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A Picture of ourMaster

I have chosen John’s Gospel chapter 11 for the basis of today’s
exhortation; if askedwhy, Iwouldhave to saybecause it is lovely
in everymeaning of that overly usedword. Aswe read through
it we are treated to imagery of ourMaster that perhaps is not so
readily available in the other Gospels. It begins thus:

Now a certain man was sick, Lazarus of Bethany, the
town ofMary and her sisterMartha. It was thatMary
who anointed the Lord with fragrant oil and wiped
His feet with her hair, whose brother Lazaruswas sick.
Therefore the sisters sent toHim, saying, Lord, behold,
he whom You love is sick.

Jesus had a close relationshipwith this family and clearly the
sisters of Lazarus might have thought that because Jesus loved
him and that He had healed others, it augured well that Jesus
would heal Lazarus. It is interesting that the messenger does
not ask Jesus to come and heal Lazarus, it must have been well
knownthat Jesus couldcureat adistance, all thatwasnecessary
was to let Jesus know that Lazarus was sick; therefore both the
sisters and probably the messenger as well were displaying the
necessary faith.
For anearlier exampleof thiswemight turn to Jesus’ firstmir-

acle, when at the wedding at Cana His mother said, they have
nowine, there was no statingwhat was to be done, all that was
necessary was to relate to Jesus what the problem was. That is
possibly the first point we need to understand, the absolute es-
sential requirement of faith.
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God Knows the Right Time

The second point wemight consider is that in our prayers, God
does not need to be informedofwhatwebelieve is to be the best
answer to those prayers. Wemust leave it to the Lord Almighty
toanswerourprayers in thewaythatHe,withHis infiniteknowl-
edge, knows is best, even if on the surfacewe do not see any ap-
parent improvement in our circumstances, wherewemight be-
lieve that the prayer is unanswered.
The thirdwonderful aspect of these openingwords is the fact

that Jesus loved Lazarus; we ought to pause here for a moment
and consider the magnitude of these words, what a wonderful
thing tobe lovedby Jesus; but thenearlier in thisGospelwehave
those precious words that

God so loved the world that He gave His only begot-
ten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not per-
ish but have everlasting life. For God did not send His
Son into theworld to condemntheworld, but theworld
through Himmight be saved.

It is clear then that love is another important aspect of this
account.
Theword behold used by themessenger howeverwould alert

one to the perceived urgency of the situation. The response of
Jesus is at first somewhat puzzling; when Jesus heard that, He
said,

This sickness is not unto death, but for the glory of
God, that the Son of Godmay be glorified through it.
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Whatever our first thoughts regarding this strange response,
we are fortified with verse 5, reminding us of Jesus’ relation-
shipwith this family,NowJesus lovedMarthaandher sister and
Lazarus. It should be remembered that the disciplewhom Jesus
lovedwasfreelydescribing Jesus’ love forothers; there isnohint
of jealousy here.
Thenweare toldsomethingthat initiallymightchallengethis

verse:

so,whenHeheard thathewas sick,He stayed twomore
days in the place where He was.

WhyThe Delay

It is almost certain that by this time Jesus knew that Lazarus
was dead. Why did Jesus delay in coming to Martha and Mary?
Well we may be sure that we were informed of this in John’s
Gospel for our benefit. We must not lose sight of the messen-
ger’s role here; hewould have taken Jesus’words back to the sis-
ters only to find that Lazarus was in his tomb, so what comfort
would these words have for those towhom theywere directed?
BothMarthaandMarywereconvincedthat theirbrotherwould

have been cured if Jesus had come right away, as they both aver
later in this account. So what would they have thought when
the messenger spoke the cryptic message, This sickness is not
unto death? Add to the sadness of these two sisters the conun-
drum that they heard from the messenger, would it not have
caused them to doubt the Lord? We might place ourselves in
this situation, howwouldwehave felt if someonewe loveddied
because help was delayed? Was their faith in the Lord being
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tested at that time? Will our faith be similarly tested in these
present dark days and the subsequent days to come?
The 1 Corinthians 10:13 gives us thewonderful hope that

Notemptationhasovertakenyouexcept suchas is com-
mon to man; but God is faithful, who will not allow
you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with
the temptation will also make the way of escape, that
youmay be able to bear it.

ThesistersofLazarusplayout this lesson forus; their tempta-
tion in doubting the Lordwould initially have been strong con-
sidering the grief of their loss, and not knowing why Jesus had
not come, but they overcame it. After this Jesus then said to the
disciples

Let us go to Judea again. The disciples said to Him,
Rabbi, lately the Jews sought to stone You, and are You
going there again?

Faith in theMidst of Delay

In the previous chapterwe have the description of this incident
where Jesus came close to being stoned. His disciples were un-
derstandably concerned for His safety, and possibly also their
own. This may also explain why the sisters did not ask Jesus to
travel to Judea, as this would put Him in danger, He was at this
time on the eastern side of the River Jordan.

Jesus answered, Are there not twelve hours in the day?
If anyone walks in the day, he does not stumble, be-
cause he sees the light of this world. But if onewalks in
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the night, he stumbles, because the light is not in him.

