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This morning I want to transition from our Shock and Awe series and start
to focus on Easter. The events that lead up to the final week of Jesus life
are critically important to truly understanding the significance of Easter,
the celebration of the death and resurrection of Jesus. Let’s start with a
little perspective.
Throughout Jesus’ life, he used teaching and miracles to proclaim the
coming kingdom of God. Miracles were a primary tool he used to declare
his authority, particularly over sin and sickness. Jesus healed thousands
and thousands of people and used these miracles to clearly establish his
claim to be the long‐awaited Messiah. Now, at the end of his human life,
just prior to his crucifixion, Jesus is going to do something that will clearly
establish that he is not just a good teacher, not just a prophet, but God
incarnate. This is a fiercely debated subject in our culture. Understanding
that Jesus is God is essential to the central truth of the gospel. It is in the
resurrection of Lazarus that Jesus establishes and demonstrates his
authority over death… and in so doing, he also establishes his claim to
being God incarnate. There is no way to overstate the importance of this
truth. If Jesus is not God, if he is a good teacher, a wise and brilliant leader,
a model for all to follow, the ultimate prophet… if this is a description of
Jesus, then all our faith is in vain. It is worthless, hopeless and pointless. If
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Jesus is not God, he is powerless to help us with our most critical problem…
the problem of death.
Think about it. Mohammed did not claim to have power over death.
Buddha did not claim to have power over death. A million Hindu gods do
not claim to have power over death. Only Jesus makes the bold claim to
have the answer to the problem of sin and death. Jesus claims to have
authority over sin and death. That is the reason for Easter, and that is the
reason we have the story of the raising of Lazarus from the dead. In this
act, Jesus establishes his authority over death… just prior to his ultimate
act of sacrifice, which once and for all solved our problem with death.
Across the Jordan
Turn to John 11:1. Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the
village of Mary and her sister Martha. 2 It was Mary who anointed the Lord
with ointment and wiped his feet with her hair, whose brother Lazarus was
ill. 3 So the sisters sent to him, saying, “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” 4 But
when Jesus heard it he said, “This illness does not lead to death. It is for the
glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it.”
5 Now

Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. 6 So, when he 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 seeking to stone you,
and are you going there again?” 9 Jesus answered, “Are there not twelve
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hours in the day? If anyone walks in the day, he does not stumble, because
he sees the light of this world. 10 But if anyone walks in the night, he
stumbles, because the light is not in him.” 11 After saying these things, he
said to them, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I go to awaken
him.” 12 The disciples said to him, “Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will
recover.” 13 Now Jesus had spoken of his death, but they thought that he
meant taking rest in sleep. 14 Then Jesus told them plainly, “Lazarus has
died, 15 and for your sake I am glad that I was not there, so that you may
believe. But let us go to him.” 16 So Thomas, called the Twin, said to his
fellow disciples, “Let us also go, that we may die with him.”
The story begins over across the Jordan River, in the spot where John the
Baptist had been baptizing at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. We know
that from the last few verses of chapter 10. Jesus was ministering to the
people when a message comes. It says that a certain man was ill. It was
not just any man, but a certain man who lived in Bethany. It was Jesus'
dear friend Lazarus. It is the village of Mary and Martha… Note that it says
"village". John doesn't say these are Lazarus’ sisters, which can seem odd.
Why wouldn’t the writer just say that Lazarus was the brother of Mary and
Martha? There is a reason. There is always a reason in scripture. Nothing
is left to chance. John wants us to focus on the village. Why? It’s the
location. Jesus is not close to Bethany, he is across the Jordan. This is an
important part of the story. We will come back to that.
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Now look at verse 2. John does something interesting here. He explains
who Mary is by telling saying us that she is the one who anointed Jesus and
wiped his fee with her hair. However, we don’t even know this story yet, it
doesn’t show up until chapter 12. But, John assumes his readers already
know the story. Remember, he isn’t writing this in real time. John is
looking back and writing some fifty years later. Now, look carefully at
Jesus’ response to the news that his close friend was very sick, verse 4.
Jesus says, “This illness does not lead to death. It is for the glory of God, so
that the Son of God may be glorified through it.” Now, at the time, this
must have seemed like a very unusual response, maybe even weird. Look,
the sisters didn’t send a message to say that Lazarus had the flu and would
be better in a couple days. They sent for Jesus to come post‐haste; Lazarus
was dying. But Jesus seems to blow them off, even to disagree. That’s
what it seems, but that is not what he is doing. Jesus didn’t mean that
Lazarus wouldn’t die. What he meant is that the illness will not ultimately
lead to death. Jesus knew that he was going to use Lazarus’ death to
demonstrate his power, his authority over death. This is a huge claim, a
very controversial claim. Many say that Jesus is a good teacher, a good
man… but if his claim to have authority over death is not true, he is a liar
and a fraud. Only God has authority over death. Jesus is claiming to be
God. If he is not God, then he is an ego‐maniac at best, and a totally insane
lunatic at worst. It is quite a statement… Jesus says that he is the son of

