A Master Like No Other #15

“Dealing With Death (part 2)”

John 11:1-44

Twenty-eight years ago, I embarked on writing an article for publication. Entitled “How Jesus Dealt With Death,” the piece focused on our text this morning, John 11, and the lessons we can learn on dealing with people during times of grief and loss. I mailed it to our denomination’s magazine and awaited their reply.


The answer came at the end of June. The editor of the magazine thanked me for the manuscript, but informed me that he would not be able to use it. He wrote,

This is also somewhat lacking in illustrative material. Perhaps, because you are relatively young, you have not had many experiences from which to illustrate this kind of treatment. However, it would be greatly strengthened by some actual incidents that illustrate the truths that you are trying to convey.


That letter was sitting on my desk six weeks later when I received the news that my middle brother was killed in a truck accident at the age of 29. I was able to use much of the material I had written for his funeral service.


The article never was published.

The Certainty of Mankind


John eleven begins with the story of a family. Two sisters and a brother are introduced: Martha, Mary, and Lazarus. They were very close to Jesus, as seen in the message sent by the sisters to Him: “Lord, the one you love is sick.”

Jesus responds to this message in verse 4, “This sickness will not end in death. No, it is for God’s glory so that God’s Son may be glorified through it.” These words were misunderstood in Jesus’ day, and they are often misunderstood today. At the time, the disciples thought Jesus was saying that Lazarus would recover from his illness and would not die, but we know from hindsight that this wasn’t the case. Jesus finally had to tell them bluntly in verse 14, “Lazarus is dead.”

The current misunderstanding has more to do with the latter part of the verse: “No, it is for God’s glory so that God’s Son may be glorified through it.” It may sound as though Jesus allowed Lazarus to suffer and die so that God would look good—and that doesn’t sit well with most folks. But this is not the case, as Leon Morris explains:

We would have expected Jesus to take action immediately on re​ceipt of the news about Lazarus… But Jesus simply remained, indeed “therefore” remained where he was for two days. [Yet this] cannot mean that Jesus deliberately waited for Lazarus to die; the death must have taken place before the messengers reached him. When Jesus reached Bethany, Lazarus had been dead for four days (v. 39), and the journey would scarcely have taken more than a day. The four days are accounted for by allowing a day for the journey of the messengers, the two days that Jesus remained where he was, and a day for Jesus’ journey. Lazarus must have died shortly after the messengers started on their way. The delay would certainly heighten the miracle, but we cannot think that Jesus made his friends suffer bereavement simply in order that he might perform a more spectacular miracle.


Rather we are confronted in the passage with the certainty of mankind. The fact is that we all die. “It is appointed for men to die once, but after this the judgment” (Hebrews 9:27, nkjv). Paul writes in Romans 5:12, “Sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned.” Philip of Macedon—father of Alexander the Great—had a slave remind him every morning: “Philip, remember that thou must die.”
 Benjamin Franklin wrote that the only sure things in life are death and taxes, to which Will Rogers quipped, “The only difference between death and taxes is that death doesn’t get worse every time Congress meets.”

The Compassion on the Mourning


Often when Christians read (or preachers preach) John 11 we skip right to the miracle itself. While the raising of Lazarus is a spectacular miracle, we miss a lot if we ignore the verses leading up to the climax of the chapter.
Try to imagine the condition of Martha and Mary. On top of the loss of their brother came great feelings of anger his sisters felt toward Jesus. Their disillusionment knew no bounds. We can only imagine the heartache mixed with hostility Mary and Martha felt toward Jesus, in fact, toward their God. As Chuck Swindoll notes, “Faith is put to the maximum test when death crushes the hope of healing.”


Let’s begin in verse 20. Jesus’ first encounter is with Martha. What do we know about Martha? From her appearances in Scripture, Martha seems to have been a logical, practical woman who was a thinker and a doer. Martha looked Jesus square in the eye and said, “Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not have died.” Her accusing tone is eloquent and forceful. She felt betrayed, let down, and grossly disappointed in the only One who could have saved her brother’s life. Where was He?

Jesus responded in kind in verse 22: “Your brother will rise again.” Logical, factual—Jesus dealt with her on the level she could handle. When Martha replied (again logically) that she knew Lazarus would rise again on the last day, Jesus was able to tell her in verse 25, “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 verse is loaded with theological truth, and it concludes with a challenge: “Do you believe this?” Jesus knew that Martha could comprehend the substance of His words and could make a decision, which she did in no uncertain terms: “Yes, Lord,” she told him, “I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the world.” I am certain that Martha left Jesus’ presence comforted and uplifted.


Now the scene shifts toward Jesus’ encounter with Mary. Verse 29 tells us that Mary “got up quickly and went to him.” I imagine that she ran to Jesus and, when she got to Him, verse 32 says, “…she fell at his feet and said, ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.’” 

Notice that Mary said the exact same words as her sister, Martha. But I doubt that they were said in the same tone. Whereas Martha was the calm, collected voice of reason, Mary comes across as more emotional. Verse 33 records that she was weeping, so I wonder if she had trouble getting those words out.


Even though Martha and Mary said the same words to Jesus, He did not respond to them identically. Jesus did not reason with Mary as He did with Martha. It wasn’t that His words to Martha weren’t true, but that Mary couldn’t handle the truth. (Sorry, Jack Nicholson!) What was Jesus’ response to Mary? In verse 33, “…he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled.” Morris notes,

The sight of [Mary’s grief] caused Jesus deep emotion. The verb rendered “he was deeply moved” is an unusual one. It signifies a loud inarticulate noise, and its proper use appears to be for the snorting of horses. When used of people it usually denotes anger, and many exegetes hold that this is the meaning here; if so, it is probably anger against death that is meant.


