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Recently, Kashelle and I applied for new life insurance policies. And I assumed there 
wouldn’t be any issues. I’m 30. I have low blood-pressure. I don’t have any medical history. And 
so, without thinking, I went ahead and cancelled my existing life insurance plan. Well, Kashelle’s 
application was quickly approved. But mine wasn’t. Last week, a nice woman from the new 
insurance company called me. She wanted to examine my medical records. And then she said, 
she’d, “keep me updated” on how things were going. And I thought, “hmmm…I wonder what’s 
wrong?” And then I thought, “hmm, I wonder if they found something in my blood sample.” And 
then I thought, “hmmm, I wonder if I have a fatal illness.” Now, my wife processes information 
more quickly than I do. She’s also a nurse. And, she’s a realist. And when I told her what 
happened, she said, “honey, you cancelled your existing policy? You don’t have life insurance 
right now! What if you don’t get approved? Or, what if you die in the next few weeks? What will 
I do?” And I thought, “thank you nurse Kashelle. I’ll have to reflect on that.” I didn’t respond 
very well.  
 I was annoyed. And I was a little frazzled. So I emailed my life insurance agent. I wanted 
to see if he knew something I didn’t. And he was very reassuring. He said, “Don’t worry! 
Companies do this all the time. You’re fine.” So apparently I have nothing to worry about. But 
for a brief moment, I was worried. The reality of death hit me…like a Buick. And I imagine that 
you’ve had similar experiences. There are moments when the inevitability of death becomes 
very real to our experience.  
 But; those moments are rare, aren’t they? Most of the time, we have a low-level – 
almost subconscious – awareness of death. Now, on the one hand, we suppress that 
knowledge. But, on the other hand, we’re constantly trying to avoid death; locking doors; 
putting on seatbelts; looking both ways; getting a physical; changing our brake pads. We 
manage life to avoid death. Social scientists talk about Terror Management Theory.1

We’re in a series called “Faith Builders.” And today, we’ll conclude this series. Unlike the  

 They 
theorize that many of our basic social interactions are governed by the fear of death. Death 
haunts everyone. But according to the gospel of John, we don’t have to fear it. Jesus not only 
has the power to defeat death. He also loves us enough to actually do it. And if you believe 
those two things, you can live free from death’s terror. And thus, you can truly live.  

                                                           
1 http://www.tmt.missouri.edu/. 
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other gospel writers, John only includes 7 of Jesus’ miracles. And he calls there miracles “signs.” 
Each miracle is symbolic; each gives us a picture of who Jesus is, and what he can do for us. And 
John records these signs to strengthen our faith in Jesus. Today, we’ll look at the seventh sign, 
which is also the most spectacular. And we’ll answer the same questions we’ve asked of the 
previous 6: First, what is the sign? Second, what does the sign tell us about Jesus? And third, 
what does it tell us about ourselves?   

A. What is the sign? Let’s start by looking at the sign.  
Jesus learns that his dear friend, Lazarus is sick. And John notes that Lazarus has two 

sisters; Mary and Martha. These women make various appearances in the gospels. And they too 
are close friends of Jesus. It’s evident that Jesus has a strong attachment to this family. And it’s 
also clear that he isn’t shaken by this news. When Jesus hears of the illness, he responds with 
utter confidence. In verse 4, he says the sickness will not, “end in death.” Instead, it will serve to 
glorify God. 

But then, Jesus does something unexpected. In verses 5-6, John says that, “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.”  

Look at the connection between verse 5 and verse 6. Jesus loves this family. And for that 
reason, John says, he lingers. He doesn’t rush to Lazarus’ side. According to John, Jesus’ 
decision is motivated by love. And that seems counterintuitive, doesn’t it? Jesus’ decision to 
wait seems rather unloving. This is an honor/shame culture. If a friend was sick, you were 
supposed to drop everything, and attend to his needs. But Jesus doesn’t. Why?  

As we’ll see, Jesus has every intention of healing Lazarus. He’s just not working on 
everyone else’s timetable. Jesus is totally submissive to his Father. And apparently, his Father 
has said, “Wait.” And Jesus will save Lazarus; just not in the way everyone expects. Jesus is 
waiting. And by waiting, he’s allowing the situation to become hopeless. When Jesus finally 
arrives, Lazarus has already been dead for 4 days. Many Jews believed that after death, a 
person’s soul would hover around the gravesite. But it only hovered for 3 days. On the 4th day, 
it departed. And then, death became irreversible.2

And if you’ve been a Christian for any length of time, I’m sure you’ve asked the same 
question; “Jesus, where are you?” Sometimes, our prayers go unanswered. And God seems 

 And that’s when Jesus shows up; right when 
the situation becomes utterly hopeless. Jesus isn’t content to perform a difficult miracle. He 
wants to do the impossible; something that demonstrates –beyond a shadow of a doubt – that 
he is who he says he is. And that kind of miracle will strengthen the faith of those who see it. 
Now, do you see the love behind Jesus’ decision? He doesn’t merely want to save Lazarus. He 
loves this family. He wants to assure them that he has power over death. And that’s why Jesus 
delays. But in the moment, the family is unaware of this. In fact, I’m sure they’re asking each 
other, “where is Jesus?”  

