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SO THAT YOU MAY BELIEVE 
JOHN 11:1-45 

DRANESVILLE UMC 
MARCH 29, 2020 

 
 We have come to the last Sunday in the Season of Lent before Palm 
Sunday.  The readings from the Gospel of John have helped us become 
more aware of who Jesus is and how we can better understand his  earthly 
ministry.  Today’s Gospel Lesson describes the raising of Lazarus.   
 The Season of Lent began with Matthew’s account of Jesus’ 
temptation by Satan in the wilderness.  The remaining readings all came 
from John.  First, Jesus had an encounter at night with Nicodemus, a 
powerful, well-educated, wealthy Jewish leader.  The next week, Jesus met 
a Samaritan woman at a well in her village and wound up sharing the 
gospel with the entire community.  Of course, Jews and Samaritans 
ordinarily didn’t have anything to do with one another; which made this 
meeting especially remarkable.  Last Sunday’s reading described how 
Jesus gave sight to a man who had been blind from birth and how the 
Jewish officials tried everything in their power to discredit Jesus and the 
miraculous healing. 
 This morning, Jesus is with his disciples when he learns that his 
friend Lazarus is sick.  Instead of dropping everything and rushing to 
Bethany, where Lazarus lived with his sisters Martha and Mary, Jesus 
stays where he is for a few more days. 
 What did you think when you heard or read that Jesus decided to 
stay put?  Why wouldn’t Jesus, who had developed quite a reputation as a 
healer, proceed directly to his friend’s house?  We will learn later that Jesus 
had his reasons; but it’s hard to figure him out. 
 How does this track with your experience?  Have you ever had a 
situation that you believed needed to be remedied right away?  You prayed 
to God and (apparently) nothing happened. 
 As I thought about this portion of the passage, I wondered if there are 
often times when we are called to just wait.  If so, what do we do while we 
wait?   It is hard to know what to do.  We all want instant solutions to our 
problems.  Much of life is built around quick solutions.  We have more fast 
food restaurants than we could imagine.  There’s no need to even go out 
for fast food.  Just pop something in the microwave for a minute or so and 
chow down. 
 This inability or unwillingness to wait isn’t limited to food.  We 
constantly look for a computer that’s just a little faster.  If we want to know 
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something, we don’t bother with lengthy research.  We just ask Google or 
Siri. 
 Look at our forms of communication.  Over a century ago, we 
progressed from letters to telephone calls.  Our written communication 
went from taking a few days to receive to instant delivery with email and 
text messages.  For many people, email is too slow.  Text messages 
receive much faster replies.   
 TV shows played into (or maybe helped develop) our impatience.  No 
matter how complicated the circumstances, everything gets neatly wrapped 
up in 30 minutes - 60 minutes tops. 
 Our current situation doesn’t lend itself to an instant solution.  We will 
be dealing with the effects of this virus for weeks, maybe months.  That 
may be especially hard for some of us who want everything NOW!  Our 
health officials are telling us it may be weeks before we know if the number 
of people infected has peaked and that we’re making enough of a 
difference in our practices that we’re getting ahead of the disease.   
 When Jesus decided to go to Judea, where Bethany is located, his 
disciples tried to talk him out of going.  They knew it would be dangerous.  
Some of the leaders had tried to have him killed earlier.  (The disciples 
actually were right.  This trip would eventually lead to Jesus’ death.) 
 When the disciples tried to talk Jesus out of going to Bethany, his 
response may have sounded strange to them (and to us).  He talked about 
how many hours of daylight there are and the need to walk in the light 
rather than stumble in the darkness.  The best explanation I could find for 
this statement is that Jesus knew he had a limited amount of time for his 
earthly ministry.  He would do the will of God as long as he possibly could.  
For that reason, he didn’t fear going to Bethany.  His hour would come, in 
God’s good time.   
 In these uncertain days, maybe we would be wise to walk in the light 
of Christ and trust where he might be leading us.  Going only in the 
strength of our own understanding is likely to trip us up - like walking 
around in the dark.   
