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19 November 2006 
 

“The Resurrection and the Life” 
  
John 11:17-44 
 
All things considered, there is no more important question than the question 
Job posed almost four millennia ago: “If a man dies, will he live again?” (Job 
14:12) There are many who choose to believe that we simply expire at death 
and disappear into oblivion.  After living life with all its complexity, its joys 
and sorrows, its challenges and achievements; after entering into meaningful 
relationships, we simply cease to exist.  Consciousness is gone; life is over - 
an inconsequential nanosecond against the endless backdrop of eternity.  Is 
that all there is to life?  Is somebody playing a cruel joke on us?  Or is our 
short but significant stay here the beginning of something that lasts 
forever? 
 
As far as John is concerned, there is a definitive answer to that question.  
He speaks of life that is not only endless in duration but in rich and full in 
quality.  And he declares that this is God’s intention for every single one of 
us.  It is one of his great themes that we encounter again and again, in 
chapter after chapter.  But nowhere is it more clearly addressed than in the 
chapter before us. 
 
An Unfolding Story 
It will help us to think of this chapter as one story in four movements.  So 
let’s follow the story. 
 
Scene 1: In a remote area on the other side of the Jordan River  
On each of Jesus’ successive journeys to Jerusalem, more and more people 
placed their faith in him.  But the opposition mounted and was now at fever 
pitch.  The leaders had sent guards to arrest him, but the guards had 
returned empty-handed. On more than one occasion they had picked up 
stones to stone him.  Later they had tried to seize him but he had escaped 
their grasp.  The Passover Feast, during which he was destined to be 
crucified, was still some time off so, to prevent things from coming to a 
head prematurely, he withdrew to a region on the other side of the Jordan 
River and some distance to the north.  It was in that area that John the 
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Baptist had exercised his powerful ministry.  While Jesus was there many 
people believed in him. 
 
One day a messenger arrived with really bad news.  Jesus had some good 
friends who lived in a town called Bethany, just three kilometres east of 
Jerusalem.  Martha, her sister Mary and their brother, Lazarus, were 
apparently well off and had welcomed him into their home on more than one 
occasion. (Luke 10:38-42; John 12:2)1  It seems that Jesus was able to relax 
there.  John describes the relationship in the warmest of terms.  And now, 
the news is bad and the implicit request is urgent: “Lord, the one whom you 
love is sick.”  From the context we know that Lazarus was desperately ill and 
at the point of death.  
 
Jesus’ response must have put the disciples’ minds at rest.  “This sickness 
will not end in death.  No, it is for God’s glory, that God’s Son may be 
glorified through it.”  The disciples were well aware of the affection which 
Jesus had for the trio from Bethany and must have assumed that Jesus was 
saying, “There’s no need for me to come.  Lazarus will recover without my 
intervention.” 
 
Two days went by.  Then Jesus said to the disciples, “Let us go back to 
Judea.”  You could see the shocked looks on their faces.  Their response 
helps us to realise just how dangerous it was for Jesus to be in the vicinity 
of Jerusalem: “Rabbi, a short while ago the Jews tried to stone you, and yet 
you are going back there?” 
 
“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.”  He went on to tell them, “Our friend 
Lazarus has fallen asleep; but I am going there to wake him up.” 
 
“Sleeping?  Lord, that’s got to be a good; if he is sleeping, he’s well on the 
way to recovery.” 
 

                                                
1 These accounts, the description of the relationship, and the fact that Jesus stayed at Bethany during the 
Passion Week lead us to believe that their home was open to him and his disciples and was their base 
during the Passion Week. (Mark 11:12) 
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But Jesus had been speaking of his death, not of natural sleep.  So he told 
them plainly: “Lazarus is dead, and for your sake I’m glad I was not there so 
that you may believe.  But let us go to him.” 
 
Ever-loyal but somewhat pessimistic, Thomas said, “Let us go that we may 
die with him.” 
 
Scene 2 – Just outside the village of Bethany   
As Jesus approached Bethany, someone rushed to tell Martha that he was on 
the outskirts of the village.  By this time, Lazarus had been dead and buried 
for four days. 
 
