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John 11:1-44

Probably the funniest thing that I’ve ever witnessed in church happened when Vicki and I were
raising our family in a small Alaskan village. The two churches in town (Catholic and Protestant)
got together for a joint Thanksgiving service. 

We met in an old log community hall next to the Yukon River in the old part of town. A mile-
long military runway separated the village from a small Air Force installation, where there were
two F4 airplanes. It was the closest fighter base to Russia and the F4's would scramble whenever
the Russians came close. The village and the base were very much separate but one year as we
were planning our Thanksgiving service we decided to invite the base chaplain and his little
congregation to join us. 

The Air Force chaplain didn't know anyone in the village and the informal service was way
outside his comfort zone. We started the service with some scripture readings and a prayer, and
then it was the chaplain's turn.  He had volunteered to sing a accapella solo and the song he chose
was the one you hear, Andre Crouch’s My Tribute from 1974. This is not easy to sing even if you
have an orchestra behind you. Well, the chaplain had just himself. 

It had quickly gotten stuffy in the hall so someone propped the door open and it so happened that
just as the chaplain got up to sing,  a sled dog puppy, perhaps six weeks old walked in. Nobody
thought much of it.  Many young sled dogs roamed the village until they were old enough to start
training. The puppy sat down just inside the door.

So the chaplain began his solo and the malamute puppy had never heard sounds quite like that
before. Curious, he walked about halfway down the aisle and sat down again cocking his head to
one side and lifting a floppy ear. People on the aisle noticed the puppy but he wasn't hurting
anything so nobody moved.

Now if you know Crouch's song, you know it builds to a climax in the chorus and a singer needs
quite a range to hit some of the. Unfortunately, the chaplain wasn't that gifted a singer. But the
puppy liked it.  He walked all the way to the front. He sat down right in front of the chaplain,
looking up at him. The chaplain did his best to ignore the dog and concentrate on his solo but
now everybody could see the puppy. 

People in the audience were glancing at each other and covering mouths to stifle smiles. You
could feel the tension – and it’s a 5 minute song. The chaplain was determined to finish. He
strained his neck and stood light on his heels as he came to the high point of the song, and the
puppy responded by doing what his breed has done for hundreds of years. He pointed his nose to
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the sky and let out a long beautiful howl. 

(I'm not making this up. This actually happened. You can ask my wife.) The chaplain kept
singing. The puppy kept howling. And everyone else was in stitches. 

Speaking of “high points,” we’ve been studying the gospel of John for several months now and
today we’re going to reach a crescendo. John the gospel writer intentionally wrote his account of
Jesus’ life so it would hit the high point in the story we’re going to look at this morning. 

In the first ten chapters the narrative builds around repeated “I am” statements of Jesus spoke. 
Each statement increases tension and also results in greater opposition from the Pharisees and
other Jewish leaders. 

1. The first “I Am” statement appears in John 6, where Jesus said, “I am the bread of
life.”

2. In chapter 8 he said, “I am the light of the world.” And to prove it he healed a blind
man’s eyes. That stirred up no small controversy.  Tension increasing. 

3. In John 10 Jesus said, “I am the door of the sheepfold. I keep the thieves and
robbers out. Later in the same chapter he said,

4. “I am the good shepherd who gives his life for his sheep!” He followed this by saying
he was one with God the Father.  By then the Pharisees were howling. They tried to arrest
Jesus. Here’s John 10:39.

John 10:39 They tried to seize him, but he escaped their grasp.  40 Then Jesus went
back across the Jordan to the place where John had been baptizing in the early
days. 

Jesus retreated to this area on the east side of the Jordan River. Together with his disciples, Jesus
traveled around for several months preaching and doing miracles as he had in Judea and Galilee
previously. The middle of verse 40 says

John 10:40b There he stayed,  41 and many people came to him. They said,
"Though John (the Baptist) never performed a sign, all that John said about this
man was true."  42 And in that place (in this area) many believed in Jesus.

By leaving Judea, Jesus not only avoided arrest, but he got to share the good news with many
more people. He stayed there until one day he got word that his good friend Lazarus, who lived
just outside of Jerusalem, had died. Jesus doesn’t tell anyone exactly why but he decides to return
to Judea. The decision to this area is very risky. But Jesus wants to make one more “I am”
statement. As the formerly dead man walks out his grave Jesus announces to everyone watching, 

5. I am the resurrection and the life (John 11). The puppy howls – and keeps on howling
– and the Pharisees go apoplectic. 
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That’s the big picture. Now let’s go back and see how it happens. Open your Bibles to John
chapter 11 if you don’t have them open already. Keep in mind that at the beginning of chapter 11,
Jesus and his disciples are 2-3 days walking distance from Jerusalem. Chapter 11, verse 1.

John 11:1 Now a man named Lazarus was sick. He was from Bethany, the village of
Mary and her sister Martha. 2 (This Mary, whose brother Lazarus now lay sick,
was the same one who poured perfume on the Lord and wiped his feet with her
hair.)

It’s interesting that John references a story he hasn’t even told yet. Clearly, he assumes that his
readers have heard Matthew, Mark’s and Luke’s accounts already.

