
‘The Life’ vs. Death
John 11

Read vv.1-32

How do you deal with death and bereavement?
How does Jesus deal with death and bereavement?

In this scene where a cherished friend called Lazarus has died, Jesus does 
not tell anyone not to grieve.  He does a good amount of grieving Himself, 
even though He knows that the story is going to get a lot better.  But Jesus 
does call those who love Him to faith and hope in the midst of grief.

When Martha comes to meet Jesus in vv.21-22, she says, ‘Lord, if you had 
been here, my brother would not have died.’  Mary will say the same later on 
in v.32, before collapsing at Jesus’ feet with gut wrenching wails of grief.  But 
when Martha says it here, she adds something else - ‘But I know that even 
now God will give you whatever you ask.’

Why does Martha say that?  It seems really unlikely that she expected Jesus 
to physically raise Lazarus from his grave - it’s not like that had ever been 
done before.  But what Martha says is really important.  In her moment of 
deepest grief and pain, where she is face to face with Jesus saying, ‘If only,’ 
and ‘couldn’t you have been here?’; she is saying something else essential to 
a relationship with Jesus.

In the midst of the questions, she is saying, ‘yet will I trust you, Jesus.  I trust 
that you will ask God for what is best in the midst of this.  I trust that God will 
do whatever it is that you ask.’

Martha gets faith.  She gets the message that Jesus has been declaring for 
eleven chapters of John - that Jesus totally depends on the Father, and the 
Father gives Jesus all that He has.  So people need to  depend on Jesus as 
the One who is God and who brings us to God, who provides for us from God 
in every trivial and tragic circumstance.

Martha expresses a trust that does not specify conditions.  She says, ‘it’s in 
your hands, Jesus, and you know what’s best now.  I don’t know the outcome, 
but you do, and I trust in that.’  Mind you, Martha could never have dreamed 
that Jesus was going to  do what He did next.  First, Jesus takes the 
conversation on with Martha.
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v.23, ‘Your brother will rise again.’
v.24, ‘I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.’

That was a popular Jewish belief by this time.  The Pharisees taught that 
there would be a day when the dead were raised to  life, the Jews to a life with 
God (although another religious authority, the Saducees, denied a 
resurrection).  Jesus responds with another of His seven great ‘I am’ sayings 
in John’s gospel:

v.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.’

Jesus makes another astonishing claim.  Resurrection is not a thing that just 
happens to  people.  Resurrection is a person.  It’s Jesus.  To experience 
resurrection means to know and love and believe in and depend on this 
person.  It is to hold on to Him and never let go.

Life is not a thing that everybody just has, with an expiry date and that’s that.  
Life is a person.  It’s Jesus.  To experience life, life that never ends, is to hold 
on to the person who is life.

If what Jesus says here is true, then all the other religions and worldviews 
and hopes for a life beyond death are false and incorrect.  Jesus says, 
resurrection, eternal life, and new life here and now, are all located in one 
place, one person - Jesus Himself.

That’s a lot to accept all at once.  So Jesus, sensitive to the fraught mentality 
of this grieving sister, says, ‘There’s a lot in your head and heart just now; I 
want to give you some time to think about this, mull it over.’  No, wait - that’s 
not what happens...

vv.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?’

Jesus declares to this woman that He loves dearly that He is her hope.  He 
invites her to  know and accept and treasure that hope right now, He puts her 
at the crossroads of a faith decision right now, in the midst of grief.  What will 
Martha say?

v.27, ‘Yes, Lord,’ she told him, ‘I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of 
God, who was to come into the world.’
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Martha is best remembered for scurrying around and over-fussing about 
preparations in the house whilst Jesus taught her sister Mary, who was 
listening to  Him attentively.  She’s not often remembered for expressing the 
clearest confession of faith in John’s gospel.

It’s Peter who is remembered for his confession of faith, as it’s recorded in 
Matthew, Mark and Luke.  But Martha says something fuller here than Peter 
says in any of the other gospels.

Martha declares that Jesus is Lord - He is in charge, He is King over her, she 
will surrender to His will, His lead, His description of the truth, His ways.  She 
declares that Jesus is the Christ - the rescuer and hope of all those people 
who belong to God.

She declares that He is the Son of God - in a unique relationship with God 
the Father, and the One through whom we can know God the Father.  And 
she declares that Jesus is the One who was to come into the world - the One 
God had promised to send to lead us to Him, in contrast to all our strivings to 
make our own ways to God or Heaven or life.

That’s what a torn up, grieving, hurting woman could declare in faith, face to 
face with Jesus, when she was asked, ‘Do you believe this?’  What about 
you?

