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Psalm 4, 1 John 3:1-7, John 11:1-27               Second Sunday after Easter
“Life in the Midst of Death, part 1”      
Pastor Jonathan

A year of pandemic should get us to focus on what is important in life. I trust 
this is happening for you, even in small ways. How has your life made a 
difference in others’ lives? What will God say to you about your life at the 
end? What is He saying these days to you? How important are His mission 
and priorities in your life? The valuing of a life is more than a financial or 
social value. We tend to think about our lives financially and socially when 
we get insurance policies or leave wills or funeral directions to whoever will 
look after those arrangements. Many of us, of course, leave nothing for our 
families in terms of arrangements. But it is better to think about these things 
and relieve the burden of those who follow after you. It is a kindness to them 
who will struggle with the loss of you.

Death is a difficult subject. It brings up all kinds of emotions and the fact 
that there are boundaries on our existence and choices, whether we like it or 
not. 

Interestingly, death was not present in the beginning of creation. Do you 
remember how death entered human existence, according to Scripture? 
That’s right, it was the consequence of sin, and not trusting God’s word and 
God’s teaching. So Eve and Adam ate the forbidden fruit, deceived by the 
devil, and received the consequence of their sin in their physical deaths. This 
was then transferred to all human beings, as all human beings sin, except 
Jesus, who also died but amazingly provided a way for life to continue 
beyond life, which is encapsulated by the word “resurrection.”

Sin and death was and is not God’s intention for us. He set it up as a 
boundary and a consequence, but it was never meant to be a final state. Life 
in Jesus’ name is so much more. It is a new heaven and a new earth, to be 
exact. The devil and death were never to have the final word on existence. 
God has that word. Indeed, the Word spoken in Jesus Christ is a victorious 
word, bought through suffering, sacrifice and death. In Jesus’ death and 
resurrection, we have a hope in this life that cannot be overcome.

I know there is great fear of death. It is the most common human experience. 
The end of our physical existence as we know it asks for heroic courage to 
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be able to face it. But such heroism is simply a matter of trusting Jesus. The 
writer to the Hebrews puts it this way: 14 Since the children have flesh and 
blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might break 
the power of him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil— 15 and 
free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. 
(Hebrews 2:14-15)

The fear of death is a powerful thing. Jesus can overcome this fear in your 
life and mine. That doesn’t mean we no longer fear our own deaths or take 
seriously the fact that we only have so long to live, no. It means the devil has 
not won. Death has not won. Jesus has. Trusting Him then means 
everything. Trusting Him puts your life in right perspective, in the right 
posture. Relief from the fears associated with physical death is a good and 
wonderful benefit in knowing Jesus. But what does that look like?

I’ve been in many palliative care wards in six provinces. I’ve been with 
many families, in the middle of the day with many people, in the middle of 
the night with one anxious soul. The reality comes home that this person’s 
life is ending. There is a great loss. But where there is also a clear 
relationship with Jesus, there is great hope in Jesus. There is more to the 
story than the death. Resurrection power tells us this is true. Absurdity has 
no place in the believer’s evaluation of their life and its length and 
consequences. We are not like just another animal or bird or insect. Yes, we 
die. But there is more.

Jesus tried to teach his disciples well in advance that he was going to die 
young, in fact not have very long to conduct his earthly ministry. He tried to 
teach them that He would die prematurely with good reason, that being His 
Father’s purpose to reconcile the world to Himself. He tried to tell them, but 
they found it difficult if not impossible to hear that this earthly ministry 
would end so quickly. He also tried to tell them that there was more. Death 
would not have the final word. The devil would not be victorious. But they 
found that hard to hear as well. Some of us do too.

