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There Was More to Jesus Than They Knew

Text: John 11:17-44

It’s likely that most of us have at some time been acquainted with someone 
while not really knowing the one thing that made them especially talented 
or gifted in some extraordinary way. My paternal grandmother's maiden 
name was Angel and she came from a very large family. She was one of 15 
children (13 lived past childhood). We would have the Angel family 
reunion every year in Stokesdale, NC, at First Christian Church. It was a 
small church and I think they looked forward to it because the family 
would always add 80+ to their attendance. We would all attend services in 
the morning followed by a picnic and get together in the afternoon. I loved 
those times and I loved being with cousins, great aunts and uncles that I 
only saw once a year. There was a sense of belonging that I didn’t feel in 
any other get-together that I went to. 

One person who I remember fondly is my great-uncle, Wilson Angel. Boy 
could he sing, his deep baritone voice always made me stop and listen with 
rapt attention. Uncle Wilson was one of the kindest men you’d ever want to 
meet but it wasn’t until later that I knew his story. It was in his story that I 
learned about the real man. I don’t remember how people found out about 
Wilson’s singing talent, but I think it had to do with a singing contest. I 
learned from my father that the Metropolitan Opera offered him a contract 
as did one of the major movie studios in Hollywood. Musicals were a big 
part of Hollywood back in the 1940s and if you were an exceptional singer 
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then you had it made. Wilson was a very handsome and dapper gentleman 
and would likely have fit the bill perfectly. 

I asked my father why Wilson turned down those contracts and chose to 
stay in North Carolina in relative obscurity. Dad told me it was because 
Wilson saw the lifestyles of many who made it in motion pictures and that 
was not what he wanted; it was at too great a cost. He wanted to be a good 
husband, father and family man. He doubted that New York or Hollywood 
would bring them closer together but likely farther apart. 

Later on, as I considered my Uncle Wilson’s decision I realized that I hadn’t 
really known the best part of him. As an adult I listened to him sing the 
Lord’s Prayer at my grandmother’s funeral and I was overwhelmed. I 
think that he was in his late 70’s or early 80’s and yet his voice was so rich 
and clear. However, the power and emotion that he brought to the song 
made it obvious that he was singing a song of worship to his God, the very 
one who gave him that talent. It was that day that I realized that Wilson 
had chosen to sing for the glory of God instead of the praises of men and 
that’s why his voice touched our hearts, he was anointed to sing. 

There’s something about God’s anointing upon someone that adds depth 
and power to their gifting. You could say that the Spirit within them was 
compelling and spoke to that longing for God within our hearts.

Today, I want us to consider the story of the death Lazarus and Jesus 
raising him from the dead. This is the fifth Sunday in Lent, marking the 
two-week period before Easter. This story is a perfect lead-in to Jesus’ 
triumphant entry into Jerusalem. The crowds think they know who he is 
and celebrate his coming as their King. They didn’t yet see clearly who he 
really was and what he came to do but there was just something about him. 
Today, we going to see that Lazarus’ sisters, Mary and Martha, also 



misunderstood who Jesus really was.  From John chapter 2, the first miracle 
at the wedding feast in Cana, where he turns water into wine, to the last 
miracle in John chapter 11 where Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead, he 
leaves no doubt that he and the Father are one and Jesus is the only way to 
life and to the Father. It’s in this story where death itself, the ultimate 
enemy of humanity, was successfully confronted by the One who is 
himself, the resurrection and the life. 

Let me set the scene for our gospel reading for today. In John 10:22-39, Jesus 
is at the Feast of Dedication in Jerusalem and it’s there that the Jewish 
authorities confront him demanding that he tell them plainly if he was the 
Messiah or not. Jesus responds that they should have recognized the works 
that he did as coming from the Father. He tells them that they didn’t 
recognize him because they were not his sheep. That’s why they didn’t 
recognize his voice, but those who followed him did so because they knew 
his voice. It’s in the next statement that Jesus pushes them over the edge. 
John 10:29-30, 

“My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all, and no one is 
able to snatch them out of the Father's hand. 30 I and the Father are one.”

