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John 11:38-44 – Jesus Raises Lazarus to Life 
38Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave and a 
stone was lying against it. 39Jesus 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.” 40Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you 
believed, you would see the glory of God?” 41So they took away the stone. And 
Jesus looked upward and said, “Father, I thank you for having heard me. 42I 
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.” 43When he had 
said this, he cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out.” 44The 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.” 
 
 

Among other things, relationships are based on events, on feelings, on 

talking. While there is a miraculous event in today’s reading, there’s also 

talking in today’s reading. Jesus talks to the crowd. Martha talks to Jesus.  

Jesus talks to Martha. Jesus talks to God. Jesus talks to Lazarus. Jesus talks 

to the crowd.   

As we spend some time with the gospel this morning, I’d like you to be 

thinking about how your own relationship with Jesus Christ, and how the 

time you spend, or don’t spend talking to Jesus impacts that relationship.   

We serve and worship a relational God. Good relationships take, among 

other things, conversation. 

Jesus begins and ends by talking to the crowd, to those assembled, to 

the congregation if you will. And each time Jesus talks to those gathered, he 

issues a directive. Jesus wants them to do something. Take away the stone. 

Unbind Lazarus. And those gathered listen.   



They all seem to know who Jesus is, to have some kind of relationship 

to Jesus. And as those gathered listen to Jesus, they do as he asks. They will 

take away the stone to the tomb and they will unbind Lazarus. They will 

serve the Messiah. 

Jesus also prays with the intent that the crowd will overhear and listen, 

and believe that God has sent Jesus to them. May Jesus’ prayer also help us 

to believe in new and deeper ways, that God has sent Jesus to us and that it 

makes a difference in our lives. 

We’ve been hearing this story of Martha and Mary and Lazarus for 

three weeks. It’s an important story with many layers. Jesus hears that 

Lazarus is ill and waits to go to him, telling the disciples that his illness is for 

the glory of God. After three days, Jesus goes to Lazarus and is met on the 

way by his sisters, Mary and Martha.  

Mary and Martha both say to Jesus:  If you had been here  
my brother would not have died.  John 11:21, 32 

Both Martha and then Mary seem to let Jesus know that as a friend, 

Jesus has disappointed them. And they say so. Do we? 

You see, in any relationship, feelings are not always warm and fuzzy—

at least not in honest, personal relationships. And part of our relationship to 

Jesus must be honestly acknowledging what Jesus knows anyway. We don’t 

always feel warm and fuzzy about God. God knows this. Jesus knows this.   

Yet, we, as God’s children hesitate to acknowledge what is already 

known. Why? And what does that lack of acknowledgement do to our own 

relationship with Jesus? I’d like you to think about it. 

Martha also says:  “I believe that you are the Messiah, 
the Son of God.”  John 11:27 

Earlier in this reading, despite a perceived fracture in the friendship 

between Jesus and Martha, Martha said:  “I believe that you are the Messiah, 

the Son of God.” Are we able to say, in the midst of life’s disappointments, 



that we know God is still God? And then do we keep talking, praying to God?  

Or do we go away mad, disappointed, shaken in faith? 

For Martha and probably Mary, Jesus was a friend, a known quantity 

as well as the Son of God, the Messiah. Jesus was real; they talked to him; 

they ate with him; he wept with them. 

It is important that we find ways to state our belief in our prayers as 

well as to each other. Saying what we believe makes our prayers more real, 

makes our community knit more tightly in a common belief in Jesus Christ. 

Last December I offered the congregation a Blue Christmas service, a 

time to come together and acknowledge loss. During that service I used a 

quotation from an old book:  Cold Sassy Tree. 

The narrator is a young boy and he relates hearing his grandfather 

pray. 

“The way Grandpa prayed wasn’t like other people prayed. 
You’d of thought God was an old crony of his…” 

Cold Sassy Tree by Olive Ann Burns 

From the narrator’s point of view, this seems an odd way to pray. And 

yet, this narrator, this young boy, seems to acknowledge that his grandfather 

had a different, perhaps a more real relationship to God than he was used to 

observing. 

As a child I attended First Methodist Church in Des Plaines, Illinois.  

The pastor, Reverend Potter, prayed so intimately with God during the 

worship services, that I remember being kind of embarrassed. I felt as though 

I were listening in on an adult conversation that was too personal for me to 

hear.   

I couldn’t imagine spontaneous, down to earth, yet reverent prayer that 

was so open, so easy. Reverend Potter (he didn’t have a first name) prayed in 

a way I wanted to but couldn’t seem to, because I was hesitant, unwilling to 



be so open, afraid of such intimacy. I suspect many of you have felt the same 

way. 

In today’s reading, Jesus is able to talk to God just as he talked to 

Martha and to those gathered. Jesus prays aloud as our example and he tells 

us his we are supposed to overhear. 

I knew that you always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of 
the crowd standing here, that they may believe that you sent me.  

John 11:42 

Jesus includes all those gathered in his prayer, whether they are able to 

believe Jesus is the Messiah or not. He prays for the sake of the crowd. He 

prays for you and me. He prays that all may believe enough to talk to him 

like Martha and Mary and to pray to him like he prays to God. 

This is a big deal. And as he prays, note he is thankful that God hears 

him. Jesus acknowledges that God ALWAYS hears him. This is why we pray 

in Jesus’ name.   