Eventually, as verse 35 records, “Jesus wept.” In this, the shortest verse in the Bible, the noteworthy thing is that a different word is used for weeping than that used of Mary and the Jews. The word used of them means a loud, demonstrative form of mourning, a wailing. That used here (and here only in the New Testament) signifies rather a quiet weeping. Jesus did not wail loudly, but he was deeply grieved.


I have often wondered, “Why did Jesus weep?” He knew what He was about to do—He knew all along that He was going to raise Lazarus! So why the tears? Warren Wiersbe writes, 

Our Lord’s weeping reveals the humanity of the Saviour. He has entered into all of our experiences and knows how we feel. In fact, being the perfect God-Man, Jesus experienced these things in a deeper way than we do. His tears also assure us of His sympathy; He is indeed “a Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief” (Isa. 53:3). Today, He is our merciful and faithful High Priest, and we may come to the throne of grace and find all the gracious help that we need (Heb. 4:14–16).


Too often we Christians think that truth should cancel emotions. “Don’t mourn,” we tell those who have lost a loved one, “we know that they’re better off.” But we should not short-circuit the process of grief. Yes, Paul writes that we “…will not grieve like people who have no hope” (1 Thess. 4:13, nlt), but he does not say we will not grieve at all! God made us with tear ducts so we could weep, and that weeping helps us to heal inside. God’s promise is, “Weeping may remain for a night, but rejoicing comes in the morning” (Psalm 30:5).


There are times when grieving persons can handle the truth, and we need to be prepared to share the truth of the Gospel with those who can accept it, just as Jesus did with Martha. But we need to be discerning of those who, at least at the time, cannot take the logical, rational approach to the issues of death and eternity. With those folks we need to “weep with those who weep” (Rom. 12:15), just as Jesus did with Mary.
The Conquest over Mortality


Jesus did not stop with reaching out to the mourning, though. John 11:38-44 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?” 

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.” 

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.

Jesus said to them, “Take off the grave clothes and let him go.”

Martha and Mary lead Jesus to the tomb. At this point no one except Jesus knows what is about to happen. They probably thought Jesus simply wanted to pay His respects at the site of Lazarus’ burial. When Jesus instructed the people to take the stone away from the door of the tomb, Martha was mortified. I always liked the King James Version of verse 39, “Lord, by this time he stinketh: for he hath been dead four days.”

The four days were significant in those days because it was commonly held that after three days decomposition began to set in. They did not practice embalming like we do, and in that hot climate, decomposition began quite quickly. (This is why it was necessary for Jesus to be raised from the dead on the third day, before His body began to decay.) For Lazarus to have been dead four days meant that the time had been reached when the only hope for Lazarus was a divine act of power.


At this point we may be tempted to think that the application to our own day and age breaks down. Jesus was able to raise Lazarus from the dead; we cannot do so. So how does this apply?

First, we take from this passage that God does not always heal physically. Martha and Mary had to learn that Jesus did not come to prolong our earthly existence or even to make it more pleasant—at least not pleasant in the temporary, earthly way we would prefer. He came to give us healing from the disease that threatens eternal life—sin—and to give us joy, regardless of our circumstances.

In this instance Jesus healed Lazarus of death and decay, but healing of that kind is only temporary. Lazarus eventually died again. Even if we were to receive complete healing from every challenge to our health, we must eventually face physical death. It is an unavoidable consequence of sin. Jesus will not allow death to win the final victory, though. Because of Him, we can look forward to an ultimate healing that is permanent.
 Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:22, “For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive.” Death may be unavoidable, but death will not have the ultimate victory. Paul wrote in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-17,

Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to the Lord's own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever. 


Just as Jesus shouted, “Lazarus, come forth,” so one day we will respond to the loud command to rise from the grave. I believe that this miracle was intended to do more than simply raise a friend of Jesus from the dead. Jesus said to Martha in John 11:25, “I am the resurrection and the life,” words that would ring hollow without some action to back them up. The raising of Lazarus was a demonstration of what would happen ultimately to all people, as seen in Jesus’ words of John 5:28-29, “…a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.”


Jesus now proved the validity of His words. There was life beyond the grave, and He had the power over death. This previewed His own resurrection. As Morris concludes,

Few things illustrate more graphically the difference the coming of Christ made than this. Throughout the ancient world the fear of death was universal. Death was a grim adversary that everyone feared and no one could defeat. But Jesus’ resurrection altered all that for his followers. For them death was no longer a hateful foe that could not be resisted. Its sting was drawn.


In the words of another writer, “When Jesus arose from the dead, death was radically changed for the Christian.”
 Because of this, Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 4:18, “Therefore encourage each other with these words.” This is the real application of this passage.


How did Jesus deal with death? He recognized the certainty of death for all mankind. He showed compassion on the mourning, even “weeping with those who weep.” Then He demonstrated His conquest over mortality itself.


How can we deal with death? We must also recognize the certainty of death for all mankind—including ourselves. When death strikes, we must show compassion on the mourning, allowing grief to run its course. And while we ourselves to not have the power to prevent or reverse the inevitability of death, we can point to the conquest of mortality of our Lord, “encourag[ing] each other with these words.”
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