They totally freak out and pick up stones to stone him but after a brief terse 
exchange with them, Jesus escapes from them. He knew that the time was 
drawing near for him to re-enter Jerusalem and all that was going to 
happen to him there. John 10:40-42, 

“He went away again across the Jordan to the place where John had been 
baptizing at first, and there he remained. 41 And many came to him. And 
they said, “John did no signs, but everything that John said about this man 
was true.” 42 And many believed in him there.”
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That leads us to chapter 11 and the story of Lazarus. Mary and Martha sent 
word to Jesus through a messenger that Lazarus was ill. “Lord, he whom 
you love is ill.”  Jesus’ response to the messenger, “This illness does not 
lead to death. It is for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be 
glorified through it.”

Bethany, where Lazarus lived, was only two miles from Jerusalem, but 
Jesus had remained at the “place where John had been baptizing at first” 
which was at another place called Bethany about a day’s journey from 
Jerusalem. One of the clues that something amazing is about to happen in 
John 11:5-6, 

“Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. 6 So, when he heard 
that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was.” 

John is showing us the deep love that Jesus had for Lazarus and his sisters 
Mary and Martha. However, it teaches us that our faith in God’s love is 
well-grounded, but even those dear to him must endure in the midst of 
trials, pain and suffering.

I suspect that when Jesus delayed coming that his love didn’t feel like love 
to them, but it was and would end with a greater blessing than they were 
asking for. The delay was also for the sake of the disciples, it was a decision 
time for them as well. They express concern that Jesus was returning to the 
very region where he was a wanted man by the Jewish leaders. They 
wanted to kill him, It’s Thomas (usually called doubting Thomas) who said 
in John 11:16, “Let us also go, that we may die with him.” What was about 
to happen would also deepen and change their understanding of who Jesus 
was too.

Our story begins at John 11:17, “Now when Jesus came, he found that 
Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days.”



Dr. Rod Whitacre, in his Commentary on the Gospel of John, wrote, 

Burials normally took place on the day of the death (cf. Acts 
5:6–10), so he has been dead for four days. For Jews this 
probably signifies that Lazarus is clearly dead and beginning 
to decay, A later Jewish text that cites an authority from the 
early third century A.D. says the mourners should continue 
to come to the tomb for three days because the dead person 
continues to be present. Mourning is at its height on the third 
day, presumably because it is the last time the dead person 
will be present there. "Bar Kappara taught: Until three days 
[after death] the soul keeps on returning to the grave, 
thinking that it will go back [into the body]; but when it sees 
that the facial features have become disfigured, it departs and 
abandons it [the body]". Thus, the reference to the fourth day 
may be quite significant for setting the scene for another 
dramatic miracle. 

To be clear, this was the teaching of Bar Kappara, a rabbi of the 2nd and 
early 3rd century. He was an expert on fables as well as the Torah. This 
belief was not in the Torah.

As Jesus approaches Bethany, Martha hears of it and comes out to meet 
him. It’s not clear why he didn’t go right to the home of Lazarus, but some 
have suggested that Jesus knew there was likely danger there. Friends of 
the Jewish leaders could easily leave and go back to Jerusalem to get the 
authorities. I tend to think that it’s because he knew what he came to do 
and wanted to draw out the sisters to him. He knew the crowd of mourners 
would follow them.
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Martha said to Jesus... “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not 
have died. But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask 
(v. 21).” 

It’s unclear how to understand her meaning in her first statement. It seems 
like a bit of a rebuke, which is understandable given her sorrow and Jesus’ 
delay. It’s the second part of her statement that shows a faulty view of who 
Jesus is. In their conversation Jesus is revealing himself more perfectly to 
her, as he revealed himself to the Samaritan woman, despite her 
misunderstanding of his identity. Even though her knowledge of Jesus is 
incomplete, she does believe Jesus could have healed Lazarus. And her 
belief that Jesus' prayers are answered does pick up on the truth of Jesus' 
dependence upon the Father, as will be illustrated later in this story in 
verses 41-42. 