                                                           
2 D.A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (PTNC: Eerdmans/Apollos: Grand Rapids/Leicester, UK: 1991); 411.   
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disinterested, or aloof. But this passage reminds us that God’s delays and refusals are often 
motivated by love. God loves to intervene in impossible situations.  

We see this time and again in the biblical story. God promises to give Abraham and 
Sarah a child. But Sarah can’t have children. So what does God do? He waits until Abraham 
can’t have children. And then, he gives the couple a son. God commands Gideon to attack a 
massive army of Midianites. But then, God begins discharging Israelite soldiers! He sends 
thousands of Israelites home. By the time He’s finished, only 300 soldiers remain. And that’s 
when God commands Gideon to attack. God builds faith by doing the impossible.  

God does the same thing for us. Before we acquired this property, we spent 9 years 
trying to lease a building in San Leandro. And we had 40 different deals fall through. During that 
time, 7 different churches tried to acquire this property. And the City Council rejected every 
offer. The owner didn’t want to speak with us. The property wasn’t zoned correctly. The 
building needed massive retrofitting. And, we didn’t have any money. But somehow, here we 
are. God frustrated our plans. He delayed. And when the situation became totally impossible, 
he intervened; for his glory, and our joy.    

So if you feel like God is delaying, don’t despair. God may be withholding an answer. But 
he isn’t withholding his affection. He loves you. And he’s intent on strengthening your faith. 
Sometimes, his answers come in unexpected ways. And sometimes, they don’t come on this 
side of eternity. But, as P.T. Forsyth once said, “We shall one day come to a heaven where we 
shall gratefully know that God’s great refusals were sometimes the true answers to our truest 
prayer.”3

When Jesus reaches Bethany, a large crowd has already assembled. People have 
gathered to mourn. But Martha is eager to see Jesus. In fact, she runs out to meet him at the 
edge of village. And in verse 21, she says, “Lord, if you had been here, our brother wouldn’t have 
died.”  

 And that’s our hope. God’s delays and refusals are motivated by love. Don’t despair.    

Martha is distraught. Yet she’s clearly a woman of faith. In spite of what has happened, 
she continues to trust in Jesus. And in verse 27, she confesses that Jesus is the Messiah; the Son 
of God; the one who is coming into the world. Martha gets it right! She knows who Jesus is. She 
genuinely trusts in him.    

And yet, Martha’s faith hasn’t been brought to maturity. In verse 23, Jesus says to 
Martha, “your brother will rise!” In verse 25 he says, “I am the resurrection! I am the life!” Now, 
Martha voices agreement with Jesus’ statements. But she doesn’t grasp the import of what he’s 
saying. Like most Jews, Martha believed in the resurrection of the dead. She believed that 
Lazarus would be raised at the end of history. And in some sense, she even believed that Jesus 
possessed resurrection power. But she didn’t realize that Jesus was offering resurrection in the 
here and now. Jesus is saying, “your brother will rise today, because I have power over death.” 
But Martha doesn’t grasp this. As will become clear, she doesn’t yet believe that Jesus  
                                                           

3 P.T. Forsyth, The Soul of Prayer (Regent: Vancouver, BC: 2002); 12.   
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possesses this kind of power.     
After speaking with Jesus, Martha summons Mary, her sister. Mary quickly comes to see 

Jesus. And a group of mourners accompany her. When Mary sees Jesus, she says exactly what 
her sister did, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother wouldn’t have died.”  

And at this point, the narrative takes a surprising turn. Up until now, Jesus has exuded 
confidence. He’s intent on raising Lazarus. He’s confident in God’s purpose. But in verse 33, his 
attitude changes. He sees Mary weeping. And he’s, “deeply moved.” That’s actually a weak 
translation. “Deeply moved,” is better translated, “profoundly disturbed.” The word connotes 
violent displeasure.4

So what happened? Why does Jesus’ experience such a violent change in his emotions? 
Why does he cry? 