Question - Do you believe that Jesus is the resurrection and the life?

Read vv.32-44

When somebody dies here in modern Western culture, we do try our best to 
soften it.  We talk about someone ‘passing away.’  Grieving families talk about 
needing to  ‘just get on with it,’ we see them trying to keep themselves 
together for the sake of everyone else.  We keep things calm and serene as 
far as we can.

It’s in our literature, as well.  A really good book that I read a few years ago is 
The Book Thief, by Marcus Zusak.  I’d recommend it to anyone, it’s a 
beautiful story about a Jewish girl called Liesel Meminger in wartime 
Germany, and her relationship with various people - especially with Death.

Death is one of the main characters, he narrates the story.  And Death is cast 
as a figure who gently bears people away from the trials and pains of life, and 
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lovingly leads them into the beyond.  It’s a charming idea of Death, one that 
appeals and that invites people in because they like it, it’s much nicer than 
the idea of Death that we’ve lived with and shied away from.

But the trouble is, it’s not what Death’s really like.  It is, indeed, a fiction.  The 
modern West doesn’t like death, we don’t like to talk about it any more than 
the Victorians liked to talk about sex.  Because we don’t like it, we don’t talk 
about it, we dress it up and calm it down and do our best to carry on.

It was a different story in ancient Palestine.  It’s a different story in modern 
Palestine, and most places in the world still today.  When someone dies, it’s a 
cataclysmic event that causes days of loud wailing and commotion; people 
pour forth their pain and anger and the churning in their guts.  Nobody likes 
Death.  Most people across places and times express that loudly and clearly.

That included Mary in v.33, and the crowds of mourners - family, extended 
family, friends, local community - who were wailing loudly with heartbreak as 
Jesus arrived with them.  And when Jesus sees all this - when He sees what 
death does to  the human beings He is Creator of and brother to  - how do you 
suppose Jesus feels?

The NIV tells us in v.33 that Jesus was ‘deeply moved in spirit and troubled.’  
Let me tell you, that is not the half of it.  That implies that He was sad, He was 
grieving, He was sorry for Mary and the people around her.  But the NIV is 
not telling you what the Greek says.  The Greek word for how Jesus feels 
about what He sees here is brimaomai - it means indignant.  It means 
brimming with anger.

The Message translates this better - when Jesus saw this scene, a ‘deep 
anger welled up within him.’  It’s the same phrase again in v.38, when Jesus 
comes to the tomb itself, when He faces the place where His friend is laid 
lifeless and cut off.  Death makes Jesus angry.

When the Bible talks about Death, it talks about a force, a power that entered 
the world when sin came in.  Death is an unwelcome intruder in God’s 
creation - God did not set a place at the table for Death.  We human beings 
let sin into  God’s garden.  Sin laughed its way into the world and brought 
Death behind it.

Death is not nice; it is not gentle.  It is horrible.  It is an ugly destroyer.  It hurts 
like Hell.  It cuts us up like nothing else, it damages and poisons.  It feels so 
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wrong because it is so wrong.  Death is a power, it is the enemy of life.  It 
overcomes us all.  Except...

Jesus says, ‘I am the resurrection and the life.’  The enemy of Death is Life.  
The enemy of Death is Jesus Christ.  When Jesus walked into  this scene 
where Death had wreaked its terrible havoc, He saw tears, pain, something 
that felt indescribably wrong.

Death stirs in Jesus a deep and powerful anger.    You wouldn’t like to see 
Jesus angry.  Woe to death.  Jesus is going to show the watching wailers just 
exactly who He is, exactly what power He has, and exactly what He came to 
this world to do.

He orders a grave to  be opened.  He prays, in such a way as that everyone 
watching knows that what He is doing is all of God - God’s will, and God’s 
power.  And He commands a dead person to  walk out of a tomb alive.  v.44 
tells us, ‘The dead man came out...’

This is the greatest of all the signs Jesus did to point to who He is.  He is life 
itself.  Death is an enemy to Him, one He rages against with deep and 
powerful anger.  He conquers Death, with just a word.  When God made the 
universe, He simply spoke, and life happened.  When He came to this world 
as Jesus Christ, He simply spoke, and a giant called Death was forced to let 
go of His stranglehold over a man called Lazarus.

What does this mean for human beings like you and me?  What does it mean 
that a man in Palestine 2000 years ago, claiming to  be life itself, called a 
dead man to life?  Jesus explained what it means when He did it.  He told 
Martha in vv.25-26.  ‘Whoever believes in me will live, though he dies; and 
whoever lives and believes in me will never die.’