“Lord, if you had been here my brother would not have died.  But I know that 
even now God will do whatever you ask.”  (It is clear that she believed that 
Jesus could and would have prevented Lazarus’ death if he had been there.  
She had certainly not lost confidence in Jesus.  It is also clear, from the 
subsequent conversation, that she was not expressing the hope that Lazarus 
would be raised to life). 
 
Jesus said: “Your brother will rise again.”  Despite her grief, Martha affirms 
her faith in the final resurrection: “I know he will rise in the resurrection at 
the last day.”  She was responding in faith.  But she was convinced that as 
far as this life was concerned, they had lost him – irrevocably.  She and her 
sister would have to wait for the resurrection at the end of time.  Death is 
pretty final, isn’t it? 
 
Jesus then made what was arguably his most audacious statement ever: 
 
 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 an amazing statement that warrants a sermon on its own.  All I shall 
do here is point out how emphatic Jesus’ words are in the latter half of the 
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verse.  There is a double negative here. One negative would have been 
emphatic enough. William Hendriksen renders it shall never, never die.2   
 
Through the acute pain of bereavement, Martha affirms her unwavering 
faith in Jesus.  “Yes, Lord, I believe you are the Christ, the Son of God, who 
was to come into the world.”  It’s as if she was saying: “Lord my brother is 
dead.  How I wish you had been here to prevent his death.  I can’t 
understand how this could have happened, but I still believe that you are the 
Christ, the Son of God.  This hasn’t affected my faith in you.” 
 
She then returned to the house and called her sister, Mary: “The Teacher is 
here and is asking for you.”  Mary got up quickly and went to Jesus.  The 
mourners, noticing that she left hurriedly, followed her, assuming that she 
was going to the tomb to mourn there. 
 
On seeing Jesus, Mary fell at his feet and said exactly what Martha had said 
when she first saw him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not 
have died.”  I wonder how many times the two sisters had said to one 
another during the previous four days: “If only Jesus had been here, Lazarus 
would still be alive!” 
 
Scene 3 – At the tomb 
Upon seeing Mary and the mourners weeping, Jesus “was deeply moved in 
spirit and troubled.”  The translation here softens the meaning of the 
original.  The word translated “deeply moved” invariably depicts anger and 
outrage, not simply empathy.3  Undoubtedly Jesus felt empathy.  But why 
was he deeply disturbed to the point of indignation?  I think it was the sight 
and sound of this grief in those with whom he had such a special relationship.  
He had always hated sickness and sorrow and death but here his deep 
loathing of sin and its ability to inflict such heartache and pain moved him.  
“Where have you laid him?” he asked. 
 

                                                
2 William Hendriksen, John (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1954), 150. Hendriksen sees this as a case of 
litotes (using a strong negative to state the positive.  It was tantamount to saying: Ò. . . shall most certainly 
live forever, yes, forever!Ó 
3 D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Grand rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1991), 415. In extra-
biblical Greek the word (embriomaomai) Òcan refer to the snorting of horses; as applied to human beings, it 
invariably suggests anger, outrage and emotional indignation.Ó It is also used in Matthew 9:30; Mark 1:43; 
14:5. 
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“Come and see, Lord.” Mary must have gestured as she invited him to 
accompany her to the tomb.  Then comes the shortest verse in the Bible – 
short but significant.  “Jesus wept.”  Incidentally, the word used to describe 
his weeping is a different one from the one used to describe the weeping of 
Mary and the mourners.4  Hendriksen renders the statement: “Jesus burst 
into tears.”5 But just why did Jesus shed tears?    He knew that within 
minutes, Lazarus would be restored to life and the sorrow of the mourners 
would be transformed to jubilation.  This was not the first time he had 
encountered death.  But here, as he sees its effects on close friends, he 
feels the grief that death inevitably brings.  As he had done throughout his 
life, he entered right into the human situation.  (Mt 8:17; Heb 2:16-17; 4:15; 
5:8-10) There was nothing clinical about Jesus. 
 
His tears elicited two comments from the Jewish mourners.  Some, noticing 
his grief, said, “See how he loved him.”  Others remarked: “Could not he who 
opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?”  But 
nobody was prepared for what was about to happen. 
 
John comments that Jesus was once more “deeply moved.”  It’s that word 
again (embriomaomai).  Outraged and groaning within, he came to the tomb 
and ordered that the stone be removed from the entrance.  Martha 
protested, “Lord, by this time there is a bad odour; he’s been there for four 
days.” 
 