In these first two verses we meet three members of this family. Mary, the one who loved to sit at
Jesus’ feet listening to him teach, Martha, also a follower of Jesus but she was also concerned
about hospitality, and Lazarus, who was the two sisters’ brother.  

Their home is a little less than two miles outside of Jerusalem. Bethany was a favorite stopover
for Jesus. When he was with this family he could slip off his sandals and just relax. The home
must have been large because Jesus’ disciples often stayed there too. And it seems that they were
well-to-do. The perfume that Mary poured on Jesus feet was not cheap. 

I like the fact that Jesus didn’t hesitate to associate with a wealthy family or to enjoy the benefits
of their prosperity. We always knew Jesus was comfortable with poor people but choosing to
befriend and stay with Lazarus and his sisters says that it does not matter to Jesus how much
money someone has. God looks at the heart. 

That’s what David said to his son, Solomon in 1 Chronicles 28. 

1 Chronicles 28:9 “And you, my son Solomon, acknowledge the God of your father,
and serve him with wholehearted devotion and with a willing mind, for the LORD
searches every heart and understands every desire and every thought.”

What you make or what you own does not matter at all. I took a wealthy friend hunting years ago
and I’ll never forget something he said one evening by the campfire. He said, “Barry, the only
difference between you and me is zeros, and every zero represents exponentially more
problems.” 

He was so right. More zeros do not mean better off. That’s why the writer of Hebrews says,

Hebrews 13:5 Keep your lives free from the love of money (it’s not money but the love
of money that is a root of all kinds of evil!) Keep your lives free from the love of
money, and be content with what you have; (and here’s why) because God has said,
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“Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” God’s presence is much more
valuable than money. 

So, back in John 11, Jesus was about 3 day’s travel northeast when Mary and Martha sent word
that their brother was gravely ill. Without antibiotics and other medications, illnesses in ancient
times could take one’s life at any age. John 11:3

John 11:3 So the sisters sent word to Jesus, "Lord, the one you love (the Greek word
is phileo – a friendship kind of love) Your good friend is sick."

But Jesus did not immediately take off for Bethany. V.4. 

John 11:4 When he heard this, Jesus said, "This sickness will not end in death.
(Death will not get the last word in this story.) No, it is for God's glory so that God's
Son may be glorified through it."  5 Now Jesus loved (this Greek word is agape, the
deepest kind of love) Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus.  

They assumed Jesus would come quickly, but verse 6 says

6 So when he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was two more days,  7 and
then he said to his disciples, "Let us go back to Judea."

So what was going on? Was Jesus cold-hearted? Did he not recognize the urgency of the sisters’
message? Did he not care? 

What was going on is exactly what happens with you and me. An unexpected and unwelcome crisis
invades our lives. 
• A loved one gets a scary diagnosis.
• You lose a position you thought you’d have to retirement.  
• You’re falsely accused
• You take a risk, believing God is leading you ... only to realize you’re alone
• You’re dealing with the breakup of a friendship or marriage
• Your adult child has cut off communication

When you’ve lost hope and your dreams have been shattered you cry out to God for help ....crickets. 

From everything you can see it looks like God doesn’t care. You don’t get a clear answer, your
circumstances don’t change and you wonder...  Where is the One who said I will never leave you, I will
never forget you? It’s hard to defend the goodness of God in that situation but the lesson from John 11
will be this:

# When God delays it’s out of love ... and for his glory. 

That’s what it says. First Jesus says, “Don’t worry, disciples, death is not going to win this one.” Then he
says it’s for God’s glory that he will act and out of love for his friends.
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Mary and Martha and Lazarus are about to get starring roles in feeling Christ’s love – and glorifying
God. They just don’t know it. And neither do we many times. When we submit to the love of God and the
will of God, that’s when we grow in faith. 

Jesus waited. For two days Jesus delayed – two LONG days for Mary and Martha. How many times did
they open the door and look down the way to see if Jesus was coming. Is that Jesus? No, it’s somebody
else. And every time they went to Lazarus bedside he was weaker. When Jesus mentioned the idea of
going back to Judea, his disciples reminded him of why they left. Verse 8

John 11:8 “But Rabbi,” they said, “a short while ago the Jews there tried to stone you, and
yet you are going back?”  9 Jesus answered, “Are there not twelve hours of daylight?
Anyone who walks in the daytime will not stumble, for they see by this world's light.  10 It
is when a person walks at night that they stumble, for they have no light.”  11 After he had
said this, he went on to tell them, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep; but I am going
there to wake him up."

John 11:12 His disciples replied, “Lord, if he sleeps, he will get better.”  13 Jesus had been
speaking of his death, but his disciples thought he meant natural sleep.  14 So then he told
them plainly, “Lazarus is dead,  15 and for your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you
may believe. But let us go to him.”  16 Then Thomas (also known as Didymus) said to the
rest of the disciples, “Let us also go, that we may die with him.”

You have to give the Thomas credit for being willing to die with Jesus, even if he did tend to look on the
gloomy side. “Let’s go men. We’re all going to die.” I doubt Thomas was the only disciple thinking this.
He’s just the only one to say it out loud. 