Jesus, in fact, was trying to teach his disciples about his power to give life to 
the dead long before Holy Week. He had an encounter with his friends 
Martha and Mary, and their brother Lazarus. They were good friends. There 
is much more relationship between Mary, Martha, Lazarus and Jesus than 
the simple chiding of Martha for being too engrossed with her housework 
and meal preparation one evening. Jesus was very close to this family. So 
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when He got word that Lazarus was not doing well, all Mary and Martha had 
to do was say, “Lord, the one you love is sick.” (John 11:3) Jesus knew they 
were referring to their brother Lazarus. Jesus had a plan. He announced it at 
once, “This sickness will not end in death.” (v. 4) But how can you say that, 
Jesus, when in fact Lazarus’ sickness does end with his death? And you 
know the story. Why did Jesus say, “This sickness will not end in death…?”
Jesus knew in advance that He would raise Lazarus from the dead. Not just 
at the end of the age, “in the resurrection at the last day” as Martha would 
confess in verse 24. No. Jesus would raise him soon, in the next couple days. 
Jesus would prove He has this resurrection power clearly and publicly in the 
next few days. Jesus is saying to Mary and Martha and to us, your life will 
not end in sickness and death. “No, it is for God’s glory so that God’s Son 
may be glorified through it.” (v.4) Jesus loved Martha and her sister and 
Lazarus. (v. 5) He loves you. He loves me. He has the power to overcome 
our greatest fear—the fear of death, the fear of total loss, the fear of losing 
everything that we now know. He was teaching this to his disciples, and to 
Martha and Mary. He waited two more days where He had been baptized at 
the Jordan River in modern day Jordan, about fifty kilometers from 
Jerusalem. He stayed there purposefully. (v. 6) Then He said they were 
going to Bethany where Martha and Mary lived in Judea. (v. 7)

But his disciples were worried because they remember the people wanting to 
stone Him a few days ago, and now He was deciding to go back. (v. 8) Jesus 
was extraordinarily aware of the time limits of His ministry. He taught the 
disciples (again) that there is only so much daylight in a day. You have to 
get your work done during the day, so as to not stumble at night. (vv. 9-10) 
Jesus was likely counting down the days before Holy Week, although we do 
not absolutely know what His consciousness of the last days of His life was. 
He likely knew.

So Jesus wanted to tell his disciples that Lazarus had died. But He chose to 
use a euphemism. Just like we say someone has passed away, sold the farm, 
kicked the bucket, or is gone, or has been lost. We have lots of expressions 
that omit the word “death.” Jesus said, “He has fallen asleep, but I am going 
to wake him up.” (v. 11) Unfortunately, like in the rest of the Gospel of 
John, the disciples didn’t understand his metaphor. They took Him literally. 
They began to tell Jesus that if Lazarus was sleeping, he would get well, and 
it wouldn’t be good to wake him up. (vv. 12-13) Then Jesus told them 
Lazarus had died. And Jesus was happy, for their sake, that He hadn’t been 
there. So many were already asking why He couldn’t have healed Lazarus. 



Grace Presbyterian Church, Orleans, ON, Dr. J. Dent; April 18, 2021    4

And even Mary and Martha later in the chapter wonder out loud with the 
same idea. (vv. 21, 32, 37)

The chief goal in all this is that the disciples would trust Jesus in the midst of 
death. Isn’t that what Jesus is teaching us during the pandemic? Isn’t part of 
what we are learning is how fragile our health and health system actually is, 
and that the bigger part of what we are learning is to trust God more and 
more?

Even at this moment, where Thomas thinks he has Jesus’ metaphors all 
figured out, and what to show Jesus that he gets it, he says, “Let us also go, 
that we may die with him.” Thomas thereby shows that he doesn’t get it. He 
and the disciples don’t understand why Jesus’ close friend Lazarus is dead. 
The disciples thought Jesus was being figurative when he was not, and literal 
when He was being figurative. But Jesus just lets Thomas say what he said 
and John records it to remind us all that the disciples were not understanding 
what Jesus was teaching or communicating, let alone what was about to 
happen in Jesus’ own death and resurrection.

In fact, when they get to Bethany, they find out Lazarus has already been in 
the tomb four days. He’s been dead that long. (v. 17) They had the funeral 
and they entombed him right away, according to Jewish custom. A lot of 
Mary and Martha’s friends had come from Jerusalem, because John reminds 
us that it’s only a two mile walk from Jerusalem to Bethany. (v. 18) Many 
had been at the funeral, but not Jesus, Lazarus’ close friend. Why did he 
miss the funeral? (v.19) This is the most likely explanation for what John 
records.

This has to be the dynamic when Martha comes out to greet Jesus, but Mary 
chooses to stay at home. They both likely were hurt that Jesus hadn’t made 
the funeral, but Mary perhaps a bit more. (v. 20) I am speculating. Both 
Martha and Mary are women of strong faith and trust in Jesus. Sometimes 
we think Martha was weak in faith, but strong in practical service because of 
other gospel presentations of the two sisters. (Luke 10:38-42)

In Luke 10, it is clear Martha owns the house. Martha is getting the meal 
ready. Martha wants Jesus to tell her sister to help her instead of just sitting 
by Jesus and listening to Him. You might expect the Teacher to affirm 
Martha’s responsibility and emphasis on hospitality. Instead, Jesus teaches 
that we all need to listen to Him more, and be busy less. “What Mary has 
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chosen is better (listening to Jesus) and it will not be taken away from her.” 
(Luke 10:42)