4|P a g e

God and that Lazarus’ illness is intended to glorify him. What would you
think if you were there? How would you react?
Now read verses 5‐6. The story gets even more strange. Jesus loved
Martha, Mary and Lazarus so much that when he heard of the illness he
decided to stay two more days at the Jordan River. What??? I don’t know
about you, but if someone called me and said, “one of your children is
really sick, maybe dying and I need you,” I don’t think the most loving
response from me would be to say, “Fine, I will be there in a couple days.”
But that is exactly what Jesus did. And then, in verse 7, he says, “ok, let’s
go to Judea again.” The disciples weren’t too pleased. They clearly
weren’t too worried about Lazarus, but they were worried about their own
lives. “Jesus, have you already forgotten what happened last time we were
there?” They tried to kill you… they were thinking about killing us too.
Lazarus will be ok, you said so. Let’s stay right here.
Now, the discussion gets pretty funny. Scripture has a sense of humor. Try
to feel the give and take in this section. Look at verse 11. Jesus tells them,
“Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I go to awaken him.” This really confused
the disciples. Look at their response. “Lord, if he has fallen asleep he will
recover.” In other words, if he is sick and needs to rest… he certainly
doesn’t need us to come all the way to Bethany and put our lives at risk
just to wake him up. He can do that on his own. He has sisters to take care
of him. Why would we put our lives on the line to wake a sleeping man?
Are you nuts, Jesus? Have you lost your senses? Now, verse 14‐15.
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In these verses, Jesus does the equivalent of saying, “Ok, guys. Let me
speak very slowly, with small, simple words. Lazarus is dead.” That must
have been a shock, they thought Jesus meant he wouldn’t die when he said
the illness didn’t lead to death. It was a logical conclusion. And then Jesus
unloads an amazing statement. “For your sake, I am glad I wasn’t there, it
was so you will believe.” In fact, it was for their sake that he didn’t go
when the messenger arrived. He had waited two days, but not for Lazarus
to recover. He had waited for him to die and be buried. He waited so
there would be absolutely no misunderstanding that Lazarus was dead. It
was for their sake and ours that he waited. How is it for their sake?
Because he knew that after his death, as these same men were sent into
the world to proclaim the gospel of Christ, there could be no doubt in their
minds that the gospel is true. There could be no doubt that Jesus Christ is
God and has ultimate authority over all things, included sin and death.
Jesus wanted them to have absolute confidence that the facts of the story
were true. No misdiagnoses, no faking death, no sleight of hand. That is
the purpose of Lazarus’ illness, death and burial.
So, Jesus heads out for Bethany with his reluctant disciples in tow.
Thomas, who I just love, is obviously the master of sarcasm. At least that is
how I read verse 16. Jesus tells them that waiting was for their good, so
that they may believe. Then he says, “Let us go to him.” Thomas adds,
“OK, let’s all go too so we can die with him…” It’s sarcasm, not faith. I hear
Thomas saying, “hey, if he is going to be foolish and die in Bethany, I guess
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that is our fate too.” But they won’t die. What they will find in Bethany is
the absolute proof of Jesus’ claim to authority over death. So, Jesus heads
to Bethany to awaken his friend… not from sleep, but from death!
Jesus’ Arrival in Bethany
Now let’s turn to verses 17‐27. Jesus has arrived in Bethany to quite a
scene.

17 Now

when Jesus came, he found that Lazarus had already been in

the tomb four days. 18 Bethany was near Jerusalem, about two miles off,
19 and

many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them

concerning their brother. 20 So when Martha heard that Jesus was coming,
she went and met him, but Mary remained seated in the house. 21 Martha
said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.
22 But

even now I know that whatever you ask from God, God will give you.”

23 Jesus

said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 24 Martha said to him, “I

