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Lazarus dies: Jesus wept. 
John 11:1–37 and 19:16–42 
9am Walgett Good Friday 25 March 2016 
It’s the one thing we have no answer for. As clever and creative as we are, it still 
comes for us all. We boast of self-sufficiency and independence, but at the end of the 
day none of us can get through this one on our own. 

Every second in the world, 1.8 people die. This is the world death clock, I’m going to 
leave it ticking as a subtle reminder of the grief and pain death is causing somewhere 
in the world right now.1 For every person a family and community has just been 
devastated, for them life will never be the same. 

Some say it’s natural, it’s part of the circle of life; we all have our turn, embrace it. 
Others say when you die you go somewhere nice where there is no more pain. Yet 
others say ‘You die, you’re dead, that’s it. Nothing more.’ Maybe you’ve been to 
funerals where there is a hopeless agnosticism, ‘We don’t really know what happens 
on the other side. We can’t be sure.’ 
 

1. Lazarus dies (John 11:1–16) 
Our Bible readings show Jesus response to death. 

In chapter 11 verse one we meet Jesus’ friend Lazarus who was sick. Lazarus has two 
sisters – Mary and Martha – and they send word to Jesus: 

‘The one you love is sick.’ 
This is a plea for help. Death has knocked on Lazarus’ door. Can Jesus help in their 
hour of need? 
Jesus’ response is surprising. Maybe we’d expect him to drop everything and run to 
Lazarus immediately. Or after the miraculous signs we’ve see him do in John’s 
Gospel – turning water into wine, healing the sick boy from a distance by merely 
speaking, healing the paralytic man by the pool, taking five loaves and two small fish 
and feeding over five thousand people with it, walking on water, giving sight to the 
blind man – after all these spectacular signs, we might think Jesus doesn’t even need 
to go to Lazarus, he could save his life from a distance. 

But he does none of that. He stays where he is for two more days. 
After that, he says to his disciples ‘Let us go back to Judea.’ 

They think he’s crazy, last time he was in Judea the Jews tried to stone him to death. 
Verse 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. It is when a person walks 
at night that they stumble, for they have no light.” 
Now before you think ‘Jesus is complaining about Daylight Savings like we all do,’ 
he’s not. What he is saying is that he operates to a different time schedule. He does 
the will of God. He walks in the light of God in this dark dying world, he sees the 
battle with death that needs to happen, and now is the time to go to Judea. 
                                                
1 http://www.medindia.net/patients/calculators/world-death-clock.asp; 
http://www.eahdfoundation.org/world_live_clock.php 
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His disciples think if he goes to Judea, they’ll kill him. But, their friend needs help. 
Verse 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.” 

His disciples replied, “Lord, if he sleeps, he will get better.” Jesus had been speaking 
of his death, but his disciples thought he meant natural sleep. 

So then he told them plainly, “Lazarus is dead, and for your sake I am glad I was not 
there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him.” 

Don’t you just love Jesus’ disciples?! 
They never quite get what Jesus is on about. They think Lazarus is just having a sleep. 
Jesus is saying something far more radical. It’s a claim so momentous; they’ve missed 
it [hand over head]. 

Jesus says ‘He’s asleep and I am going to wake him up.’ He is using a euphemism for 
the horror of death. Like when we say ‘He’s kicked the bucket, gone to a better place, 
passed on.’ It is so tragic we find it hard to use the word ‘death.’ 
They don’t get it, so Jesus speaks plainly: Lazarus is dead. D.E.A.D. Dead. 

 
2. Jesus arrives at Bethany (John 11:17–37) 

We’re told in verse 17, Lazarus has been dead for four days. Jesus stayed away until 
this moment to make a point. 

[SLOW] If Jesus can do anything for a dead man now – four days later - it will be a 
miracle that raises serious questions for us all. It would mean we have to re-evaluate 
everything we know, even what we believe about death. 
Word reaches Martha (the sister of Lazarus) that Jesus has arrived. She went out to 
meet him. Verse 21: 
“Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 
But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.” 
There is a glimmer of hope in what she says. Maybe things can be changed. 

I take it that over the last four days she’s had people offer their condolence and 
sympathies. It’s so hard to know what to say to someone whose lost a loved one, what 
can you say?! 
She has probably heard similar to what we say today: ‘He’s out of his pain now. He’s 
gone to a better place… he’s watching us smiling…’ They’re nice sentiments, but 
none of it changes the pain and hurt that death brings, none of it really satisfies. 

