
Feb. 18, 2018 – (Lent 1, John) 

Sermon Text – John 11:1-44 

 

- 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 four days."…When he had said this, 

he cried with a loud voice, "Lazarus, come out!"  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." - 

 

If we continued our reading of the gospel for today, you would hear, “Many of the 

Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did, believed in 

him.  But some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what he had done.”  As a 

result, the religious leaders are inspired to do something about Jesus.  He has become 

a real problem for them.  He has become a major threat to their peace and their 

power.  He has become a vivid point of opposition to the way things have been going 

in their lives.  Something has to be done about him quickly before everything gets 

completely out of hand.  “It’s better,” they conclude, “that one man should die…than 

for the entire country to be destroyed.”  Interesting, isn’t it!  Raise one guy from the 

dead and then see what happens!  My guess is, you’ll be in a world of trouble!  In fact, 

there will be a whole bunch of people who will just simply want to kill you! 

 

 Having moved the story of Jesus’ cleansing of the temple to the beginning of his 

ministry, John needs to find some other reason for the religious leaders to want to put 

Jesus to death.  This is it.  He raises Lazarus.  And because he raises Lazarus, many 

people begin to believe.  That’s what John’s gospel is all about – believing and not 

believing.  John’s writing is intended to convince his readers that they should believe.  

And this story is all about believing.  At several points, John makes it clear that those 

involved believe that “it is already too late.”  Time has run out.  There is nothing left to 

do.  They must simply accept their fate.  When Jesus hears that his friend, Lazarus, is ill, 

he does not go to him immediately.  He delays for two days.  That is crucial.  It gives 

Lazarus time to die.  Though he seems to tease his disciples by telling them that Lazarus 

is only sleeping, Jesus knows that he is dead.  He tells them, “For your sake I am glad I 

was not there, so that you may believe.”  What they believe is that “it is already too 

late.”  It is too late for Lazarus and it is too late for Jesus.  “Why do you want to go back 

to that part of the country?” his disciples want to know.  “They were already trying to 

kill you.”  “Nonetheless,” says Thomas, “Let us go with him, that we may all die.”   
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 When Jesus arrives, Martha (and then again Mary) greet him with words that 

indicate that “it is already too late.”  Is it a statement of faith, or an accusation, or their 

frustration that they blurt out?  “Lord, if you had been here, our brother would not have 

died.”  “But you weren’t here, and now it is too late.”  Isn’t that the same thing we hear 

every time there is another mass shooting, or another depressed teenager is cyber-

bullied into taking their own life, or a mentally deranged attacker decides to drive their 

vehicle into a crowd, or plant a bomb, or blow up bus or explode a building?  “Some-

body should have done something,” we say.  “If somebody had done something, this 

horrible tragedy would never have happened.”  “If only the powers that be would 

assert themselves, things like this could be avoided.”  Or, in what I think is perhaps the 

most frustrating response to the shooting in Parkland, Florida, “If God were still allowed 

in schools, shootings like this would never take place.”  Believe me, it will take a whole 

lot more than a court decision enforcing the protections in the Bill of Rights to get God 

out of our schools.  I hope you know that.  If you don’t, then that is an insult to all of our 

great teachers, and school staff people, and the students themselves, who carry with 

them the presence of God as part of the body of Christ.  When we say, “Somebody 

should do something,” we’re talking about people.  “People should so something.”  

“Politicians should do something.”  “We, who carry the attitudes of our culture and 

society, should do something.” 

 

 In the encounter between Martha and Jesus, Lazarus’ death prompts a discus-

sion about resurrection.  Jesus wants to know if Martha believes.  She believes in a 

general resurrection at the end of time.  Jesus tells her, “I am the resurrection and the 

life.”  Yet, the sisters are filled with grief.  And Jesus is overwhelmed by their suffering.  

He weeps as well.  And he is “greatly disturbed and deeply moved.”  He will not let 

their beliefs overtake them.  He will change their reality.  “Take away the stone,” he 

orders.  “But no,” Martha protests, “already there is a stench because he has been 

dead four days.”  In Jewish thought, the soul hangs around the body of a dead person 

for three days before departing.  It’s possible that they could come back; but, after 

four days, that’s no longer possible.  Lazarus is not just dead, he is really dead.  Or, as 

the King James version put it in the ultimate “it is already too late” statement, “He 

stinketh!”  Jesus is undeterred.  He will not let Martha’s protests stand in his way.  This is 

for the glory of God and for the belief of those he loves.  Even death is nothing in the 

face of his power.  It is never too late!  “Lazarus, come out!” he shouts into the deep 

darkness and deathly silence of the tomb; and Lazarus comes out, “his hands and feet 

bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth.”  “Unbind him,” Jesus tells 

the crowd, “and let him go.”  This is what “grace upon grace” smells like!  It is not the 

stench of death, but the sweet smell of life! 
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 I read this past week that Jesus never went to a funeral without causing a ruckus.  

Whenever he encounters death, people end up living.  A father’s little girl, a widow’s 

only son, his friends’ beloved brother – they are all raised to new life.  These are no 

spontaneous resuscitations.  New life doesn’t just come about by itself.  It happens 

because of the power of God made manifest in the person of Jesus Christ.  Just as 

darkness cannot overcome the light, so death cannot win over the power of life.  Life 

wins.  Love rules.  God’s grace and mercy take the day.  Reality is changed, so that 

those who “come and see” what has happened might believe.  Maybe I’m starting to 

get spring fever, but I really liked this quote from playwright August Wilson.  Using a 

clear baseball analogy, he said: 

 

  “Death ain't nothing .... Death ain't nothing but a fastball on the outside corner 

.... You get one of them fastballs, about waist high, over the outside corner of the plate 

where you can get the meat of that bat on it ... and … You can kiss it good-bye!” 

 

I’d like to believe that death is like that … because then it’s never too late!  God can 

always so something! 

                   Amen. 


