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Lazarus, come out! 

 

Ezekiel 37:1-14 

Psalm 130 

Romans 8:6-11 

John 11:1-45 

 

Text: John 11:41-44 

So they took away the stone. And Jesus looked upwards and said, ‘Father, I thank you for having 

heard me. I knew that you always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing 

here, so that they may believe that you sent me.’ When he had said this, he cried with a loud 

voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’ The dead man came out ….  

 

Introduction 

It is not an uncommon experience.  The day starts out as any other and in the course of the day 

news comes to us that someone has died.  The news might be of the death of a relative, the parent 

of a friend, a member of our congregation, even a celebrity; such news isn’t uncommon.  We 

also note, typically, that such news strikes us harder the closer our relationship is to the person 

who has died. 

 

1. Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem.  Each place Jesus comes to he spends time announcing the 

goods news that the kingdom of heaven is near.  He invites people to believe in him.  People are 

healed of diseases and many believe.  In John’s gospel, Jesus has come full circle, so to speak.  

He returned to the place across the Jordan river where John the Baptist had been baptizing; the 

place where Jesus was baptized; to the place where his public ministry was launched.  It would 

be about a day’s journey to get to the home of Mary and Martha who lived in Bethany. 

 

John’s gospel tells us that “Many came to him (Jesus), and they were saying, John (the Baptist) 

performed no sign, but everything that John said about this man was true.’ And many believed in 

him there.”  (John 10:41-42) I am sure that Jesus’ day started out as many others.  It began early 

with prayer, likely some breakfast and then a day of ministering to the many people who came to 

him.  On this one particular day news came to him that his good friend Lazarus—"he whom you 

love,” said his sisters—was ill; you only sent this sort of news when you meant ‘gravely ill.’  We 

would say that Lazarus is in palliative care. 

 

By the time this news gets to Jesus, Lazarus in already dead.  When Jesus arrived at Bethany, as 

the story reveals, Lazarus had been dead four days.  It took one day for the journey for the news 

to reach Jesus, two days while Jesus remained where he was, and one for the journey to Bethany.  

It is evident that Jesus knows he is dead when he gets the news of the grave illness—as he 

reveals to his disciples when Jesus decides that it is now time to go.  

 

Why doesn’t Jesus drop everything and go when the news first arrives?  Further, why couldn’t he 

heal Lazarus from afar as he had done in the case of the centurion’s servant at Capernaum? 

(Matthew 5:5-13) Jesus said, “This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so 

that the Son of God may be glorified through it.”  If Jesus knows that Lazarus is dead, why does 

he say that it does not lead to death?  I think, as we shall see, that he means that Lazarus is not 
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lost to God.  God will not allow death to eradicate Lazarus.  His point being that in this sign that 

will unfold, in the raising of Lazarus from the grave, we are going to learn something about the 

glory of the Son of God.  This event is for all of us as well that we might believe as Martha did. 

 

2. When we read this story in our era, we often read it with a view of the world that is not the 

view the Bible teaches.  The modern world has imbibed a sharp distinction between the natural 

and the supernatural.  God or gods may exist, but he or they are too distant and indifferent to be 

relevant to us.  This view of reality embraced by our secular world is not new; it was taught by 

the Greek philosopher Epicurus who lived three hundred years before Christ.  Such thinking 

forces us to choose between a godless world and a world-less god; between natural and spiritual 

or supernatural. 

 

Consider the way we tend to think of miracles, in this instance, the wonder of Lazarus raised 

from the dead.  We speak of it as a ‘supernatural’ event; in saying that the picture of reality we 

assume is often of this sharp separation of natural from supernatural; a picture of God 

periodically messing around in the natural world to do something spectacular, out of the 

ordinary, something supernatural.  The Biblical view is that all nature is super!  The world is not 

self-generating.  We read, in text after Biblical text today, that it is God by his Spirit who gives 

life.  The scripture witnesses that life—what we call nature—is sustained by the Son of God, in 

whom all things consist.  The breath of God is the reality of our very existence. 

 

This picture of reality is everywhere in scripture.  Psalm 104 is a great example.  Line after line 

oozes with this reality.  Lines like, “You stretch out the heavens like a tent, … You set the earth 

on its foundations, so that it shall never be shaken. … You make springs gush forth in the valleys 

… You cause the grass to grow for the cattle, and plants for people to use, to bring forth food 

from the earth, and wine to gladden the human heart, oil to make the face shine, and bread to 

strengthen the human heart. … When you send forth your spirit, they are created; and you renew 

the face of the ground.”  I encourage you to read this Psalm and let its view of our existence 

inform your imaginations.   

 

So, when we read this story of Lazarus it also witnesses to us about this reality of our existence.  

In this town of Bethany, on the eastern slope of the Mount of Olives, a good friend of Jesus 

named Lazarus has died; and the four days attests to the certainty that he is dead.  And we are 

going to learn something about our existence and death as it is viewed from heaven; something 

about the reality of the Son of God.  In the Bible these realms of heaven and earth overlap.  In 

Jesus, the kingdom of heaven is near, and he is Lord of both heaven and earth.  Just as in 

Bethany that day so too for us in our town where we face death, Jesus wants the believer to know 

that the illness that will close out our earthly life “will not lead to death”, meaning you are never 

lost to God. 

 

3. In the middle of this story is this beautiful and tender interchange between Martha and Jesus.  

We are told that Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus.  They were dear friends of his.  I 

notice that Jesus comes to Martha at this most difficult moment in her life.  Jesus comes to talk 

with her about Lazarus.  This interchange is recorded for our sakes; John wants his hearers to 

know that Jesus wants to talk with us about our losses.  Martha says out loud what many of us 

want to say, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  Don’t we too want 
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to say this—why does this dying business have to occur?  Couldn’t you just make this disease go 

away? 