I suspect Martha thinks Jesus is saying something similar. Verse 23: 
Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 

Martha answered, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” 
In their culture, there will be a day at the end of time when everyone is raised from 
the dead and judged by God’s Messiah – his promised Saviour. 
Perhaps Martha is saying ‘I know he will rise again on that day, but what about doing 
something now?’ ‘It hurts too much to wait for the last day. Do something now!’ 
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What Jesus says next surprises her. It’s nothing like anyone else has ever said. 
Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will 
live, even though they die; and whoever lives by believing in me will never die. Do 
you believe this?” 

The resurrection is standing right before her in the person Jesus. Resurrection is not 
some ethereal abstract idea, pie in the sky when you die. It’s a person standing right 
before Martha. Any resurrection that happens will only happen through Jesus. 
Jesus is moving Martha from thinking it’s something abstract in the future, to a 
personal trust in the one who provides it in the here and now. 
Notice it’s not about how good or bad you are, it’s not how religious or spiritual you 
are, it’s nothing to do with baptism or the Ten Commandments, it’s not if you drink or 
don’t drink. It’s your response to the person Jesus. 

Those who believe in him will live, even though they die. They will be resurrected to 
eternal life. All believers in life and death share in the resurrection and life that Jesus 
is. So Jesus is saying physical death is not the important thing – it’s not death in the 
fuller sense; it is merely a gateway to further life and fellowship with God. 

When Jesus asks Martha if she believes this, (verse 27): 
“Yes, Lord,” she replied, “I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, who is 
to come into the world.” 
This is the climax of the reading; this is what it means to be a believer. To believe 
Jesus is the Messiah – the saviour God promised to save the world from sin and death; 
the Son of God who has come into the world. 

But before we even get a chance to let that sink in, we’re told Martha leaves Jesus to 
tell her sister Mary that Jesus is here. 

Mary left the house, the Jews follow her. Verse 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.” 
When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also 
weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. 
Jesus is deeply moved by the grief and weeping of Mary and the Jews. The Greek 
word for ‘deeply moved’ is used elsewhere for a horse snorting its nostrils and 
bellowing as it prepares to charge into battle. This is Jesus preparing to take on death. 
Today we might say he’s ‘firing himself up’ to take on death. 
Jesus asks to be taken to the tomb where Lazarus was buried. And what’s possibly the 
shortest verse in the whole Bible, verse 35: 
Jesus wept. 

As he wept he identifies with all people whose loved ones have gone to the grave. The 
sadness, pain, numbness, the unnaturalness, the wrongness of death. 

As he wept, some of the Jews said: ‘See how he loved him!’ 
They recognized his love and compassion as a fellow human being. 

But some of them said, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept 
this man from dying?” 
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3. Jesus the sinless Son of God can defeat death (John 19:16–42) 
We’ll find out what happens to Lazarus on Sunday and see that Jesus does defeat, 
make sure you come back for the come back. 
What we’ve seen so far is that God doesn’t shrink away from death. It hurts him: 
Jesus (the son of God) wept. 
Sometimes the best thing we can do is weep with those who weep. 

But when you are God you can do more than that. God hates death; Jesus is deeply 
moved by death. Throughout this we get glimpses of God’s plan to end death. Jesus is 
firing himself up to take on death face-to-face. 
The only way death could be defeated was for him to die on the Cross, nailed to a 
cross - crucified. He absorbed the sting and curse of death for us, for all humanity. 
Only Jesus can conquer death for us because only Jesus can deal with the cause of 
death.  The cause of death is sin. Death is the just punishment we all receive for 
rebelling against God. The Bible says that’s all of us. We know that all of us sin, 
because all of us die. 
Yet Jesus never sinned, he always obeyed God his Father. He is the perfect Son of 
God. Yet today on Good Friday we remember that he died, even though he didn’t 
deserve to die, it certainly wasn’t for his sin. He never sinned. 

It was for our sin he died. He took our punishment for us. When he died on the Cross 
he battled sin, he took our sin for us and buried it in the grave. 

Only a sinless person could do that. If it had been me or you or any other sinner we 
would have been dying on the Cross because we deserved it for our sins. 

And so do you see why only Jesus can save us from death? 
Only a sinless person could save us from death. Only the Messiah, the Son of God. 

Our world lives under the shadow of death. The death clock keeps ticking. 
And so the question Jesus leaves each of with today is the question he asked Martha: 

‘Do you believe this?’ 
Do you believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, the perfect sinless saviour 
who can take your death for you? 
Do you believe he is the one person who takes us from death to further life and 
fellowship with God? 
Let me lead us in asking that God would help us. 

Heavenly Father, you have given us a sure and certain hope of eternal life in your Son 
Jesus. Fill us with hope in Jesus Christ your Son. Help us to believe. 

Thank you for his death on the Cross that was in place of our death. We are sorry for 
our sins, and thank you that he took the punishment we deserve. Please forgive us. 

Thank you for the new life he gives. Give us hope and joy in Jesus today. Amen.  


