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A homily by      “Lazarus came out of the tomb, confused and uncomfortable”
The Rev’d Jo Popham        Fifth Sunday in Lent

April 10, 2011
Ezekiel 37:1-14

John 11:1-45

What of Lazarus’s bones? Could they live again? And his sinews and flesh and skin?

What of his breath? Ezekiel prophesied that the dry bones of Israel could live again. But

what of Lazarus?  God told Ezekiel “I am going to open your graves, and bring you up

from your graves.” I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves.

The prophet said that God could bring the people of Israel back to life.

Mary and Martha sent word to Jesus that Lazarus, was ill, perhaps was dying. Jesus

said that Lazarus had fallen asleep – a euphemism for dying in the 1st century. The

disciples misunderstood and thought that Lazarus “would be all right” (11:12). But really

they feared for Jesus’s life if he went back to the sick man’s home – near Jerusalem – for

the authorities were looking for him. Jesus said that he was going to awaken Lazarus

from his sleep – to raise Lazarus from the dead. Jesus needed to do this so that they

would believe. Now Jesus loved his friend Lazarus, but he waited two days before

leaving to travel to Lazarus’s home to heal him. Then at his own peril he left with the

disciples to go to his friend. Jesus knew already that Lazarus had died. “When Jesus

arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days” (11:17). People

thought that one’s soul hovered over the body for three days, but Lazarus had been dead

and in the tomb four days. Bodies were buried on the day of death.1 Mourners had been

there at Mary and Martha’s home to console them for some time. The ceremonies for

mourning were well under way. These were elaborate rites observed by the Jews, and

they could last 30 days. There was no question but that Lazarus was dead.

Martha went to meet Jesus and Mary stayed behind to greet more mourners. Martha

believed Jesus to be a healer. She anticipated another miracle, that Jesus would come as



2 of 4

soon as she sent word so that her brother Lazarus would be restored to health. Martha

was justifiably peeved. She said: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have

died” (11:21). But then she went further saying to Jesus: “but even now I know that God

will give you whatever you ask of him” (11:22). Jesus assured her that Lazarus would

rise again. But Martha thought he was referring to the end times when Lazarus would be

resurrected. Everyone who heard this must have been wondering what Jesus meant.

Martha returned to her home and went to Mary and told her privately to go to Jesus. And

she went, but the mourners followed her. Rather than rebuking Jesus, the more

contemplative Mary fell at Jesus’s feet and wept saying: “Lord, if you had been here, my

brother would not have died” (11:32). And “Jesus began to weep” (11:35). Jesus showed

his humanity. Yes, he loved Lazarus and his sisters so much that he was moved to tears.

Then he prayed to God, thanking God for hearing his prayer that his friend would live.

“Lazarus come out!” Jesus called out (11:43).  And the man who had been dead four days

came out of the tomb. Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead not simply because he loved

him, but rather so that God’s glory would be revealed to them – so that they would

believe. And the people believed.

Was this act a resurrection or resuscitation? Lazarus would die again, but Jesus after

being raised from the dead would not die again. And we have the promise that – just as

Lazarus would rise again after his second life – that he and we will rise again to eternal

life.

Jesus delayed his return from across the Jordan to go to Lazarus in Bethany near

Jerusalem to redefine death – Lazarus’s death and his own impending death and even our

own deaths. Jesus could not avoid the authorities who wanted to capture him. To go to

Bethany did put his own life in jeopardy and would lead to his death on the cross. He

knew that his death was imminent and his glory would be revealed. So to demonstrate to

his disciples and his other followers – and to us – he postponed his return so that he could

awaken Lazarus, could bring Lazarus back from the dead.
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Physical death is normal, but life in Christ will continue, and this life cannot be taken

away by the death of the body.

We need to be reminded of this – often, but most especially the week before we enter

into Holy Week. The people of Bethany needed to hear Jesus teach them that he was the

way to resurrection and to life. We need to hear this story – to hear it with our hearts –

whenever someone we love dies, but also in anticipation of our own deaths. Death is part

of life. We know that in our heads – in our minds – but we need to believe it with our

hearts.

The miracle of Lazarus being raised from the dead is unique to John’s Gospel. In the

other Gospels it is the cleansing of the temple that drives the plot to kill Jesus. But in

John, it is the raising of Lazarus and Jesus’s claim that he “is the resurrection and the

life” (11:25) that incites the plot that leads to his arrest and death. “[F]rom that day on

they planned to put him to death” (11:53). Indeed some who saw the miracle and heard

Jesus’s claim immediately “went to the Pharisees and told them what [Jesus] had done”

(11:46). The saving acts of Jesus are to come. Our salvation is assured by what we know

in our hearts – that Jesus would die for us so that we can have life and health, and life

eternal.

We have the hope, the promise of resurrection. Jesus demonstrated this to Mary and

Martha and his other disciples, but also to the mourners who were in attendance in

Bethany. But what about us 21st century believers, what are we to make of Lazarus’s fate.

He died with the promise of resurrection. We hear nothing from him in this reading, but,

surely as Jesus’s close friend, he believed. Martha believed: “I know that he will rise

again in the resurrection on the last day” (11:24) she said; she testified saying: “I believe

that you are the Messiah, the Son of God” (11:27). So surely Lazarus, Jesus’s beloved

friend, must have believed – believed that he would rise on the last day to life eternal.

And Lazarus – the back-from-the-dead Lazarus – must have known that he would

have to die again. Imagine how disappointed Lazarus must have been to have awakened
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from death to find himself back in his own world. Lazarus was brought back to life into a

world that was not perfect and would become even more imperfect in the very near future

– for him and all of Jesus’s followers.

Death has a certain comfort in a way. If we are honest we would have to admit that the

finality of death is comforting. And we 21st century people do so want to be comfortable.

But being resurrected, we have not experienced that – yet. Lazarus was brought back to

life but not life eternal. He would die again and then he would have to wait – as we will –

to be resurrected to life everlasting with Jesus. Living for eternity – is that a comforting

thought? For us modern people who pride ourselves in being in control, perhaps not. But,

I believe that we should really think about life eternal.

Do we want to spend eternity with God – do we look forward to being with our friend

and brother – the loving Lord Jesus Christ – for ever? For ever is a long long time.

In John’s Gospel Jesus’s mystical acts are done for one purpose and one purpose only

– so that we might believe. Today’s Gospel ends with many believing after seeing what

Jesus did, after seeing that he brought Lazarus back from the grave alive. What must we

see to believe?  Do we believe – although we did not see Lazarus as he came out of the

tomb, confused and uncomfortable as he must have been? I think we want to believe “that

[Jesus] will come again and take us to a place [he has] prepared. But do we wait with joy

and gladness [for] that great day when [he] will call us forth to meet [him] there?” Can

we say with conviction, Lord, “you are the resurrection and the life!”2? I think we need to

ponder these things as we move towards the cross with Mary and Martha and Lazarus

and all of Jesus’s followers.

                                                  
1   “Now when Ananias heard these words, he fell down and died. And great fear seized
all who heard of it. The young men came and wrapped up his body, then carried him out
and buried him” (Acts 5:5, 6).
2   From the Hymn “Bethany,” text 1993, by Gracia Grindal, a professor of rhetoric and
a hymnist.