Yes, we all need to listen to the Lord. He is the One who keeps us together. 
He is the One who directs our paths, supports us with peace and hope and 
encouragement of all kinds. He loves us. He wants to love others through us. 
He wants others to know Him through our good witness of both words and 
deeds. But in this instance, we have two sisters, and one is wanting to 
confront the other, but Jesus supports the choice of the one who is 
confronted. Likely, it could be that Mary is the younger sister and Martha 
the older sibling wanting to control the situation. This doesn’t make Martha 
bad and a non-believer. It just means she wasn’t going to get her way in this 
instance. She loved the Lord. She opened her home to Him. Let us all follow 
Martha in these good choices of loving the Lord and opening our homes to 
Him.

And as we skip back to John 11, we find a Martha there who is full of faith 
and trust in Jesus. Listen to her words: “If you had been here, my brother 
would not have died.” (v. 21) There is no confusion or ambiguity here. She 
just says it: I know you can heal the sick. I have seen it. And the faith and 
high level of trust doesn’t stop there. Martha says, “But I know even now 
God will give you whatever you ask.” Doesn’t that sound like faith in the 
resurrection power of Jesus? Doesn’t that sound like bold, courageous faith?
We need to follow Martha in her boldly trusting Jesus. We need to lean on 
Jesus together in these days like never before. Our faith is being tested. We 
know many who have been in hospital and who have died and who have 
been sick. We need to trust Jesus for his ministry. We need to trust Jesus for 
his ultimate power over life and death. Jesus rewards Martha’s faith and trust 
in Him. Reward is perhaps too strong a word. I believe He had this planned. 
And yet He wants to encourage her faith in Him and ours. “Your brother will 
rise again.” (v.23) And hear those words in your own ears about your loved 
one, your lost one. Death is not the final absurd victor. Jesus is the victor. 
There is a great reunion coming. Read about it in John 14. God has a big 
enough house for everybody, in fact, its more like a gigantic city, beautiful 
in so many ways.

Martha again responds to Jesus’ assertion with faith and trust in Him, this 
time on the subject of Lazarus rising again. She says confidently that she 
knows Lazarus will rise again in the resurrection at the last day. (v. 24) She 
strongly believes in Jesus. She is ready to receive what Jesus has to say. Are 
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we as ready? Jesus shifts the whole conversation from what appears to be an 
end times discussion to once again explore Jesus’ identity, ability and 
majesty.

Jesus tells her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me 
will live, even though they die; and whoever lives and believes in me will 
never die. Do you believe this?” (pause) Do you? I’ve known several weekly 
worshippers over the course of my ministry in six provinces who have told 
me to my face that they don’t believe there is anything after death. This is it.
I’ve always wanted to ask them what they thought or how they felt at Easter. 
Because Easter without the resurrection power of Jesus is a big joke, and 
Paul tells us we should be pitied if there truly is no resurrection.

The whole conversation with Martha turns to the very person of Jesus as the 
epicentre of resurrection power. He has the power. He is the Author and 
Sustainer of Life. Do you know Him today? Have you given yourself to Him 
today? Do so right now. You don’t have to fear death and destruction, virus 
and hospitalization and terrible end of life scenarios. Trust Jesus with your 
life and your death, your new life and your eternal life right now. Jesus’ 
sacrifice on the cross gives us the ability to know God and to have our sins 
forgiven because of what Jesus has done, not because of what we can do for 
ourselves. Receive Him as your resurrection and your life. Believe Him.

And Martha boldly tells Jesus that she believes He is the Christ, the Messiah, 
the Son of God, who was to come into the world. This is not a woman who 
only could prepare meals or show a bit of hospitality. This is a woman who 
gave herself completely to Jesus, and wants to trust Him in the worst of 
circumstances where everything looks like her brother died and there’s 
nothing Jesus did about it.

Trust Jesus today as the Messiah, the Annointed One, the Christ who leads 
us, guides us, cares for us, loves us, shows us the truth, gives us His Holy 
Spirit to show us the difference between His way and other ways. Trust Him 
anew for your health, for your life, for your loved ones, for your future, for 
healing from your past, for all that you need.

Jesus’ life and power for life goes beyond what we normally think. He 
surprises us with life from above, with new insights into our own lives, if we 
will but listen. Take some time with Him. Trust Him anew today. Let us pray.