Actually, her statement in verse 22 is a profound statement of faith: “But I 
know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.”  It might be 
that she believed that Jesus, even after the four days had passed, could ask 
God to raise Lazarus, but her reaction to Jesus telling them to roll the stone 
away would seem to indicate that she didn’t believe that it would happen.  
It’s worth noting that she continues to believe in him even though Lazarus' 
death seems to call into question the messenger’s report that Jesus had 
said, “This sickness will not end in death”. Even though Jesus delayed 
coming to help, Martha continues to believe that Jesus is the agent of the 
gracious God—despite the fact that this graciousness was not present to 
heal her brother. Her trust in God's love for one that Christ clearly loved is 
not shaken by what seems like indifference or disregard. In this way 
Martha is an example of deep, rich faith, which should be an example and 
encouragement to all who face situations in which God seems to be gone or 
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indifferent. It’s in these moments of pursuing that we can draw closer to 
God and find a deeper intimacy with him. 

Jesus' response, “Your brother will rise again” comes across as a common 
consolation among those Jews who believed in the future resurrection. 
Today it would be like saying, “He has gone to a better place”  and that 
seems to be how Martha takes it, which is another case of 
misunderstanding. Not that her belief in the future resurrection is wrong—
actually, it is confirmed by what takes place. But Jesus is speaking of 
something more profound, the very foundation upon which the future 
resurrection itself rests. You’ll find that in John's Gospel, the key to 
unlocking Jesus' unclear or cryptic sayings is seeing them as a way to 
uncover his real identity.

Martha confesses her faith in the future resurrection and her brother's place 
in it. Jesus responds to this statement of faith by challenging her with a 
deeper revelation of himself: 

“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.” 

All of the "I am" sayings in John’s gospel have to do with Christ as the life-
giver, and it is so clear that what he is telling her is that he does not just 
give life, but is life itself. As is made evident in some of the other "I am" 
sayings, he gives life by becoming our life. A few examples are John 6:51, 

“I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this 
bread, he will live forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the 
world is my flesh.” 

…and John 15:1, “I Am the true vine and my Father is the vinedresser.”



It’s a wonderful example of how Jesus is the bridge between the already 
and the not yet. Jesus wasn’t merely pointing Martha to life in the present 
but life as it was intended to be from creation, a life of perfect harmony 
with God.

So, we see in the raising of Lazarus a revelation of Jesus' authority and his 
identity as life-giver. Listen to John 5:25-26, 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, an hour is coming, and is now here, when the 
dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will live. 
26 For as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also to 
have life in himself.“

When Jesus says to Martha, "I am the resurrection": He who believes in me 
will live, even though he dies” he is addressing the situation that she finds 
herself in with the death of her brother. Jesus is going to greatly expand her 
understanding of who he is. It’s faith in him that brings one back to life at 
the resurrection at the last day. She has been under the impression that 
Jesus had a special relationship with God and therefore if he asked God for 
a miracle then it would be more effective than if she asked. It’s true that 
Jesus and the Father were one, but it went so much further than she 
understood. Jesus tells her, “Martha "I am the life and whoever lives and 
believes in me will never die.” She needs to see that the life that comes 
through believing in Jesus is not interrupted by physical death but 
continues for all eternity. 

I can only imagine that Martha is struggling to keep up with what Jesus is 
saying. So, Jesus asks her, “Do you believe this?” Martha’s response shows 
that she still isn’t quite there yet, “Yes, Lord; I believe that you are the 
Christ, the Son of God, who is coming into the world.” Perhaps she doesn’t 
see much difference between what Jesus is telling her and what she already 



believes, so she confesses as much as she does understand, which is what 
faith really is all about. Her belief in Jesus is very strong but immature. 
Again, Rod Whitacre writes, 

The relevance of faith lies not in the power of faith as such, 
but in the fact that faith creates communion with Jesus and 
that through Jesus believers receive the gift of life.

Martha then runs and tells Mary, “the Teacher is here and is calling for 
you.” Jesus was expected by the sisters and so Mary runs to Jesus and as 
expected the crowds follow her, thinking she is going to the tomb to weep. 
When she sees Jesus, she falls at his feet and says the same thing that 
Martha had said to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not 
have died.” Jesus sees her and the Jews who followed her weeping and is 
moved by their sorrow. 

There are varied opinions as to the reason for Jesus to “be moved in his 
spirit…and greatly troubled.” Some have suggested that he was angry 
because of the unbelief of the Jews all around him but I tend to think his 
reaction was one of compassion. He saw how death, the enemy, brought 
such sorrow and suffering. Jesus had come to overcome sin and the 
greatest reminder of the consequences of it—death. When we mourn the 
passing of our loved ones who die in the faith, we are really mourning that 
they are gone from us for a time, but because of the resurrection there is the 
assurance that we will see then again forever. It’s all because Jesus is the 
life-giver.