 Jesus is angry. He asks to see Lazarus’ tomb. And once he sees it, he begins 
to weep.  

Perhaps he’s sad that his beloved friend is gone. This is how the crowd interprets Jesus’ 
tears. They say, “see how much he loved him.” Jesus had a theoretical knowledge of Lazarus’ 
death. But now, he sees the tomb. The knowledge has become real to his experience. And Jesus 
knows that Lazarus will rise. But now, he’s dead. And Jesus grieves over what Lazarus and his 
family have experienced.      

Or, perhaps Jesus weeps because he hates death. He knows that death is an intruder in 
God’s good world. He also knows that it’s our greatest enemy. Jesus sees the destructive power 
of death. And he’s enraged.  

Or, perhaps Jesus weeps at the crowd’s unbelief. Notice what arouses his anger. In verse 
33, he sees the people weeping. And then he becomes angry. And in verse 37, he hears the 
people murmuring. They say, “couldn’t Jesus have done something? Why didn’t he save 
Lazarus?” And in verse 38, Jesus again becomes angry, presumably because of the people’s lack 
of faith. Perhaps this is why Jesus weeps.    

Finally, it could be that Jesus is thinking about his own death. According to verse 33, 
Jesus is “greatly troubled.” This isn’t the last time Jesus’ spirit will be troubled. In John 12:27, he 
says: "Now is my soul troubled. And what shall I say? 'Father, save me from this hour'? But for 
this purpose I have come to this hour.” Jesus is referring to the hour of his death. As Jesus thinks 
about his impending crucifixion, he trembles. And perhaps this is on his mind in John 11. When 
Jesus sees Lazarus’ tomb, he can’t help but think about his own impending death. And it brings 
him to tears.                    

So why does Jesus cry? Perhaps it’s for all these reasons. Death is terrible. And grief is 
messy. My friend Sarah says that grief is like an ocean. It ebbs and flows. And oftentimes, it’s 
outside of our direct control. It can overtake us like a wave. And when a loved one dies, we 
experience an array of conflicting emotions. We’re saddened by the loss. We’re angered by the 

                                                           
4 Cleon L. Rogers Jr. & Cleon L. Rogers III, The New Linguistic and Exegetical Key to the Greek New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998); 209.     
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responses of others. Perhaps we feel regret over things we’ve done, or failed to do. So Jesus 
experiences grief in a profoundly human way. He isn’t stoic. But neither is he blindly optimistic. 
He sees the horror of death. It saddens him. It angers him. And it troubles him. And he weeps.    

Jesus is disturbed by what he sees. And in anger, he commands the grave stone to be 
removed. But Martha objects. Lazarus’ body has begun to decompose. And Martha is worried 
about the smell. Clearly, she’s oblivious. She doesn’t grasp what Jesus is about to do.   

Yet Jesus is undeterred. He insists that the stone be removed. And the people comply. 
Then, Jesus prays publicly. And he thanks God for hearing him. Apparently, Jesus had already 
prayed for Lazarus to be raised. And he’s confident that God has heard him.  

Then, Jesus cries with a loud voice: “Lazarus, come out!” And Lazarus wakes up. And like 
a mummy, he walks out of the tomb with his burial clothes on.  

B. What Does The Sign Tell Us About Jesus? And that’s the sign. So what does it tell us  
about Jesus? We’ve now looked at seven signs. And this one is clearly the most spectacular. But  
John isn’t simply trying to impress us. After reading this, we aren’t supposed to say, “wow, 
Jesus can resuscitate dead people!” That’s not John’s point. This miracle functions like a 
parable. It’s symbolic. It reveals something about Jesus. And that’s why Jesus performs it.  

In verse 4, Jesus says this miracle will glorify God and himself. In verse 40, he says that 
those who believe in him will see God’s glory. In verse 42, Jesus prays out loud. He does this to 
demonstrate his special relationship with the Father; and, so that everyone within earshot will 
believe in him. Jesus raises Lazarus to reveal what he and His Father are up to. So what does 
this miracle reveal?  

I think it reveals two things. First, it demonstrates that Jesus can give us eternal life. 
Remember what Jesus says to Martha? "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." (vv. 25-26). Jesus doesn’t just give us resurrection and life. He is the resurrection and the 
life. And he’s giving Martha a picture of what he’s about to do. Jesus is going to defeat death. 
He will be resurrected, never to die again. And those who trust in him will experience his 
resurrection, and his life.  