The interpretation of this allegorical statement could be that
God had given His Son a certain amount of time to accomplish
what He must, and that the world could do Him no harm until
His allotted timewas up, whereonHewould fall into the hands
ofHis enemies. Themessage for us therefore is that time is pre-
cious and should not be wasted; in our case mercifully, we do
not knowwhat our allotted portion is.

He said to them, Our friend Lazarus sleeps, but I go
that Imaywake him up. ThenHis disciples said, Lord,
if he sleeps he will get well. However, Jesus spoke of his
death, but they thought that He was speaking about
taking rest in sleep. Then Jesus said to them plainly,
Lazarus is dead. And I am glad for your sakes that I
was not there, that you may believe. Nevertheless let
us go to him.

Jesususes the termsleep tomeandeath,Heused it to describe
Jairus’ daughter, which brought Him ridicule from those who
did not believe Him. The termwas used by Luke to describe the
deathof Stephen.Whywas Jesus glad for their sakes thatHewas
not there?

Temporary Suffering is to the Glory of God

Firstly, it enabled Jesus tobeglorifiedbyperformingamore “dif-
ficult”miracleof raisingLazarusafter thecertainty that corrup-
tion had by then already begun. Secondly, it provided a situa-
tionthat thosewhohadwitnessedthemiracle, and it is recorded
in verse 45, many of the Jews who had come to Mary, and had
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seen the things Jesus did, believed in Him. Thirdly, it set inmo-
tion the unalterable consequences thatwould lead to the neces-
sary death of Jesus.

ThenThomas,who is called theTwin, said tohis fellow
disciples, “Let us also go, that wemay die with Him.”

There are references to the fact that Thomas looked like Jesus,
which iswhy hewas called the Twin in Greek; and if so then his
suggestion of Let us also go, that we may die with Him was a
truly brave thing to suggest. If Jesuswere to die, thenHewould
not die alone; Thomas was calling the disciples to go with him.
Wemight pausehere, Thomaswas in effect saying, if Jesuswere
to die, what did life hold for the rest of them, theymight just as
well be dead.
But Thomaswas not in possession of all the facts, he was not

awareof the importanceof Jesus’ sacrificialdeathtocome. Harry
Whittaker in his “Studies in the Gospels” raises the question re-
garding Thomas’ exhortation,why did Peter not expound these
thoughts? Was it that he was not present? But we must leave
that aspect for another time.

Sowhen Jesus came,He found thathehadalreadybeen
in the tombfourdays. NowBethanywasnear Jerusalem,
about twomilesaway. Andmanyof the Jewshad joined
thewomenaroundMarthaandMary, to comfort them
concerning their brother. ThenMartha, as soon as she
heard that Jesus was coming, went and met Him, but
Marywas sitting in the house. ThenMartha said to Je-
sus, Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not
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have died. But even now I know that whatever You ask
of God, God will give You.

Martha’s faith in Jesuswasstill as strongas itwas forsheknew
that all Jesushad todowas to askGod for Lazarus to be returned
to them, even though it had been four days since his death.

Onlookers’Wrong Beliefs Proved False

We might mention that another reason why Jesus might have
allowed four days to pass before He came to the sisters was the
superstitious belief of the Jews that the soul remained near to
the grave for three days and by the fourth all hopewas lost, that
therewas truly no hope of resurrection. Therewas still a crowd
of Jews present atMary andMartha’s house even after four days
andmanyof thesebecameconverts after themiracleofLazarus’
raising.
Wemight at this point consider theGreek script, andhow the

expression“The Jews”hasanothermeaning inGreekapart from
“the people of Palestine.” In John’s Gospel the expression “The
Jews” canhave a negative slant indicating those hostile to Jesus,
especially the national leaders. Did the presence of many Jews
verse19 indicate that the familyofLazarushadconsiderable so-
cial standing, which included prominent Jews? Had they come
in the hope ofmeeting Jesus and perhaps of witnessing amira-
cle? If so then theywere not to be disappointed!
JesuscomfortsMarthawith thewonderfulwords thatMartha

initially misinterprets; Jesus said to her, Your brother will rise
again. Wemight consider that these words were of small com-
fort to Martha, who was thinking of the general raising up on
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the last day, shewas hoping that in spite of the late arrival of Je-
sus, if He asked God then amiraculous raisingmight, even now
happen.

Martha said to Him, “I know that he will rise again in
the resurrection at the last day.” Jesus said to her, “I
am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in
Me, thoughhemaydie, he shall live. Andwhoever lives
andbelieves inMe shall neverdie. Doyoubelieve this?”
She said to Him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that You are the
Christ, the Son of God, who is to come into the world.”

What a wonderful affirmation! What wonderful faith after
all she had gone through. Jesus did not claim to have resurrec-
tion and life, or understand secrets about resurrection and life.
Instead Jesus dramatically said that He is the resurrection and
the life. Because He is “the life” and has life in Himself, Jesus is
able to give life (abundant life now and eternal in the future) to
all who place their trust in Him.
The account continues in verse 28.