Now we come to the amazing climax of the story. John 11:39-44, 

Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the sister of the dead man, said 
to him, “Lord, by this time there will be an odor, for he has been dead four 
days.” 40 Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed you 



would see the glory of God?” 41 So they took away the stone. And Jesus 
lifted up his eyes and said, “Father, I thank you that you have heard me. 
42 I knew that you always hear me, but I said this on account of the people 
standing around, that they may believe that you sent me.” 43 When he had 
said these things, he cried out with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out.” 
44 The man who had died came out, his hands and feet bound with linen 
strips, and his face wrapped with a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, 
and let him go.”

Notice how Martha objects to Jesus’ command for the stone to be rolled 
away from Lazarus’ tomb. It just makes sense that if someone has been in a 
tomb for four days that there would be a strong odor of decomposition. 
However, this is the indication that Martha had not yet understood what 
Jesus was telling her, that He “is the resurrection and the life”. I think 
sometimes we confess things about God without considering the 
ramifications. Martha had agreed that Jesus could theoretically ask God to 
raise Lazarus from the dead. She said she believed that Jesus was the Son of 
God, the Messiah who was to come into the world but what did that really 
mean? She doesn’t seem to connect who Jesus was telling her that he was 
with the action of bringing back to life someone already in the process of 
decay. I mean only God could do just a thing, right? 

Then Jesus looks up to the Heavens and speaks to the Father, “I thank you 
that you have heard me. I knew that you always hear me, but I said this on 
account of the people standing around, that they may believe that you sent 
me” and then he cries out, “Lazarus, come out!” 

It has been suggested that Jesus had to say the name to keep everyone who 
was in a tomb from coming out, although the day will come that he does 
just that. This whole scene would show all those who were there, or who 
later heard about this amazing miracle that what Jesus had been teaching 



was true and the evidence was unmistakable. The relationship between 
Jesus and the Father unfolded right before their eyes. The Father as the 
sender is primary. Jesus was not a wonderworker who was able to get God 
to do what he wants him to do. He is the obedient Son sent by the Father to 
do the Father's will. The Father's will and the Son's petition coincide 
exactly. The truth is that Jesus could have spoken the word from a great 
distance and Lazarus would have been healed. The same is true of Lazarus 
coming back from the dead, Jesus didn’t actually need to be there. 

But now he utters a mightier word across a much greater distance—that 
between the living and the dead. The voice at the end of the age is heard 
here ahead of time. 1 Thessalonians 4:16,  

For the Lord himself will descend from heaven with a cry of command, 
with the voice of an archangel, and with the sound of the trumpet of God. 
And the dead in Christ will rise first.

 The Word through whom all was made (John 1:1-3) here speaks forth life. 
Those standing around were given tasks to do, such as taking away the 
stone and unbinding Lazarus. The physical contact helped drive home the 
reality of what was happening. But for Jesus, his work is his word. He 
chose to be there not just to raise Lazarus from the dead but to reveal his 
power and authority, even over death. Lazarus and his sisters already had 
faith in Jesus, but he had come that all might see him for who he is and 
believe in him. 

So, how does this passage of scripture help us deal with what is happening 
in our country and the world today? Well, right now a lot of people are in 
fear of dying and even more are afraid of losing those things that they feel 
are essential. Does the revelation that Jesus is the source of life and the one 
who has overcome sin and death matter when considering the COVID-19 
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virus? Well, it does if you have put your faith and trust in yourself or in the 
things of this world. When confronted with death you realize how small 
and out of control you really are. You also realize that all the things that 
you have will not heal or save you. 

That brings us to the question: Who you believe Jesus really is? Is he the 
resurrection and the giver and sustainer of life—forever? If you confess 
what Martha did, is your confession incomplete? Jesus said to her, 
“Martha, I am the life and whoever lives and believes in me will never 
die.” Eventually, Lazarus and his sister’s bodies did die as will ours. Jesus 
promised that even though the body dies our life with him continues for all 
eternity, if you have come to him in repentance and faith embracing him as 
Savior and Lord. COVIS-19 is powerless to undo that. 

Let’s pray.
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