JESUS, THE RESURRECTION AND THE LIFE

John 11:1-57

Key Verse: 11:25, 26 


"I am the resurrection and the life.

He who believes in me will live, even though he dies;

and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.

Do you believe this?"

This is the eighth sign in John’s gospel which reveals that Jesus Christ the crucified is the resurrection and the life. We will follow the very personal record of the experiences of the witnesses and trace how the truth was revealed to them in this chapter. We will learn he is who he claims to be in the raising of Lazarus and in the record that he saves all people by his death. That much is not difficult. The challenge is to believe. To say that I believe is an empty echo. To attain to the realm of to believe is the challenge. Let us pray continually while we go through this passage that we may be called into to believe.
I. This sickness will not end in death (1-16)
The author is not specific about when the events in this passage occurred. We know from 10:22 and 11:55 and also by the fact that Jesus reached Bethany that it was near the Passion Week. We notice the tension which was in the air in the nervous words of the chief priests and the Pharisees in verses 47, 48 regarding the popularity of Jesus among the common people in the nation and their restless anxiety as Jesus was approaching Jerusalem. But the author seems to ignore the tension. He rather begins abruptly in verse 1, “Now a man named Lazarus was sick. He was from Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha.” Then he continues, “This Mary, whose brother Lazarus now lay sick, was the same one who poured perfume on the Lord and wiped his feet with her hair. So the sisters sent word to Jesus, ‘Lord, the one you love is sick’”

The abrupt switch of the focus gives us an impression of how urgent the present situation was. We can assume through what Martha said in verse 39 that Lazarus was literally sick to death. As close friends to Jesus, the sisters should have known the mounting tension and the restlessness of the populace and the threat on Jesus’ life. As we know from the record elsewhere and in the next chapter, the sisters loved Jesus. Mary was an obsessive Bible student. She wouldn’t care whether Jesus was served with dinner. She would sit at Jesus’ feet and listen to him no matter what happens and no matter who complains about her attitude. She would love Jesus so deeply that she wouldn’t mind offering all her life savings to anoint Jesus’ feet with the oil which she saved for her marriage. She wouldn’t mind wiping his feet with her hair. Martha would do everything and many things to serve Jesus’ need anytime and every time, though sometimes she grumbled because of Mary’s selfishness. But now, neither Mary nor Martha had room for Jesus. Their present situation was unbearable. They couldn’t think about tomorrow, Jesus or the outside world because “now” “Lazarus was sick. In the past, they devoted themselves to Jesus. Now they demanded Jesus to help their need. In their words is an unmistakable demand, which was for them, an unquestionable requirement for Jesus to meet. He was obliged to them to come now because he loved them. He was guilty of loving them. He would be guilty if he doesn’t come. They didn’t mean to pressure Jesus. They were pinned down by the present situation. They wouldn’t dare put pressure on Jesus unless Lazarus’ sickness was urgent. Lazarus seemed he was going to die at any time. 

When Jesus heard this, he said, "This sickness will not end in death. No, it is for God's glory so that God's Son may be glorified through it." The author adds in verses 5 and 6, “Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. Yet when he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was two more days.” Why might Jesus have delayed his trip to Bethany? Was he indifferent? If not, was he such a cool mind that he could be in control of his emotion and waited for the strategic time to plant faith in the sisters? Or was he so God-centric that he brushed off all their anxieties and made them to wait for God? Or was he such a superb intelligence that he saw the sickness was for God’s glory? We can go on and on, but we should stop sinning against him. What did Jesus reveal in his words and in his deed then? In his words “this sickness”, we know that he met the deadly sickness of his loved one very personally. We notice how deeply he involved himself with the situation in verses 33 and 35. He was deeply moved in spirit and troubled as he saw their weeping. He wept himself. He was waiting for God in the situation, however. That means he was taking the burden of their unbelief, their doubts about God, and their suspicion of him. He bore God’s burden of taking care of his creation who doubts him because of the pressure of the present situation. Thus Jesus filled the chasm between God and man. That was the truth of his waiting for kairos, the right time. In his labor, God’s Son will be revealed to the minds of men on earth for their own salvation. As Lazarus was raised from the dead, they would be raised because of him.
After two days had passed, Jesus said to his disciples, "Let us go back to Judea." "But Rabbi," they said, "a short while ago the Jews tried to stone you, and yet you are going back there?" The threat was real. Would Jesus brave through the danger because he loved Lazarus? Would he find the way to evade the danger because he was so smart? Or would he disregard the danger and overrule it because he was God’s Son? Jesus answered, "Are there not twelve hours of daylight? A man who walks by day will not stumble, for he sees by this world's light. It is when he walks by night that he stumbles, for he has no light." What did Jesus teach them in his answer? He encourages them to walk by day light. What could be walking by night? We may find the answer in the disciples’ words in light of Jesus’ words. They were blind though it was day light. They were blinded by their memory of the threat of the Jews. They walked with their fear of the Jews. Still it is not clear what the light might mean. We may find in the next teaching that to walk by the daily light means to believe.
Look at verses 11-15. 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." Verse 16 tells us an interesting response. Then Thomas (called Didymus) said to the rest of the disciples, "Let us also go, that we may die with him." To believe is different from hiding behind the theory that death is sleep. To believe is not the attitude of committing suicidal bombing to attain to salvation as is popular among the Muslims and was popular among the many zealots in the past. To believe means for Jesus to see that Lazarus was dead, to rejoice in God because God was there with Lazarus the dead, that he was going to raise Lazarus and the disciples, and even more to reveal God’s Son in the world. To believe is not what we come up to with any human means. A person will be invited to believe when he goes to the “dead Lazarus”, whatever that may represent for that person, following Jesus’ words of encouragement, “But let us go to him!” The difference between following Jesus’ words of encouragement and the deadly serious attitude of Thomas is that you rejoice in God for God being God as you go to confront the yet unknown outcome of meeting “the dead.” The sisters ended at Lazarus and his sickness because of the apparent sign of death. The disciples were frozen in their thinking because of the obvious threat to murder Jesus. Jesus waited for God in such a dark time. He believed. He revealed that God is still there. Later, his disciples would walk in the daylight and would bring many into the light.
II. I am the resurrection and the life (17-27)