For most of us, prayer is a one way conversation. We talk. We would 

like answers. We expect God to listen. Then we wonder at our own arrogance.   

What if in addition to prayer words, we sat still and waited? What if we 

searched scripture for the answers we wanted? What if we took the time for a 

real relationship with God through Jesus, the kind people dream about? 

What would that look like? How would life be? 

In today’s reading, Jesus is a real person, alive, with friends and 

followers, a man who eats and sleeps and laughs and cries. A real man who is 

also the Son of God prays and talks to those gathered, to Martha and to 

Lazarus. He calls to Lazarus and it’s a call to action. He shouts so all can 

hear:  “Lazarus, come out!”  

Because this is Jesus’ call, Lazarus, though in a tomb, dead 

miraculously appears. Both Mary and Martha see that Jesus has come, that 

Lazarus is alive. The crowd sees that Jesus not only talks to God for them, 



but revives Lazarus. Jesus’ promise to Martha that her belief would allow her 

to see the glory of God, Jesus’ prayer that those gathered would believe is 

fulfilled in Lazarus’ return to the living. 

What does this have to do with us? How often have we prayed for a 

miracle, for a Lazarus story in our lives, only to feel that the prayer didn’t 

work, that Jesus didn’t hear or care so why did we bother? 

Part of our faith, part of our relationship to Jesus, if it is to be more 

than a wish list, includes hanging on to the promise of eternal life with Jesus 

while living in this temporary world. The problem for most of us is that life 

doesn’t seem all that temporary and if it did, we would cling to life in this 

world not wanting to give it up anyway. 

Can we hold both the promises of Jesus and the reality of life in the 

here and now? Can we stretch out our hands, holding both? Can we 

understand that it is God’s grace and the grace-filled gift of his son Jesus that 

sustains our life here as well as gives us eternal life? 

I ask because it is in and through a life with Jesus, a life which changes 

us and the world, a life of prayer and action in response to all Jesus has done 

for us that offers us the kind of relationship Mary, Martha and Lazarus had 

with Jesus.  

Martha didn’t ask Jesus to revive her brother. She wasn’t happy Jesus 

didn’t come when he first heard her brother was sick, but she didn’t ask for a 

miracle. She simply said last week she knew Jesus was the Messiah. She 

made a statement of belief, not a wish list. 

Jesus was disturbed when he came to the tomb. He immediately says:  

“Take the stone away.” Last week we heard that Jesus wept. He cried with 

his friends. He weeps with us also.   

Jesus weeps with us whether we cry out to him or not. Jesus loves us 

and offers us grace and forgiveness whether we ask for it or not. Jesus died 



for us when we didn’t ask him to. Jesus loves us when we are lovable and 

more importantly, when we are not lovable.   

Jesus also offers us a deep intimacy with the God the Father, God the 

Son, and God the Holy Spirit. It is this intimacy, this emotion in the old 

prayers of Reverend Potter that blew me away as a child. 

There is some of the same emotion and intimacy as well as conversation 

in today’s reading. It’s all there. We just would prefer to take out the parts we 

like best and let the rest be—especially if we don’t really want to deal with 

them. 

So Jesus goes from telling those gathered to take away the stone, to an 

exchange with Martha, to a conversation with God, to calling Lazarus, to 

telling those gathered to, “Unbind him, and let him go.” 

Unbind him, and let him go.  John 11:44b NRSV 
Take off the grave clothes and let him go.  NIV 

Unbind him. This is a call to action. This is a “go out and change the 

world” statement. The statement is made to those gathered. The statement is 

made to us today. The statement is made to and for Lazarus. To be unbound 

is to be changed. To be unbound is to be free to be in a relationship with 

Jesus. To be unbound is to be able to pray with the uninhibited passion of 

Reverend Potter. To be unbound is to understand that Jesus knows all the 

stuff of your life and loves you anyway. 

Jesus tells those gathered:  “Take off the grave clothes.” 

Lazarus is unbound, he is unwrapped, his grave clothes taken off by the 

community, by those gathered. People respond in belief. I’d like to think that 

a new community was begun that day, a group of people unbound, free to go 

out and change the world, came to believe in Jesus as the Son of God. 

What do you suppose they did? How do you suppose they responded? 

How would you? This was a stupendous, life changing event and we are not 



told what exactly happened after other than “many believed, but some did 

not.” This is then end of the story in verse 45. 

We all know many who believe and some who do not. That’s why Jesus 

calls us to come out. That’s why Jesus tells us to take off grave clothes. That’s 

why Jesus prays so we can hear him. 

So what can we do? We can pray—just talk to Jesus—and try to be 

uninhibited. We can remind ourselves of what we do believe—that Jesus is 

the Messiah. We can go change the world by living our daily lives basking in 

the love of Christ. We can go change the world by living in Jesus’ name, by 

letting others know our lives are a response to Jesus, by encouraging those 

we meet to respond to Jesus also. I know that last part is hard, but try it 

anyway, begin with someone with whom you feel comfortable. 

We can also learn the Jesus stories. The more we learn about God 

through Jesus, the more we can understand our own faith. 

Today’s reading is for everyone. Jesus had a message for everyone, 

wherever they were on their path of belief. It was a varied message pointing 

to God through conversation, through prayer and through action. May we go 

forward including ourselves in this reading and deciding what we are going to 

do about it.  

May it be so for each of us. AMEN 

 
 