 

Note with me that Jesus is not put off by anything Martha says even though it implies he was 

missing in action.  Jesus knows her heart is broken.  And even in this that Martha says, it is an 

expression of her faith in Jesus; she is confident he could have done something for Lazarus had 

he been there.  “And even now,” she says, “I know that God will give you whatever you ask of 

him.” 

 

What Jesus says next to her gets right to the heart of John’s gospel.  These two sentences uttered 

here in conversation with Martha have been repeated at Christian burial services around the 

world for centuries.  These two sentences are said not just for Martha about Lazarus but for all of 

us.  “I am the resurrection and the life,” Jesus begins.  Whenever you see these “I am” statements 

from Jesus the gospel writers, steeped in older Testament story, are calling to mind how God 

identified himself to Moses as the great “I am.”  (Exodus 3:14) These gospel writers want us to 

understand that Jesus is claiming to be God come among us.   

 

“I am the resurrection and the life,” says our Lord to each of us as directly as he said it to 

Martha.  “Those who believe in me,” Jesus continues, “even though they die, will live, and—and 

in these next ten words the entire of point of John’s gospel is uttered, “everyone who lives and 

believes in me will never die.” Will never die?  But Lazarus just died.  Jesus in not speaking 

about the event of the closing out of our earthly life—he had done that in the first part of his 

claim that the believer will live even though they die.  Here Jesus means death in that ultimate 

sense.  He means you will never become a spiritual casualty, never be lost to God. “Do you 

believe this?”, Jesus asked Martha. 

 

4. I invite you to turn your attention with me to what we might call the “main event” of this 

story.  It begins this way; “Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb.  It was a cave, 

and a stone was lying against it.” Try and picture the drama of the moment.  Against the advice 

of family, Jesus requests that the stone be taken away from the opening of the tomb.  If you are 

one of the company of people that came to console Mary and Martha and you hear Jesus’ request 

to remove the stone you would have to be thinking it a little bizarre, would you not?  Martha 

thought so. 

 

“So they took away the stone. And Jesus looked upwards and said, ‘Father, I thank you for 

having heard me. I knew that you always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd 

standing here, so that they may believe that you sent me.’”  Here Jesus makes clear that this 

unfolding event is for our sakes and something about God is about to be shown to us.  We are in 

“the crowd standing here” at the tomb of Lazarus.  We must resist the view that separates heaven 

and earth such that the two do not meet; the view that would have us look for some 

“spiritualized” lesson in this story.  The biblical view is that we are at the grave.  Jesus does not 

need to repeat this event in every succeeding generation as if its truth has been lost because it 

happened at a previous time and place.  The biblical view is that it happened at a particular time 

and place—shortly before Passover in 33 AD, at Bethany, just east of Jerusalem—such that the 

reality that is Jesus Christ is revealed here for any succeeding generation.  He is the reality in 
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which our life unfolds.  When Jesus said he is “way, truth, and life,” the force of the word “truth” 

encompasses what we understand to be our reality. 

 

And now the moment comes.  Jesus cried with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’ Now why does 

Jesus cry with such a loud voice?  Does he think Lazarus can’t hear him?  Or does he say this for 

our sake so that there is no mistake about who he called?  You might ask, “who else would Jesus 

be calling to?  It is sort of obvious he would call Lazarus.  Sometimes we gloss too quickly over 

details and miss their importance or significance.  The point being that it was Lazarus who came 

out of the grave; the Lazarus they all knew; the Lazarus they buried is the same Lazarus who 

came out of the tomb.  In this moment Jesus reveals the truth of what he meant when he said, 

“everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.” The truth Jesus had invited Martha to 

believe about himself he shows to her in her living, breathing, brother now standing before her.  

And he shows it to all of us as well. 

 

5. In John’s gospel the account of Jesus’ public career reaches its dramatic climax in the raising 

of Lazarus from the dead.  And in this event, something of the glory of the Son of God has been 

revealed.  John’s gospel asserts that this event was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s 

back; so many were believing in Jesus because of Lazarus the chief priests concocted the plan to 

get rid of Jesus.  Lazarus’ witness was so powerful they decided to get rid of him as well.  Not 

everyone is happy about the man from Galilee who raises the dead; then or now. 

 

The rest of John’s gospel is about that last week of Jesus life; the events of his death and 

resurrection that will secure death’s defeat and his gift of eternal life to any who would believe.   

Keep in mind that Jesus’ own resurrection is a much different event.  Lazarus was restored to 

earthly life and died a second time; his raising shows us that the believer is not lost to God in 

death.  Jesus was raised to life eternal and his resurrection is vindication that all he did for us on 

the cross is accomplished.  In Jesus Christ, God heals the entire creation that will culminate in 

the new heaven and new earth where death, and crying, and pain will be no more. 

 

A few moments ago, I encouraged reflection on Psalm 104; and in that reflection to embrace the 

view of our life implied there as our own.  It is the same view that is assumed in Ezekiel’s vision 

of the valley of dry bones; where the Spirit of God blows, there is life.  It was in Psalm 130, “For 

with the Lord there is steadfast love, and with him is great power to redeem.”  We also read 

today where the Apostle Paul wrote, “he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your 

mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you.” 

 

I also invite you to take time to reread this eleventh chapter of John’s gospel.  Let the reality that 

is Jesus Christ revealed in the event of the raising of Lazarus from the dead inform your thinking 

about the reality in which your life unfolds; let it shape your imagination in all that you face in 

life; let it flood your hearts with its comfort and courage as you face the news of death. 

 

And Jesus looked upwards and said, ‘Father, I thank you for having heard me. I knew that you 

always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may 

believe that you sent me.’ When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come 

out!’      In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. 


