
The raising of Lazarus 

 
John 11 
11 Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the 
village of Mary and her sister Martha. 2 Mary was the 
one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his 
feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill. 3 So the 
sisters sent a message to Jesus,[a] ‘Lord, he whom you 
love is ill.’ 4 But when Jesus heard it, he said, ‘This illness 
does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so 
that the Son of God may be glorified through 
it.’ 5 Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her 
sister and Lazarus, 6 after having heard that 
Lazarus[b] 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 trying to stone you, and are you 
going there again?’ 9 Jesus answered, ‘Are there not 
twelve hours of daylight? Those who walk during the 
day do not stumble, because they see the light of this 
world. 10 But those who walk at night stumble, because 
the light is not in them.’ 11 After saying this, he told 
them, ‘Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am 
going there to awaken him.’ 12 The disciples said to him, 
‘Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will be all 
right.’ 13 Jesus, however, had been speaking about his 
death, but they thought that he was referring merely 
to sleep. 14 Then Jesus told them plainly, ‘Lazarus is 
dead. 15 For your sake I am glad I was not there, so that 
you may believe. But let us go to him.’ 16 Thomas, who 
was called the Twin,[c] said to his fellow-disciples, ‘Let 
us also go, that we may die with him.’ 

17 When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus [d] had 
already been in the tomb for four days. 18 Now Bethany 
was near Jerusalem, some two miles[e] away, 19 and 
many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to 
console them about their brother. 20 When Martha 
heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, 
while Mary stayed at home. 21 Martha said to Jesus, 

‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have 
died. 22 But even now I know that God will give you 
whatever you ask of him.’ 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.[f] Those who believe in me, even though they die, 
will live, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in me 
will never die. Do you believe this?’ 27 She said to him, 
‘Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, [g] the Son 
of God, the one coming into the world.’ 

28 When she had said this, she went back and called her 
sister Mary, and told her privately, ‘The Teacher is here 
and is calling for you.’ 29 And when she heard it, she got 
up quickly and went to him. 30 Now Jesus had not yet 
come to the village, but was still at the place where 
Martha had met him. 31 The Jews who were with her in 
the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly and 
go out. They followed her because they thought that 
she was going to the tomb to weep there. 32 When 
Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at 
his feet and said to him, ‘Lord, if you had been here, my 
brother would not have died.’ 33 When Jesus saw her 
weeping, and the Jews who came with her also 
weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply 
moved. 34 He said, ‘Where have you laid him?’ They 
said to him, ‘Lord, come and see.’ 35 Jesus began to 
weep. 36 So the Jews said, ‘See how he loved 
him!’ 37 But some of them said, ‘Could not he who 
opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man 
from dying?’ 

38 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the 
tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying against 
it. 39 Jesus said, ‘Take away the stone.’ Martha, the 
sister of the dead man, said to him, ‘Lord, already there 
is a stench because he has been dead for four 
days.’ 40 Jesus said to her, ‘Did I not tell you that if you 
believed, you would see the glory of God?’  41 So they 
took away the stone. And Jesus looked upwards and 
said, ‘Father, I thank you for having heard me. 42 I knew 
that you always hear me, but I have said this for the 
sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may 
believe that you sent me.’ 43 When he had said this, he 
cried with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’ 44 The dead 
man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of 
cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to 
them, ‘Unbind him, and let him go.’ 

Death and resurrection 

This story, the raising of Lazarus, told only in Johns 

Gospel is here to prepare us for what is to come. We 

read it now in Lent, as it is placed in the gospel, 

 as a preparation for Easter. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+11&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-26516a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+11&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-26519b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+11&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-26529c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+11&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-26530d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+11&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-26531e
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+11&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-26538f
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+11&version=NRSVA#fen-NRSVA-26540g


This is not the only story about Jesus raising someone 

from the dead but it is the most dramatic. Jesus says 

himself that he understands it to be an action that will 

help people to believe….. 

…… to believe that … in the words of Jesus in Johns 

Gospel…. That He and the Father are ONE. 

There are many beautiful things about this story, 

especially Jesus very real love for Martha and Mary and 

Lazarus, Jesus tears, that we refer to in the Anglican 

funeral service, which gives us a deep insight into his 

humanity and his compassion. 

 

There are also so many questions that this story raises. 

Why was such a momentous event not mentioned in 

the other gospels? How come it didn’t really work, in 

that the disciples don’t really seem to be waiting for 

Jesus resurrection even though they know it is 

possible? What happens to Lazarus now, is he 

immortal? Did Lazarus want to come back? 

This last question is something very interesting for us 

today. 

In Jesus time the Jewish belief about death was that 

when you died your body ‘lay in the dust’. This is a 

waiting place, not in any way the heaven that we would 

describe. In the last days, these waiting bodies would 

be resurrected and life breathed into them. 