know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” 25 Jesus
said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me,
though he die, yet shall he live, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in me
shall never die. Do you believe this?” 27 She said to him, “Yes, Lord; I believe
that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who is coming into the world.”
Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days. This is important.
Rabbinic beliefs held that the soul of a dead person hovered over the body
for three days after death, intending to re‐enter it. After the third day, as
the body began to decompose, the rabbi’s taught that the spirit would
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forever depart, and death would then be irreversible.1 Evidently, they
believed that it was possible to reverse death up to that point. That is very
likely why Jesus waited until day four. Here is just one more crystal‐clear
example of how God was so careful in how he recorded scripture and the
truth of the gospel. If Jesus had left and gone to Bethany when the
message arrived, we would still be arguing over this story today. Critics
would claim that Lazarus was never dead. It was a misdiagnosis, he was
paralyzed by food poisoning, his spirit never really left his body, he was
going to recover and they simply over‐reacted. But no, God didn’t leave us
with that mess to fight through. Jesus waited. Lazarus was in the tomb for
four days. We will see later… he stunk. No controversy here, Lazarus was
dead. The mourners had gathered, the city was wearing black, Jews from
Jerusalem had come to pay their respects to the family.
Then, in verse 20, word comes to the house that Jesus is coming. Mary
stays. Martha goes. She says to Jesus, “If you had been here my brother
would not have died.” It isn’t a rebuke. It is a statement of faith, of belief.
Then she continues, “Even now I know that whatever you ask from God,
God will give you.” She has just lost her brother, yet her faith in Jesus is
strong. She doesn’t blame him for Lazarus’ death, she displays her faith by
stating that she believes whatever Jesus asks of the Father is what he will
do. In other words, she says to Jesus, “I understand that my brothers’
death was God’s will. I believe in you, I trust you.” Jesus responds in verse
23 by saying “your brother will rise again.” While Martha trusts Jesus, she
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doesn’t have that kind of faith. Have you ever felt that way? Lord I believe
you, I trust you… but I’m not sure I trust you to raise him from the dead!
So, Martha misunderstands. She thinks Jesus is trying to console her loss.
She responds by saying, “Yes, I know he will rise again in the final
resurrection on the last day.” Yep, I get it Jesus. I will see him again on
that day. But he is still dead, right? That hasn’t changed… or has it?
The Resurrection and the Life
It is Jesus next statement that forms the centerpiece of this passage. Here
is the gospel in two verses. Let’s walk through this very carefully. The
resurrection of Lazarus means nothing if you don’t understand these
verses, the resurrection of Jesus means nothing if you don’t understand
these verses.
Look at verses 25‐26.

25 Jesus

said to her, “I am the resurrection and the

life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, 26 and
everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?”
Martha believed in a general resurrection on the last day. It was common
teaching among the Jewish teachers. But Jesus wanted Martha to
understand something far more profound. He says, “Ego eimi.” I AM.
Have you ever heard it said by Bible skeptics that Jesus never claimed to be
God? Well, if this isn’t a direct claim to the authority of God, I don’t know
what is. Jesus uses a powerful statement, a heretical statement if it isn’t
true… to demonstrate his authority. “I am the resurrection.” This is no
abstract general belief in a coming general resurrection of the dead at the
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end of time. This is a claim. This is a statement of personal promise. Yes,
there is a resurrection and I am the one who will make it happen. Then,
Jesus strengthens the statement. “I am the life.” This resurrection is not a
soul hovering over the body after death for three days waiting for the body
to rot. Not at all. This resurrection means life, eternal life after your
physical body dies. In the resurrection, I am life. Yes, your body will die,
but whoever believes in me will live!! And everyone who lives, everyone
who believes in me shall never die!! Do you believe this, Martha? How
about you. Do you believe???
This is the answer to the most often asked question in the world. Every
people group, every culture, every language. I was listening to a radio
interview with the author of a novel. Evidently the storyline is about a
young woman who discovers powers within her, the power to give life back
to a person’s soul. The interviewer asked her how she came to this
storyline. She said, “I think about death a lot. That is why I write about it.”
Each one of us has well developed internal story about what happens
when a person dies. For some we reincarnate and get another shot at
being better or more enlightened, for others we simply cease to feel, cease
to exist. For some we live on as angry spirits that must be placated and
worshipped by surviving family members. No matter the story we devise,
death and its consequences are at the heart of all our phobias and fears.
Intuitively we know that what we don’t know can hurt us, maybe kill us.
Fear is rooted in our fallen nature. Insecurity flows from being imperfect,
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sinful people. There are many polls done that try to account for people’s
greatest fears. Spiders rank high, so does public speaking. Flying, driving,
the dark, enclosed spaces … they are all on the list. But at the heart of our
fears is the fear of what happens when we die.
That is why John 11:26 is so important. It answers the questions about
death without apology and with great clarity. Martha has lost her brother
to death. But Jesus is telling her that her loss is not loss at all, because
everyone who believes in him will never die, not for all eternity. Jesus has
authority over death. He gives life, he takes life, he sustains life. He is the
great I AM. He has authority over death and Lazarus will live, he will rise
again.
Now look at Martha’s response in verse 27. Yes, Lord; I believe that you
are the Christ, the Son of God, who is coming into the world. She
understands that Jesus is making the claim to be God. Jesus didn’t say that
he was the messiah. He said he was the resurrection and the life. But
Martha gets it, he can’t have authority over death if he isn’t God. If he is
God, then he is the long‐awaited messiah, the Christ. The Holy Spirit
opened her eyes to see the truth and she blurts out, you are the Christ! I
believe! You are the one the Jewish people have been waiting to see for
2000 years! You are God in the form of man, come to save us from the
horrible oppression of sin and death. I believe. I do.
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And because she believed, the promise of Jesus applied to her. She would
never, ever die. Never. The fear of death is defeated. The wait was well
worth it… wouldn’t you say?

Endnotes:
1

D. A. Carson, The Gospel according to John, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Leicester, England; Grand Rapids,
MI: Inter‐Varsity Press; W.B. Eerdmans, 1991), 411.

12 | P a g e