On his arrival, Jesus found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days. He also found that many Jews from Jerusalem came to express their condolences. Such a warm relationship is common in rural areas and in primitive society, but not in an urban area. We get the information in verse 18 that Bethany was less than two miles from Jerusalem. But we still have no idea why the many urbanites came to Martha and Mary to comfort them in the loss of their brother. Regardless, when Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went out to meet him, but Mary stayed at home. The latter wasn’t informed of Jesus’ coming. 

"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." Martha was right. What did Jesus say to Martha? Jesus said to her, "Your brother will rise again." How did Martha answer? Martha answered, "I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day." Jesus said to her, "I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?" The exchange between Martha and Jesus moves so fast that we don’t get to understand what is going on. We should stop here. In order to understand Martha’s saying as well as Jesus’ teaching, we need to depend on his words in verses 25, 26.
What was Jesus teaching her in verses 25, 26? I believe there are an almost endless number of interpretations of the teaching. We will think of it in a simple and humble way by contrasting and comparing her words with that of Jesus’. Martha was expressing her expectation in Jesus in 22 and about the unknown future in verse 24. However she was firm about one thing: Lazarus was dead. She wouldn’t move an inch from that conviction. Jesus, on the other hand, speaks of his truth, and what his truth means for those who believe in him. We might say figuratively that they were in different realms. The way for Martha to move from the realm where she grounded herself firmly and tightly to Jesus’ realm is for her to believe in Jesus. It seems easy to believe. But in her response in the next verses, we can see that she slips. It is not easy to believe. "Yes, Lord," Martha told him, "I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world." And after she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary aside. "The Teacher is here," she said, "and is asking for you." Everything she says seems right, yet we can not shake off the suspicion that something is missing. One thing is certain. Her interpretations were different from what Jesus said. How can she and we leave the land of interpretation and enter into Jesus’ teaching? How can we get out of our head knowledge and listen to Jesus?  Thanks be to Jesus. Another thing is also certain because of his words in verses 25, 26. For Martha, Lazarus’ death was reality. Jesus announces in verses 25 and 26 the advent of his reality. Martha’s reality was exclusive. Jesus’ reality was inclusive. In his reality, he is there for he is I AM. The believers who believe and die as well as those who live and believe are all in the I AM. Martha was in him. She just refused to recognize that. Her interpretation was a big hindrance.

III. Jesus was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. Jesus wept. (28-44)

When Mary heard of Jesus’ coming, she got up quickly and went to him. Now Jesus had not yet entered the village, but was still at the place where Martha had met him. When the Jews who had been with Mary in the house, comforting her, noticed how quickly she got up and went out, they followed her, supposing she was going to the tomb to mourn there. 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." Verse 33 says, “When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled.”  “Where have you laid him?" he asked. "Come and see, Lord," they replied. Verse 35 says “Jesus wept.” What does it mean that Jesus “was deeply moved in spirit and troubled”?  Why did he weep? Why was he so troubled in spirit and even wept if he could raise Lazarus, if he was the resurrection and the life?

We should first admit that we can only guess. What can we guess? The first thing we notice is that the author seems to be describing Jesus as being agitated in his spirit differently from Jesus weeping. The latter is emotional involvement while the agitation in spirit is not of emotion. We are reminded of the expression in Genesis 6 that God was grieved or in Romans 8 that the Holy Spirit groans with the burden which words can not express. Our emotion, our concern can never get out of ourselves. But in Jesus’ troubled spirit, we find that he embraces their pain, their unbelief, their protest, and was troubled with them and yet took all the heat on himself rather than yielding into their sorrow as the Jews did in their commotion. All the bucks stopped there in Jesus, even death, even sin. The lofty One, the Holy, however, wept, too, which was the revelation of his broken-heart, so to speak, that we may be comforted and strengthened by knowing his love in human terms. Praise Jesus! Praise the Lord and Savior! We think of our existence in terms of materials, human relationships, emotions, and intelligence. We should learn our Lord Jesus who is moved in spirit and troubled. That is a new language to learn. That is a new realm to immigrate into.

