
I don’t know why I do this to myself.  I don’t know why I ever think it is a good idea to preach from the book of John.  It is like the sea and the mountains around here.  It seems so simple and beautiful on a bright sunny day or simple and easy to understand on the first read.  But if you spend enough time in either one, a new view of life is opened up.  Whether that is enduring harsh winds on the pass or the ocean, or new connections to what the writer of the book of John is doing.  What you once thought was the case on the first read is not in the end.  The book runs much deeper.  It is the tip of the iceberg or surface of the glacier.  Below the first glance is more ice, sometimes over a mile deep.

Why am I lamenting so much over the simple story of Lazarus?  It is one of the passages that was easiest for me to translate without help.  It is a story of Jesus coming to help his friend who is dead.  On its own, the message is pretty straight forward, “Jesus is the resurrection and the life” and Lazarus is the first sign of this.  If I had only fifteen minutes to prepare this sermon after one read, that is where I would have gone.  Unfortunately, for my sanity, I had all week.  So that meant I spent all week drawing connections from the larger body of the gospel of John and God’s salvation story.


In the larger context, John does some strange things.  Verse two that refers to Mary pouring the oil on Jesus’ feet speaks of an incident that happens in chapter 12.  This would be fine if we were not in chapter 11.  Why reference an event that has not happened in the story?  It helps reinforces the commonly known at that time, close connection between Jesus and Mary, Martha, and Lazarus.

Or I spent the week pondering why Jesus did not go visit Lazarus right away, since he is the ‘great physician.’  I was finding comfort in Jewish traditions, like the idea that for three days the soul hovers around the body.  This leaves open the possibility that if Jesus would have resuscitated Lazarus before then, it might have been debated.  Yet, on Friday, I realized that the sisters did not ask Jesus to do anything.  The only thing they did was inform.  I placed the desire for Jesus to go to Bethany into the text.

Upon further study, I laughed at the irony of verse 4, where Jesus says, “This sickness will not end in death.”  Once I discovered how far away Jesus was, I found out that when he said this, Lazarus was already dead.  To fit into the four day schedule of being a days travel away, Lazarus had to die right after the messenger left.


This of course further perplexed me while doing a word study on the Greek word for sick.  I was expecting it to carry a connotation of deathly ill or on his last breath.  Instead, it is simply to be weak or feeble.


I took comfort that the disciples themselves did not understand the depth of what was happening.  Since ill had no deathly connotation with it, they assumed Jesus’ ‘sleep’ was just a nap like he said.  So he has to explain it to them.  Nor could they understand why Jesus would return to a place where he was almost just stoned to death.  It is a good thing they did not have private healthcare back then, because Jesus’ thought process would have excluded him from coverage.

Nor should Jesus be viewed from the first reading as a great grief counselor or even friend.  A ‘friend’ would rush to where their ill friend is to be by their side.  They would not stand around proclaiming platitudes about how God’s glory is going to be fulfilled.  Especially if they had demonstrated their ability to heal and do greater things.  
Jesus had just healed a blind man, something that had never been done before.  It is almost viewed as being greater than bringing someone back from the dead.  In the Jewish thought world, anyone who could a man blind from birth sight, should have no problem healing a person or even one resuscitating the dead.  

Jesus does not even apologize for the delay or give an excuse.  He just badgers Mary and Martha with questions.  It is almost like a policeman making a decision that causes a loved one to die and the policeman’s first words are not, “I am sorry for your loss” or “I did the best I could” but “Do you believe in justice?  How about free will?  Sin, how do you feel about that?”
Are you bogged down yet?  We have not spent any time discussing the seven signs that Lazarus’ resuscitation is the climax of.  Nor the Lazarus story being the conclusion to the book of signs and moving the story into the book of glory.  Or the fifth ‘I am’ statement that Jesus claims here.  Why have we not done that?  Because we are going for the core message that will hopefully connect all these strange events.
Jesus claims that ‘glory’ is the reason for his actions.  God’s glory to be exact.  We believe everything that Jesus did was for God’s glory.  It all shows who God is and how God acts.  We can take comfort in knowing that this is the basis for this whole quagmire of events because it is surrounded by references to glory in verses 4 and 40.  Jesus first tells his disciples, “This sickness will not end in death. No, it is for God’s glory so that God’s Son may be glorified through it.”  We are left thinking that God might be a harsh God to make Mary and Martha suffer three days of mourning the loss of their brother only to resuscitate him.  Why would God cause Lazarus to die if four days later he was going to bring him back to life?  Is there not a better way to bring people to faith?
My bitterness comes from the fact that this is not a full resurrection, but more a resuscitation.  If it were a resurrection like Jesus claims to be in being the “resurrection and the life,” Lazarus would not have been still bound in the burial clothes.  When Jesus was resurrected, the clothes were folded up and the head covering was sitting on top of the pile.  Lazarus is still the same exact Lazarus.  The resurrection life that we look forward to because of Easter did not happen to him.  His brain function and heart started again after taking a four day siesta.  He did die, but he did not experience the full resurrection.

How is God’s son glorified through this?  This is a great accomplishment, but our medical technology has done similar things.  Does Jesus’ last reference to glory in talking to Martha help?  “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?”  If Lazarus’ condition is God’s full glory, I might pass.

However, I am assuming that Jesus is speaking about the events that are happening right there and then.  When he says, “I am the resurrection and the life” he is preparing us for the reality that is coming in the bigger picture.  While Martha does see God’s glory in the raising of her brother, that is not the fullness of God’s son glorified.  When Jesus says that God’s Son may be glorified through this, it is not just speaking about Jesus being glorified through his actions, but Jesus’ person being glorified.  
Jesus’ giving of his life on the cross is initiated by raising Lazarus from the dead.  Verse 53 tells us that after Lazarus’ new lease on life, the Pharisees were threatened as were those in power and “planned to put Jesus to death.”  The gospel of John cites this act and the crowd’s following as the reason of Jesus’ death.  Thus, Jesus is glorified in defeating death.  Jesus no longer has to weep over Jerusalem nor over the broken relationship of creation with God, because death is defeated and God is glorified.  Martha then sees the glory of God.  To God be the glory!   