Now, Jesus statement is paradoxical, isn’t it? On the one hand, those who believe in him 
will live, even after they die. On the other hand, they will never die. So what’s Jesus saying? 
First, he’s saying that there’s life beyond physical death. God is going to transform our bodies. 
Like Jesus, we will be raised from death, never to die again. But second, he’s saying that eternal 
life begins here and now. Lazarus gives us a beautiful picture of what happens at the moment 
of conversion. Before we trust in Jesus, we’re spiritually unresponsive. We’re dead to God. But 
the moment I believe, my spirit comes alive. It comes, “out of the tomb,” as it were. I have a 
new, intimate relationship with God. I know his Fatherly love. And I know the love of his Son, 
Jesus. I have a new, love-relationship with God; a relationship which death cannot touch. When 
I die, I go to be with God. And I await the resurrection of my body. For the Christian, death is 
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simply a transition; the transition from one stage of life with God, to the next. Therefore, we’ll 
never die in an ultimate sense, because we’ll never be separated from the life and love God.    

Jesus gives us eternal life with God. But to give us this life, he must die. And that’s the 
second thing this miracle reveals. John likes to juxtapose Jesus’ miracles with his teaching. And  
oftentimes, the teaching provides the key for understanding the miracle. And that’s the case 
here. Just prior to this incident, Jesus says this: “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd 
lays down his life for the sheep.” (John 10:11). Later in John 10, he says, “I give [my sheep] 
eternal life, and they will never perish...” (v. 28). Jesus lays down his life, so that others may live. 
In the latter half of chapter 10, Jesus encounters increasing opposition. The religious 
establishment tries to stone him. Then, they try to arrest him. And as a result, Jesus is forced to 
leave Judea.  

But in John 11, Jesus takes a great risk. He travels to Bethany to raise Lazarus. Do you 
know where Bethany is? That’s right; it’s in Judea. In fact, it’s less than 2 miles from Jerusalem. 
In John 11, Jesus practices what he preaches. He risks his own life, so that Lazarus might live. 
And this points ahead to the cross. From Bethany, Jesus will travel up to Jerusalem; and then, 
up to Calvary. And there, he will die for our sins.     

Christ’s love for us isn’t cold, dutiful altruism. It’s passionate. It’s angry. And it’s 
relentless. Jesus takes on our humanity. He enters our mess as an insider. He experiences our 
sorrows. He feels our pains. He loves us. And therefore he hates death. And he tastes the full 
consequences of death, so that we don’t have to. This is the furious love of God; the love that 
refuses to let Lazarus stay in the tomb; that refuses to let death separate a lover from his 
beloved. In Christ, we see a God who is not only powerful enough to defeat death; but also 
compassionate enough to actually to do it. 

C. What Does The Sign Tell Us about Ourselves? And therefore, we don’t have to fear  
death. And yet, we do. Well, at least, I do. And that brings us to our third question: what does 
this sign tell us about ourselves?  

I resonate with Martha. Martha believes in Jesus! She knows that he’s the Savior. Yet 
she struggles to believe he has power over death. She knows Jesus can heal the sick. But she’s 
not quite sure he can raise the dead. And when Jesus says, “remove the stone,” she becomes 
doubtful. “Really, Jesus? Are you sure you can pull this off? You know this is going to smell, 
right?” You may trust Jesus. But are you ready to die? Do you obsess over your spouses’ safety? 
Or, your kids’? Do you trust Jesus enough to go to dangerous places, or love dangerous people? 
Are you consumed with worry because of your finances? Are you constantly fretting about your 
health? Do you really believe that Jesus has conquered death? Do you really believe that you 
will rise? And do you really believe that your best life isn’t now; but later, in eternity?    

I played rugby for a few years in High School. And as you may know, rugby is a pretty 
physical sport. People are constantly tackling each other. And players don’t wear any pads. So 
there’s no illusion of security. And I’ll be honest, tackling hurts. And when I began playing, I was 



7 
 

tempted to hold back; to protect myself from injury. And our coaches labored to purge me of 
this mindset. To play well, you have to risk injury. You have to use good form. You have to wrap 
up. And you have to hit. And if you play hard, you might get hurt. But here’s the thing; if you 
don’t play hard, you might still get hurt. And regardless of how you play, the game still hurts. So 
you might as well experience the joy of playing hard.     

And that’s a lot like life. You can view life as one giant risk mitigation project. You can 
take every conceivable precaution. But trust me, life is going to kill you. It might be sickness. It 
might be a freak accident. But no one is getting out of here alive. So live fully. Take risks. Ernest 
Becker says that, “The irony of man's condition is that the deepest need is to be free of the 
anxiety of death and annihilation; but it is life itself which awakens it, and so we must shrink 
from being fully alive.”5

And I want to be clear about what I mean. I’m not telling you to be reckless. I’m not 
telling you to run stop signs, or free-climb the North Face of Half Dome. I’m not even telling you 
to play rugby. I’m not telling you to be reckless. Actually, I’m talking about love. Jesus calls us to 
love our neighbors as ourselves. And this kind of love entails risk.   