When the Jews saw Jesus weeping some said, "See how he loved him!" But others were critical on him. They said "Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?" Verse 38 says, “Jesus, once more deeply moved, came to the tomb.” It was a cave with a stone laid across the entrance. "Take away the stone," he said. "But, Lord," said Martha, the sister of the dead man, "by this time there is a bad odor, for he has been there four days." Then Jesus said, "Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?" We learn from Jesus’ words that to believe is to take away the stone, whatever it might represent for a believer. Here, again, is a contrast between what Martha believed and what Jesus taught. What Martha believed was right and correct: There was the stench of Lazarus’ decaying body which was coming out of the tomb. What she missed was God, and there was no way she could restore that missing part.  Jesus asked her to take away the stone in order to restore her to abide in God’s presence. By taking away the stone from the entrance of the tomb while she smelled the stench of Lazarus’ decaying body, she would be invited into the realm to believe. We should consider the fact that God is the missing part. That is why you can not reach the realm of to believe by positive thinking. To believe is the same as to abide in Jesus in John’s gospel. As we talked in the previous verses, to believe means to welcome Jesus while we are humiliated by the stench of death as it attacks you. Then we will see the glory of God.
When they took away the stone, what did Jesus say in prayer? Look at verses 41-44. “So they took away the stone. Then Jesus looked up and said, "Father, I thank you that you have heard me. I knew that you always hear me, but I said this for the benefit of the people standing here, that they may believe that you sent me." Jesus prayed in public for their benefit. Jesus related their act of taking away the stone with the belief that God sent Jesus. We are not sure if they were aware of such a big implication. But we learn in Jesus’ prayer that God sees their simple act of taking away the stone as the belief that God sent Jesus. What did he mean that the belief is the benefit? It is the benefit by grace given to them through Jesus Christ the Son of God. They could not reach God even if they would open all the stones in the world. What did Jesus do next? When he had said this, Jesus called in a loud voice, "Lazarus, come out!" The dead man came out, his hands and feet wrapped with strips of linen, and a cloth around his face. How did Jesus care for Lazarus who came out of the tomb? Jesus said to them, "Take off the grave clothes and let him go." What will happen to Lazarus if people do not help him to take off the grave clothes? He could not get out of the wrappings by himself. As we read in the next verses, almost everyone was deeply moved with and comforted by the risen Lazarus. But the real benefit was Jesus who came in their midst, who was troubled in spirit and who wept. By raising Lazarus from the dead and caring for him, he called people to join him by taking away the stone from the tomb, whatever that may represent for them. Jesus displayed his teaching in verses 25, 26 in a live show.
IV. To bring them together and make them one (45-57)

If this passage ends in verse 44 then the story isn’t much different from the many ancient myths. But in verses 45-57 we learn a truly challenging record. Jesus the resurrection and the life is going to die. However we may rationalize by quoting verses 51, 52, it is anything but an easy pill to swallow. Actually, we can not swallow it. Let’s see what we can learn from the passage. 

What was the impact of the sign of raising Lazarus from the dead? There was a mixed result. Many of the Jews who had come to visit Mary and had seen what Jesus did put their faith in him. But some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had done. Then the chief priests and the Pharisees called a meeting of the Sanhedrin. "What are we accomplishing?" they asked. "Here is this man performing many miraculous signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and then the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation." Then one of them, named Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, spoke up, "You know nothing at all! You do not realize that it is better for you that one man die for the people than that the whole nation perish."

The high priest meant to make Jesus a scapegoat. What was the author’s interpretation in verses 51-52 of the cunning idea of Caiaphas? “He did not say this on his own, but as high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus would die for the Jewish nation, and not only for that nation but also for the scattered children of God, to bring them together and make them one.” How did the truth influence the Jewish religious leaders and Jesus according to verses 53-54? There wasn’t anything glorious or beautiful. Rather, everything became extremely ugly and Jesus became a sort of refugee. “So from that day on they plotted to take his life. Therefore Jesus no longer moved about publicly among the Jews. Instead he withdrew to a region near the desert, to a village called Ephraim, where he stayed with his disciples.” As a result, verses 55-57 say no one could find Jesus. “When it was almost time for the Jewish Passover, many went up from the country to Jerusalem for their ceremonial cleansing before the Passover. They kept looking for Jesus, and as they stood in the temple area they asked one another, ‘What do you think? Isn't he coming to the Feast at all?’ But the chief priests and Pharisees had given orders that if anyone found out where Jesus was, he should report it so that they might arrest him.”
What does the author tell us in the record of the impact of Jesus’ work of raising Lazarus from the dead? He is telling us that the Crucified is the Resurrection and the Life. We see in the example of those who were looking for Jesus that what they were looking for was another Lazarus raised from the dead. That was what the chief priests were afraid of as well. We should turn our attention from seeking another Lazarus. We should come back to the unbelievable gospel that the Crucified is the Resurrection and the Life for indeed Jesus has brought all the scattered children of God by his death. Will we join the excited crowd or Jesus? We have to decide.