So Jesus asks Martha if she is a believer in the 

resurrection and she says yes she is… ‘in the last days 

my brother will rise again’. 

We have to see all of the biblical teaching on the 

afterlife in this context because this is the foundational 

belief into which Jesus is speaking. When Lazarus is 

raised Jesus calls his waiting body back to life, his body 

is revivified… Jesus has the power to bring life, the soul, 

the spirit back to the body. 

…………………………………………………………………… 

Between the writing of Johns Gospel and now many 

things have changed for us,. Our understanding of the 

human body has changed. Mary Shelly has given us 

images of electricity and storms as with a flash of 

lightning Dr Frankenstein’s creation ‘Lives’. 

 

 Today people are having their bodies cryogenically 

frozen waiting for science to catch up with fiction…. For 

a time when the secret of life itself will be revealed and 

they can be resurrected. 

This scientific revivification may have behind it a belief 

that we have no soul, or it could be that as in Jesus time 

the souls and the body sleep together… in waiting.  

BUT 

For most people, religious or not, resurrection is not 

the core belief today. As I talk to people who are 

preparing funerals for loved ones they speak of 

Heaven, and of a place for the souls that is beautiful 

and safe and where they will join them when they die. 

The common Christian understanding is that the life 

after death that Jesus promises is ‘in our Fathers 

House’ …..as he said in his words on the cross ‘today 

you will be with me in paradise’. We believe that 

heaven is our final resting place, this is a beautiful 

place, a place of freedom and love enfolded in Gods 

arms forever. 

There are some gospel illusions to this belief in heaven 

but you can see how different this belief is to one of 

resurrection and what it does to our view of this story 

of Lazarus resurrection….. for who would want to come 

back from heaven?  

As a child I remember thinking that it was rather unkind 

of Jesus to call Lazarus out of heaven, and I imagined a 

conversation between him and Jesus whereby Jesus 

apologised for his action saying ‘Lazarus, I am really 

sorry, but just come back for now, these people are 

going to go through a really hard time and this will help 

them’. 



And then there is also confusion about what Lazarus 

says about where he has been… can you imagine the 

questioning… 3 days dead… what was it like? 

As I have got older my imagination has been fuelled by 

films like the Last Temptation of Christ ,which I 

wouldn’t particularly recommend…. 

 

….and a strange Russian short story that I would 

recommend less! Both of which portray Lazarus as 

tainted by death, living a kind of half-life neither dead 

or alive and of course the imaginations of a whole 

generation is now filled with images of the walking 

dead…. Zombies. 

…………………………………………………………… 

Why say any of this….. It is really a continuation of a 

series of sermons that you can find on the web site 

about how we make sense of our faith and how we 

engage our whole lives including our rational minds 

and our imaginations in our faith.  

How does this story help us today to believe … as 

Jesus longs us to… that He and the Father are ONE. 

Because this is the stated intention of Jesus and the 

Gospel writer. 

Does it help us in our belief, clouded as we are by the 

imaginings of science and fictions and culture to such 

an extent that resurrection becomes a gruesome thing 

and something that snatches us from the bliss of 

Heaven. 

When I talk about the Resurrection with children in 

schools I don’t say that …..Jesus is ‘alive again’…. 

Because the problem with the wording is that it raises 

so many questions that distract from the essential 

message of Jesus living presence with us. 

If he is alive again what now happens to his body… 

does he get old? Does he die again and is he 

somewhere buried? Or, unbelievably, is his body 

taken up into the sky through a cloud…. to pass into 

the endless cold of space? 

 

Revivification of a dead body is not a concept that helps 

them to believe in the grounded mystery of God, and 

that Jesus and God are ONE. 

Instead I talk about Jesus coming to his disciples in the 

upper room, real, filling them with Joy. About their 

grief turned to happiness as they know deep in their 

hearts that he will never leave them… that he will be 

with them until the end of time. 

For us in the 21st century resurrection, bodily 

resurrection, is even harder to grasp than in Jesus time 

for at least they had foundational beliefs that fitted. 

Today even Christian beliefs make dragging Lazarus 

back from heaven problematic and the physical body 

of Jesus lifted up unto the clouds is untenable. 

BUT…. And now I sound like that great hymn that 

begins … I cannot Tell… 

BUT this I know… this we believe. 

That Jesus and God are One and…. as Jesus tells us in 

that great dialogue also narrated by John… if He is 

one with the Father then we are one with Him also. 

That the essence of Jesus Christ is a reality for us, 

that he is alive with us and in us… he is the friend 

who does not leave us. 

We believe in the resurrection that the holy Spirit 

gives us even as we live 

And 

We believe that Jesus comes back to us from the 

cross and will be with us even until the end of time 

In our life and our death 

AMEN 

 

 

 


