in the Synoptics (Matthew/Mark/Luke) – This is a different here in the Gospel 

 

For Personal Spiritual Growth 

Gregg Knepp tells a few stories about the rough and tumble life on the streets of a few of the 

families that he had relationship with, some of the families had a passing relationship with the 

church and some of its programs, so he knew them and they would call on him for pastoral care 

when there was a shooting etc. - He then recounts about a local funeral director that told him that 

it was not unusual for 12 to 13 years old boys to stop by his place of business on the way home 

from school and ask to view the caskets for sale.  He reflected that these boys looked over caskets 

the way other boys might go to a used car dealership and look over the type of car they would like 

to buy.  

 

To me the above story definitely points out a community without hope when the youngsters are 

participating in the exercise of looking over what casket they might like to be buried in!! 

 

I knew a kid in Gilliam Detention Center in the five points area of Denver, Colorado when I worked 

there that had been shot in the head 3 times and had survived all of them intact – This gave him 

some notoriety among the local street gangs but also had the bad effect of making this kid feel like 

he was invincible. Which, unfortunately eventually cost him his life. 

 

What are the things that bind us or unbind us?  Our social environments? Our personal choices? 

Our lack of hope or not?  Or a combination of all these or more? 

 

How do Jesus’ words “Unbind him and let him go” and “I am the resurrection and the life” connect 

with the reality of people who live on the margins of our society?  Spend some time volunteering 

at the Community for Christ assistance Center in Camp Point and you will meet some of those 

folks.  Transformation and unbinding of people certainly can be evident with many of the clients 

who venture into the CFCAC, but it is not always the case.   

 

Gregg Knepp reminds us - In this resurrection story, Lazarus is healed to new life now, not 

in a futuristic life-after-death sort of way.  The healing that Jesus brings is to his (Lazarus’) 

earthly life.  Too often Christians think of the words, “I am the resurrection and the life” as 

a promise for some type of life with God after death.  But the raising of Lazarus restored his 

life and his relationships on earth, in the present. (Lazarus eventually died of something) 

 

What does it mean to have our nearly dead lives restored by Jesus here and now? 



How can a more significant relationship with Jesus renew and transform our lives and the life of 

our congregations? 

 

There is a paradox here - For new life to occur this text seems to suggest that death must happen 

first! What needs to die in your life today to make room for the life-giving power of Jesus?  It is 

often said that you cannot have Easter without Good Friday. 

 

Also, as an aside, this life-giving power can also lead to a death sentence as it did with Jesus after 

this show of life-giving-power - Weird huh 

 

Make a comprehensive list of all the congregational ministries in the context that you know best 

(those performed by paid staff as well as those performed by volunteers).  Use this list to identify 

ways the congregation provides New Life to people in the community: Spiritually, Physically, and 

Emotionally. 
 