 Jesus seems to be telling his disciples that it may seem like nothing is 
happening or that what they see is not the entire picture.  They (and we) 
will come out in the right place.  Thomas, who gets a bad rap as Doubting 
Thomas, seems to get it.  His statement that they might as well also go and 
die with him (Jesus or Lazarus?), may be a more trusting statement than it 
seems at first. 
 Jesus also had to clarify what had happened to Lazarus.  When he 
told the disciples that Lazarus was asleep, they wondered what the 
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problem was.  If Lazarus was simply sleeping, he’d be OK.  What they 
forgot, and most of us didn’t know, is that “sleep” is a euphemism in that 
part of the world for death.  In the Old Testament, we would often read that 
someone “slept with their ancestors,” meaning they went to join them in 
death.   
 Once that misunderstanding had been cleared up, Jesus told the 
disciples he was glad they hadn’t been there; because what was about to 
happen when they arrived would be done so that they might believe.  
Believe in what? What could Jesus possibly do if Lazarus is already dead?  
Healing him is one thing.  The disciples had seen Jesus heal many people; 
but it’s too late for that - isn’t it?  
 When Martha and Mary confront Jesus once he arrives, their feelings 
are still raw.  Overcome by grief, they both tell Jesus, “If only you had come 
sooner…”. If only.  How many times do we get stuck with “if only…”?    If 
only I had gone to a different school.  If only I had married someone else.  If 
only I had taken a different job.  If only I had worked harder.  If only I had 
spent more time with my family.  We can play “If only” all day long; but it 
doesn’t solve anything.  Things are what they are.  “If only” is focused 
entirely on the past; with things we cannot change. 
   Jesus pointed Martha and Mary to the future.  When he told them 
their brother would rise again, they didn’t take exception to that statement.  
Belief in a general resurrection in the last days was a standard Jewish 
teaching by that time.  The emphasis, though, was on the distant future.  
This went along with their teaching about new heavens and a new earth.   
  That was all well and good; but it wasn’t much immediate 
comfort to Martha and Mary.  Jesus must have rocked their world (or at 
least confused them) when he said, in effect, that the future is NOW.  He 
told them, “I am the resurrection…”. Resurrection is a person who is 
standing right in front of Martha.  What does that mean?  They can 
substitute “If Jesus…” for “If only…”. If Jesus is the resurrection…If Jesus 
is the Messiah…If Jesus is all the things he says he is…then what?    In 
the midst of their grief, this must have been too much for them to absorb.  
It’s too much for anyone. 
 How can we grasp the idea that Jesus can and does meet our 
present situation with some new part of God’s future and the hope of new 
possibilities?  As most of us sit at home, sheltering in place (especially 
those of us in one or more of the categories of increased vulnerability), it’s 
hard to imagine what part of God’s future is being ushered in.  Maybe this 
is a way for us to fully embrace the idea that the Church is NOT the 
building in which we meet.  The Church, the Body of Christ, is people.  We 
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may not be able to rely on some of our more familiar ways of relating to one 
another, but we can still be connected and offer love and support to each 
other.  Instead of face-to-face, we can use the postal service, telephone, 
email, or streaming audio or video.  The key, for Martha and Mary in 
Bethany, and the key for all of us is faith.  God will bring a new thing about - 
in God’s way and in God’s time. 
 This story may be troubling to many of us.  Why didn’t Jesus head for 
Bethany sooner?  The text is confusing.  It says that Jesus waited another 
two days after he learned that Lazarus was sick.  Why?  The text says he 
did it out of love for Lazarus and his sisters.  That’s a tough one.  Why 
should they have to go through the suffering and grieving?   Once again, 
God is God and we are not.  The death of Lazarus was part of something 
greater.   
 One thing we may not pick up on is that Lazarus’ death actually 
points ahead to Jesus’ death.  At Lazarus’ tomb, some of the bystanders 
wondered aloud why, if Jesus could heal a man born blind (and many 
others), he couldn’t have healed Lazarus.  Similar questions will be raised  
about Jesus as he hung on the cross.  “He saved others.  Why can’t he 
save himself?  If he’s the Messiah, why doesn’t he come down from the 
cross?”  Both Lazarus’ death and, especially, Jesus’ death were part of 
something of world-changing importance.   