The person who is holding on to Jesus, is holding on to the one person who 
can defeat Death for them.  Hold on to  Him who is life itself, don’t ever let go, 
and He’ll take you through Death and into a forever of holding on to life.

The other side of this, of course, is that if Jesus says it’s those who believe in 
Him who will not be ended by Death, then those who don’t believe in Him - 
who aren’t holding on to Jesus - will be defeated and ended by Death.

Question - How does it affect your view of death to know that Jesus is deeply 
angry with this enemy?
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Read vv.45-57

Chapters 11 and 12 of John’s gospel are the end of the beginning of Jesus’ 
story; and they are the beginning of the end.

They are the end of the beginning - the first 12 chapters are sometimes 
referred to as ‘The Book of Signs.’  Throughout these chapters, John has told 
us that every sign that Jesus performed to point people to see who He was; 
accompanied by every call to people to  hear and believe in who He was; 
divided people.

Some people see Jesus turning water into wine, healing a dying boy, healing 
a lame beggar, feeding a crowd of 5,000 with a few loaves and fish, walking 
on water and opening the eyes of a man born blind, and they put their trust in 
Jesus as the One who is from God and leads to God.

Others see all that, and hear what Jesus says to them, but they don’t believe.  
They can watch blind eyes opening, but be blind enough themselves to say, ‘I 
don’t believe that this Jesus is God’s Son.’  The old argument that people still 
often use that goes, ‘I’d believe in God if He gave me a sign,’ or, ‘I’d believe in 
Jesus if there was any proof,’ doesn’t carry any weight, John’s gospel tells us.

Here in chapter 11, John tells us about the last and greatest of Jesus’ public 
signs in the climax to the ‘Book of Signs.’  He raises a man from the dead.  
People stand there, and watch Him do it.  They have a sign, a proof right 
before them.  They are eye witnesses to this.  Doesn’t that end the debate?  
Doesn’t that end the division?

No.  v.45 tells us that many who saw Jesus do this did indeed put their faith in 
Him.  But incredibly, v.46 tells us, some run off and tell the Pharisees about it.  
They grass Jesus up to the people who want Him gone.

And remarkably, the Pharisees and chief priests call a meeting, not to talk 
together about what an incredible thing Jesus has done and whether it might 
just be worth thinking about whether He might be who He said He was.  They 
listen to eye witnesses saying, ‘He just raised a man from the dead,’ and they 
talk about how they can shut Him up and silence Him.

These religious authorities conclude that it is better that this one man Jesus 
dies, than that their nation perishes.  They are concerned that if people start 
flocking to  Jesus, it will cause a public scene that the Roman occupiers won’t 
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like, so they’ll come and sweep away the Jewish religious leadership and the 
Jewish nation.

That’s a really important and valid concern.  But it doesn’t occur to them that 
if what they are hearing is true, then God Himself is walking two miles away 
from them, and they are talking about killing Him.  Those who want to shut 
Jesus up and shut Jesus out can do that, and they will do that, even if they 
see and hear the most undeniable proof of His claims. 

In the first 16 verses of this chapter, Jesus and His disciples know what it 
means to be heading back to this region where He had stirred up the Jews to 
try and stone Him.  They are heading to Jesus’ death, and possibly to His 
followers’ death, too.

John is marking the beginning of the end, a part of the book where Jesus 
heads for Jerusalem, and heads for His death.  In the chapters ahead we’re 
going to hear close and intimate conversations between Jesus and His 
followers.  We’re going to hear deep prayers from Jesus’ lips that reveal what 
He treasures most.

We’re going to read of how He was arrested, tortured and executed, opening 
Himself up to a fatal blow from that enemy He so rages against, Death.  
Because what the chief priest said was true, though he didn’t know what he 
was saying, John tells us in vv.49-52 - it is best that Jesus die in our place.  
But we’re going to read of how it was that Death came out the loser, and 
Jesus Christ the victor.

But I’m getting ahead of myself in the story.  Here, in John 11, Death is 
hanging over Jesus, waiting to strike his blow on his great adversary.  But we 
have a foretaste of how the battle is going to end, as Jesus strikes a blow at 
death with three simple words: ‘Lazarus, come out!’

Well, what do you think?  Are you waiting for proof about Jesus being the Son 
of God?  Martha knew before anyone had been raised from the dead.  The 
Pharisees and their spies didn’t want to know even when they watched it 
happen.

‘I am the resurrection and the life,’ says Jesus.  ‘He who believes in me will 
live, even though he dies; and he who lives and believes in me will never die.  
Do you believe this?’
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