 Jesus has conquered death. We already have eternal life. And 
therefore, we never have to shrink from being fully alive. 

Do you remember the story of the Good Samaritan? Jesus tells this parable about a man 
who falls among robbers. The robbers steal his goods, and leave him for dead. And several 
people pass by the man. Finally, a Samaritan stops to help him. He binds the man’s wounds. 
And then he takes him to an inn. And he pays for him to stay there. Now, Jesus tells this parable 
to illustrate a point. In effect he’s saying, “this is what it means to love your neighbor as 
yourself.” It’s a heartwarming story. But we must remember that the Samaritan takes an 
incredible risk. He stops on a very dangerous road. He could easily have been attacked by the 
same bandits. And, he stops to help a Jew. The Jews and the Samaritans hated each other. 
Jesus’ point is clear; truly loving your neighbor involves risk.      
 A few years ago, I was having coffee with my good friend, Ben. We were sitting outside, 
drinking coffee. It was a beautiful morning. But all of a sudden, we heard shouting from across 
the street. There was a domestic disturbance. A man and a woman were fighting. Things got 
physical. And all of a sudden, the man forced the woman into his SUV. It was surreal.  
 And instantly, people sprang into action. The couple was wrestling around in this SUV. 
Someone pulled up next to them, and blocked them in. Other cars pulled up, so that the man 
could not escape. And then, these painters drove up in their van. And one of the painters 
jumped out of the van, and onto the side of the SUV. The driver’s side window was open. And 
the painter grabs the wheel. And he starts punching this guy, and wrestling with him. And 
meanwhile, this woman manages to escape from the car. And in an act of unbridled heroism, 
I…told Ben to call the police; because that seemed like a good idea. Eventually, the man pressed 
on the accelerator, and the painter went flying off the side of the car. And then, the man 
                                                           

5 The Denial of Death (Free Press: New York, 1997); 66.  
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rammed into a few other cars, and drove away. Afterwards, I went up to the painter. And I said, 
“you’re a hero; you know that, right?” And he said, “that’s just what you do.” And I thought, “no 
it isn’t! That’s ridiculous. That is absolutely not what most people would’ve done.” That man 
loved with no fear of death. And I thought, “how much more should I – a Christ-follower – love 
like that?” Death is not the end. If you’re a Christian, you cannot “lose” your life. You’ve already 
lost it to Christ. Your life is hidden in him. And there, it is safe eternally. 
 Love requires risk. But that risk will look different for each of us. Maybe you’ll volunteer 
for Reading Partners. And you’ll meet an at-risk youth. You’ll help him learn how to read. But to 
truly love him, you’ll have to get involved in his life. You’ll have to interact with his family; or 
her caretakers. Maybe you’ll build a house in Ensenada with one of Creekside’s teams. And 
you’ll leave the country, even though it’s a little scary for you. Maybe you’ll show hospitality to 
your neighbors. You’ll start a neighborhood watch. Or, you’ll just throw a party. In Greek, the 
word “hospitality” literally means, “the love of strangers.”  Isn’t that fantastic? To show real, 
Biblical hospitality, you have to hang out with strangers. That’s terrifying! What if your 
neighbors don’t like you? Or, even worse, what if they do? What if they’re emotionally needy, 
or difficult? Or perhaps God isn’t calling you to live out the North American success narrative. 
Maybe he isn’t saying, “make more money, so you can buy a bigger house, and live in a safer 
neighborhood.” He gives some people that opportunity. But maybe that’s not how he’s calling 
you. Maybe you’ll end up in an area that’s less than ideal; that isn’t incredibly safe. Maybe 
God’s calling you to grow roots there; to love the people who live there. 
 
 Death is the fear behind so many fears. But in Christ, that fear is gone. Jesus lived the 
life we were supposed to live, so that we could be credited with his perfect record of 
righteousness. And he died the death we were supposed to die. He absorbed the ultimate 
consequences of sin. And he rose from death, in triumph over it. When you trust in Jesus, you 
will live, even after you die. And you will never taste the sting of death. If you trust in Jesus, 
people can kill you. But they can’t ultimately harm you. You’re safe in him. But you’ll never be 
free from death until you know you have eternal life. And you can’t know that until you know 
Jesus. So if you haven’t trusted in him, I’d invite you to do it this morning. Let’s pray.  
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