 Whatever that might be was lost on Martha.  When Jesus tells the 
crowd to roll the large stone away from the mouth of the cave in which 
Lazarus was buried, she protests.  Lazarus has been dead for four days by 
now.  The Jews did not embalm.  Although perfumes and spices were 
placed on bodies prior to burial, decomposition would’ve progressed 
enough by this time that the stench of death would be very strong. 
 By the way, the fact that Jesus did not arrive until four days after 
Lazarus’ death is very significant.  You see, there was a belief among most 
Jews at the time that the soul of the deceased lingered near the body for 
three days after death.  By the fourth day, it departed.  This being the fourth 
day, Lazarus was certifiably dead when Jesus arrived.  Had Jesus arrived 
sooner, his critics could have argued that perhaps Lazarus was not really 
dead.  This would have cast doubt on Jesus’ actions. 
 There was another similar belief that the fourth day was significant 
because there had been cases when persons thought to be dead had not 
been after all.  They were all revived in three days or less.  By the fourth 
day, all hope was lost. 
 Jesus responded to Martha’s concern by telling her that, if she 
believed, she would see God’s glory.  In other words, Jesus is about to do 
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something that will help her to believe in a way she could not have 
imagined.   
 John doesn’t tell us one way or the other whether there was a smell 
or not when the stone was removed.  We are told that Lazarus walked out 
of the tomb.  Could a corpse that was starting to decompose do that?  I 
don’t know.  I wonder if Jesus, during the time he stayed away and while he 
was traveling to Bethany, was praying that Lazarus’ body might not decay?  
After all, Jesus did offer a prayer of thanksgiving to God right before he 
commanded Lazarus to come out of the tomb. 
 If we were to read the verses immediately following our lesson for 
today, we would learn that the Jewish leaders were beside themselves.  
Raising of Lazarus was too much.  Something had to be done about Jesus 
before the people start to clamor after him.  The only solution would be to 
have him killed.  Jesus must have known that would be the outcome when 
he raised Lazarus.  As Jesus was praying Lazarus back to life, he knew he 
was walking toward his own death.  In addition to praying for Lazarus 
during this time, I wonder if Jesus was also praying for the strength 
necessary to carry out God the Father’s will that Jesus die for the sins of 
the world. 
 It’s always important, when we examine this story of Jesus raising 
Lazarus, to remember that Lazarus was NOT resurrected.  He was 
RESUSCITATED.  Lazarus would one day die another physical death.  
Jesus died once and was raised, to never die again.  THAT is resurrection.  
Jesus went THROUGH death and out the other side to a new life.  The  
keys to everything that took place were prayer and faith - so that we may 
believe. 
 During times of crisis, all sorts of bizarre ideas surface.  I hope I don’t 
sound like some of the kooks out there; but I can’t help but wonder where 
and how we should see God in the midst of this pandemic.  I see all the 
time now how individuals, families, businesses, governments and other 
organizations all over the world are reevaluating and changing many of the 
things they used to do.  Families are spending much more time together.  
The pace of life has slowed greatly.  Many of us who are able are spending 
much more time outside instead of parked in front of a screen.  We gather 
(perhaps because we have no choice) in much smaller groups.  Our 
interactions seem to be more meaningful in these groups rather than the 
superficiality we often experience in crowds.  There is much more time for 
reflection and some of the more serious pursuits that we, for whatever 
reason, never had time for before.   
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 As we deal with this pandemic, I can’t help but wonder what stone we 
may find ourselves rolling away from the tomb of some idea or practice that 
we thought was dead and could not be revived.  Where is Christ calling us 
to bring back what was thought to be lost?  Maybe it’s the importance of 
genuine community.  We have a great opportunity to model that community 
by our care for one another. 
 Maybe it’s a return to simpler times and less emphasis on rushing to 
grasp the elusive brass rings that come with all sorts of stresses and 
demands at a pace our bodies and minds were never intended to handle.   
 I have no idea what it may be, but I believe we have opportunities to 
open ourselves to God’s leading during this crisis, to rise to the occasion to 
show who we are and whose we are, to do great things for the glory of God 
and do them in such a way that others may believe.  Amen.  
     