“Did I not tell you that if you believed you would see the glory of God?”  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 those standing here, that they may believe that you sent 
me.” 
 
The corpse was customarily laid on a sheet of linen that was wide enough to 
envelop the body completely and more than twice the length of the corpse.  
The feet were positioned at one end of the sheet and the sheet was drawn 
up over the head and back down to the feet.  The feet were then bound at 
                                                
4 Hendriksen, John, 155. The word used to describe the weeping of Mary and the mourners (klai™) is 
associated with sobbing or even wailing.  The word used to describe JesusÕ weeping (dakru™) implies grief 
but does not mean to wail.  The choice of different words was no doubt intentional.  The tears of Jesus were 
not for Lazarus but for Mary, Martha and others as he entered into their sorrow. 
5 This because of the tense of the verb used here which he takes to be an ingressive aorist. 



 6 

the ankles and the arms were tied to the body with linen strips.  The face 
was bound with another cloth.  A person bound in this way hop and shuffle 
but not walk.  Not very comfortable!  But then, corpses were not expecting 
to be going anywhere fast, so the grave clothes were not exactly designed 
for mobility. 
 
When he had prayed, Jesus called out in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!”  
There must have been a stunned silence during that brief pause between the 
command and the emergence of the dead man.  No doubt the atmosphere 
was charged.  They had never seen or heard anything like this.  Imagine the 
gasps of amazement as Lazarus appeared. His hands and feet were still 
wrapped with strips of linen and there was a cloth around his face.  John 
leaves so much unsaid, but the jubilation must have been indescribable.  I 
suppose everybody, including the sisters, stood there motionless, too 
stunned to know what to do. 
 
Jesus said to them, “Take off the grave clothes and let him go.” 
 
Scene 4 – A Meeting of the Sanhedrin  
Not surprisingly, many put their faith in Jesus.  But some ran off to the 
Pharisees and reported what had happened.  Things had now gone too far.  A 
meeting of the Sanhedrin was called at which a formal decision was taken to 
arrest Jesus and execute Jesus.  In the scheme of things, the passage that 
briefly recounts the deliberations of that meeting is an important one but 
we cannot consider it today. 
 
We do see Lazarus again. It is six days before the Passover and a meal is 
being served in Jesus’ honour in the village of Bethany. (Mark 14:3-9; John 
12:1—8)6  Lazarus was among those reclining with Jesus at the table.  A 
crowd heard that Jesus was there and came because they wanted to see 
him.  They also wanted to see Lazarus who had become “Exhibit A”.  Here 
was living proof.  Many believed on account of this miracle.   So the chief 
priests wanted to kill Lazarus too and get rid of the evidence.  
 

                                                
6 Some have argued that Simon the Leper was, in fact the father of Martha, Mary and Lazarus. There is no 
evidence to support this.  He may have been, but it is equally possible that the actual reception in which the 
three were involved (they may have arranged the event and catered for it) was held at the home of an 
influential neighbor. 
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Resurrection? 
Let’s put this miracle into perspective.  It is probably Jesus’ greatest 
miracle.  I don’t suppose you can rate miracles, but this one certainly had a 
major impact and helped to bring things to a head.  Like all Jesus’ miracles, it 
was a sign.  He had previously said: 
 

Just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, even so 
the Son gives life to whom he is pleased to give it . . . .  Do not 
be amazed at this, for the time is coming when all who are in 
their graves will hear his voice and come out . . . . “(5:21, 28) 

 
What a claim!  But, since it related to the last day, it was impossible to 
substantiate such an assertion.  But here, long before the final day of 
resurrection, Jesus gives a demonstration of his power over death.  This was 
not, strictly speaking, a resurrection.  Lazarus was raised to life in a mortal 
body and ultimately he, like everybody else, succumbed to death.  But it was 
an important sign.  A man died and was brought back to life four days later.  
Jesus had made a staggering claim.  And in calling Lazarus out of the grave, 
he did what no one else had ever been able to do.  This limited but 
supernatural event gives credence to his bold claim.  
 