Of course by this time Lazarus was dead. His sisters and friends had wrapped his body in strips of cloth,
tucking burial spices in between the layers. They buried people right away in those days. 

Four days later Jesus arrived. The fourth day was significant because that was the biggest day for
mourning rituals. The rabbis taught that a spirit lingers near the body for three days but then it leaves.
There’s no hope after day three. Somebody told Martha, in verse 20, that Jesus was close to town. 

John 11:20 When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went out to meet him, but
Mary stayed at home.  21 “Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, (the words just tumbled out) “if you
had been here, my brother would not have died.”

How may times had she and Mary said that to each other in the last four days? But then Martha caught
herself, 

verse 22 “But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.”

Know what jumps out at me? Jesus doesn’t rebuke Martha for saying what she thinks. Yes, we have to
respect God when we talk to him. But it’s okay to be honest. It’s no surprise to God that you’re feeling
loss. Where do we get the idea that good Christians can’t tell God what they’re feeling? 

Instead of rebuking Martha, 
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John 11:23 Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.”  24 Martha answered, “I know
he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” (I know about the final resurrection but
that doesn’t help how I feel today.)  25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life.
The one who believes in me will live, even though they die;  26 and whoever lives by
believing in me will never die. (Interesting concept – as a follower of Christ you possess eternal
life right now. Your heart may stop some day but you don’t die.) Martha, do you believe this?”

 
Martha then makes a confession every bit as good as Peter’s when Jesus asked the disciples who they
thought he was. Even in the depths of grief Martha knew God was doing something. She says, 

John 11:27 "Yes, Lord," she replied, "I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God,
who is to come into the world."

Martha sent for her sister, who got up quickly to go meet Jesus. Verse 30

John 11:30 Now Jesus had not yet entered the village, but was still at the place where
Martha had met him.  31 When the Jews who had been with Mary in the house, comforting
her, noticed how quickly she got up and went out, they followed her, supposing she was
going to the tomb to mourn there.  32 When Mary reached the place where Jesus was and
saw him, she fell at his feet and said, "Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not
have died."

Same statement as her sister. “Lord if you’d have just been here!”

John 11:33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also
weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit 

The Greek word is used in classical Greek literature of a horse snorting. “Deeply moved” is an
involuntary gasp. It’s anger at what death does. 

Verse 34 "Where have you laid him?" he asked. "Come and see, Lord," they replied.  

Verse 35 is the shortest verse – and one of the best – in the Bible. The Lord who loved this family – and
out of love delayed his visit so God could be glorified - the Lord cries. He knows how it hurts. 

Verse 35 Jesus wept. 

This was not like the wail of the professional mourners families hired. Even poor families hired at least
one woman to wail. These are real tears running down Jesus’ cheeks.

Jesus is not stoic. He’s not hardened to grief. Think about how many people Jesus had watched die since
the Garden of Eden? He is above all things but he is not aloof – and neither is God the Father.  Hebrews
1:3 says Jesus is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature. God the Father feels
with the humans he created. 

Jesus went with Martha (a whole crowd had joined by then) to Lazarus’ tomb. Jesus asked them to move
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the stone away from the entrance, but Martha objected. “Lord,” she said, “You don't understand. It’s been
four days. It’s not going to smell nice in there.” verse 40.

John 11:40 Then Jesus said, “Did I not tell you that if you believe, you will see the glory of
God?”

This is why we trust when we’re in a fog. We believe that God is in control. We believe God will glorify
himself.  Verse 41  

  John 11:41 So they took away the stone. Then Jesus looked up and said, "Father, I thank
you that you have heard me.  42 I knew that you always hear me, but I said this for the
benefit of the people standing here, that they may believe that you sent me."  43 When he
had said this, Jesus called in a loud voice, "Lazarus, come out!"

Imagine all eyes staring into the black hole while an eerie chill ran up their spines. Someone gasped,
‘Look! Look there!' pointing toward something moving in the dark. And then.... a mummy-like figure
shuffled toward the daylight! Lazarus was alive! 

Jesus told the sisters to unwrap the strips of grave cloths – and Lazarus smiled, alive and healthy. Can
you imagine the party in Lazarus' home that night? Although no one knows at the time, Lazarus’
resurrection is symbolic of Christ’s own resurrection, which will take place in just a couple months. 

I want to end with a passage I often at the bedside of someone who is dying. It’s from Revelation 21,
where the same John who wrote the gospel describes what eternity will be like for believers.  

Revelation 21:1 Then I saw "a new heaven and a new earth," for the first heaven and the
first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea.  2 I saw the Holy City, the
new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully
dressed for her husband.  3 And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Look! God's
dwelling place is now among the people, and he will dwell with them. They will be his
people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.  4 'He will wipe every tear
from their eyes. There will be no more death' or mourning or crying or pain, for the old
order of things has passed away."  5 He who was seated on the throne said, "I am making
everything new!"

Death still hurts but this gives a lot of hope. Death loses. Resurrection wins. 
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