And when she had said these things, she went her way
andsecretly calledMaryher sister, saying, “TheTeacher
has come and is calling for you.” As soon as she heard
that, she arose quickly and came to Him.

We might wonder at this word secretly. Although the Jews
werepresent in thehouse,whenMary came to Jesusoutside (for
Jesus did not enter the house) it afforded a little time for Mary
and Jesus to have a brief period of privacy together before the
arrival of the othermourners. The Teacher has come is the only
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identification givenbutMary immediately knowswho ismeant
by the term,maybe that is how Jesuswas known in their house,
however the term is accurate for whenwe look at the activities
of our Lord in Hisministry, teaching is the one thing that takes
up most of His time. Previously Nicodemus acknowledges the
fact that He is a teacher

Rabbi, we know that You are a teacher come fromGod;
for no one can do these signs that You do unless God is
with him

It is interesting to compare the two different emphases that
Nicodemus and Martha put on the word “teacher”. Nicodemus
uses the indefinite article “a teacher” whereas Martha uses the
definite article “theTeacher”; alsowemight comment that Rab-
bis did not teach women, but Jesus had a different perspective
on this.

ATrue Disciple at the Resurrection

Then, when Mary came where Jesus was, and saw Him, she fell
down at His feet, saying to Him, Lord, if You had been here,
my brother would not have died. Mary’s words are very simi-
lar to those of Martha’s; this is hardly surprising, as they must
have been telling each other this in the days immediately af-
ter Lazarus’ death. We can imagine that Mary was so overcome
withemotionthatshewas incapableofutteringmorethat those
fewwords,which to somemay seem like a rebuke. All she could
dowas showher respect and fall atHis feet. We are then treated
to awonderful display of Jesus’ human side.

Therefore, when Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews
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who came with her weeping, He groaned in the spirit
and was troubled. And He said, “Where have you laid
him?” They said to Him, “Lord, come and see.” Jesus
wept.

Weneed toexamine theGreek termshere tobeaccurate inour
understanding. In verses 31 and 33 the Greek word for weep is
klaio and is used of any loud expression of grief, especially of
mourning for the dead; however in the expression Jesus wept,
the Greek word here is dakruo which means to shed tears and
is used only of Jesus in this one instance. This is quite as we
would expect, a silent shedding of tears by our Lord in complete
contrast to the loudwailing of the Jewishmourners. Wehave to
remember that in those times the louder thewailing the greater
was the respect shown to the deceased. The other time in scrip-
ture where we read of Jesus weeping is when Luke records that
Jesus wept over the city of Jerusalem as He warned the multi-
tude gathered around that the rebellious city was going to be
encompassed by its enemies and completely destroyed (Luke
19:41-44). He was prophesying of Israel’s destruction by the
Roman army in A.D. 70. Here, theword translatedwept is klaio
and is used of any loud expression of grief.

JesusWept

The two words, Jesus wept: can be viewed in several ways. Je-
suswas trulyamanandthereforecouldshowhumanemotions;
also there is no shame in tears. Jesus was acquaintedwith grief
andwas not ashamed of His humanity and could identify with
others in their sorrow. If Jesus canweepover thedeathof some-
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one He loved then clearly it is acceptable for us to do the same.

See how He loved him, exclaimed the Jews when they
saw Jesus’ tears. Then Jesus, again groaning in Him-
self, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone lay
against it. Jesus said, Take away the stone. Martha,
the sister of him who was dead, said to Him, Lord, by
this time there is a stench, for he has been dead four
days. Jesus said to her, Did I not say to you that if you
would believe you would see the glory of God?

In theGreekversionof theOldTestament, theSeptuagintuses
the same word to describe the smell (ozo) coming off the piles
of dead frogs, which were heaped up after the second Egyptian
plague. Its use in the present context underpins the fact that
Lazarus was truly dead and already undergoing corruption.
If you would believe you would see the glory of God: Jesus

was fully capable of this miracle without the faith of Martha
or Mary. But if they would not believe, then they would never
see the glory of God. This glory is firstmentioned in Jesus’ com-
ment on hearing that Lazarus was sick,

This sickness is not unto death, but for the glory of
God, that the Son of God may be glorified through it.
Then they took away the stone from the place where
the dead man was lying. And Jesus lifted up His eyes
and said, Father, I thank You that You have heardMe.
And I know that You always hear Me, but because of
the people who are standing by I said this, that they
may believe that You sent Me. Now when He had said
these things, He cried with a loud voice, Lazarus, come
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forth! And he who had died came out bound hand and
footwith grave clothes, and his facewaswrappedwith
a cloth. Jesus said to them, Loose him, and let him go.

Be Loosed. Sickness is not ‘Unto Death’

What a wonderful account to have in our minds as we prepare
to take theemblems,wedonotneed to tarnish itwith the subse-
quent description of the actions of the Jewswho sought to take
our Lord’s life. As we said at the beginning, this example of our
Lord’s ministry has been chosen because of its loveliness, but
also because it reveals very important teaching to take with us
as we head into the uncertain and dark days of themorrow;

I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in
Me, thoughhemaydie, he shall live. Andwhoever lives
and believes in Me shall never die.

Chris Farnworth
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