It doesn’t help to try to explain this miracle.  That’s just the point: you are 
not supposed to be able to explain miracles naturally.  There are those who 
don’t believe that miracles ever happened.  That point of view rests on the 
assumption that all events occur within a closed system of natural cause and 
effect.  It either assumes that the Creator cannot or will not work in 
history, or that he does so only in terms of the timing of natural phenomena.  
Certainly real miracles are not two-a-penny.  But, those who do not subscribe 
to this closed-system view of the universe are able to take an account like 
this one at face value.  Was Lazarus really dead?  We have no reason to 
believe otherwise.  Those who buried him were in no doubt that he had 
breathed his last.  Did Jesus bring him back to life? Yes.  How? I have no 
idea.  He spoke and it happened.7 
 

                                                
7 It is, of course, possible that Lazarus had been brought back to life by Jesus some time before Jesus called 
him out of the tomb. (This would be one explanation for the apparent absence of odour).  We cannot say for 
sure when he came back to life.  The account itself inclines us to the view that it was the voice of Jesus that 
both raised him to life and summoned him from the tomb. 
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Now for something more important.  Not long after this staggering event 
and not far away from the tomb of Lazarus, there was another tomb.  In it 
there was another corpse.  This tomb was even more securely sealed. 
Martha, Mary, Lazarus and a host of others were again morning.  How was it 
possible that the one who had raised the dead could himself have succumbed 
to death?  This time, there was nobody to bring the dead man back to life. 
 
But, on the third day, he came out of the tomb.  There were some important 
differences.  Because Lazarus had the same body, he was still bound and had 
to be freed from the inhibiting grave clothes.  When Jesus rose from the 
dead, Peter and John saw the grave clothes in the tomb. (Luke 24:12; 20:5-
9)  He had passed right through them.  His body was of a different order.  
His was the first resurrection body. (1 Cor 15:20; Phil 3:21; 1 Thess 4:16-17) 
 
There was no one to call Jesus out of the tomb, but there was no need for 
anyone to do that.  The Writer to the Hebrews tells us that by his death, he 
destroyed him who holds the power of death. (Heb 2:14)  That’s why Peter 
declared on the Day of Pentecost, “God raised him from the dead, freeing 
him from the agony of death, because it was not possible for death to keep 
its hold on him.” 
 
John Stott emphasises the inevitability of the resurrection on account of 
what happened to death on the cross. 
 

We are not to regard the cross as defeat and the resurrection 
as victory.  Rather, the cross was the victory won and the 
resurrection (was) the victory endorsed, proclaimed and 
demonstrated. “It was impossible for death to keep its hold on 
him” because death had already been defeated.8 

 
Imprisoned on the Island of Patmos, John had a vision of the Son of Man.  
So awe-inspiring was the vision that he fell at his feet as though dead.  He 
describes what happened next:  

 
Then he placed his right hand on me and said, ‘Do not be afraid.  
I am the First and the Last.  I am the Living one.  I died and 

                                                
8 John Stott, The Cross of Christ (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1986), 235 
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behold I am alive for ever and ever.  And I hold the keys of 
death and of Hades.” (Rev 1:17-18) 
 

There is a powerful triplet of sonnets by Donald Carson.  The third stanza 
reads as follows: 

 
I am the resurrection life. It’s not 
As though I merely bear life-giving drink, 
A magic elixir which (men might think) 
Is cheap because though lavish it’s not bought. 
The price of life was fully paid: I fought 
With death and black despair; for I’m the drink  
Of life.  The resurrection morn’s the link 
Between my death and endless life long sought. 
I am the firstborn from the dead; and by 
My triumph, I deal death to lusts and hates. 
My life I now extend to men, and ply 
Them with the draught that ever satiates. 
Religion’s page with empty boasts is rife: 
But I’m the resurrection and the life.9 
 

Conclusion 
Jesus said to Martha, “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 shall 
never die.” That statement initially made to Martha, rings out as a great 
declaration to us all.  It has permanent validity.  Jesus demonstrated the 
truth of that assertion by raising Lazarus from death.  His statement is not 
only a great declaration; it is also a gracious invitation.  He holds exclusive 
power over death and the sole right to bestow life; he invites us to come to 
him and live.  It was true then and it is true today: “Whoever lives and 
believes in me will never die.” 
 

 
   
 
 

                                                
9 D. A. Carson, John, 492-3 


