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Six signs recorded so far by John revealing who Jesus was.

Turning water into wine. 
Healing the royal official’s son. 
Healing a lame man at Bethesda. 
Feeding 5000. 
Walking on water. 
Healing a man born blind. 

Now raising Lazarus from the dead. This is the final, climactic sign in John. Jesus is the resurrection and the life. 

Blue Oyster Cult had a song called Don’t Fear the Reaper. They tap into a primal emotion for each of us – fear of death. In their song, their hopefulness comes from the idea that everyone experiences death, and so finally, that is what unites us all. It isn’t something we do alone. In fact, it worked for Romeo and Juliette! 

Call me strange, but I don’t take much comfort in the romanticized example of two fictional teenagers in a suicide pact. That is tragic, not hopeful! Death still feels like the worst news imaginable. 

In John 11, Jesus gets bad news. His friend, Lazarus, is sick, likely dying. His disciples, who also care for Lazarus, are dismayed. Lazarus lives only a few hours walk from Jerusalem, where death stalks another victim – their rabbi, Jesus, at the hands of the Jewish leaders. What can they do? They can’t risk Jesus, even for Lazarus, Mary and Martha.

Jesus waits two more days, even knowing that Lazarus has died.

Psalm 23:3-4 says, “He leads me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake. Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; For You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.”

The promise is not that death will not happen to us while we live in this broken world. It is that God will be present with us; the end of the story is not death, but it will be part of the journey. Lazarus lives this truth out. 
Can you imagine being the disciples for those two days? If I was one of them I would be relieved. Honestly. At least Jesus is wise enough not to put himself at risk in Jerusalem. Not to mention the risk for myself!

Then I would feel really, really, guilty for feeling relief. My friend is maybe on his deathbed, my other friends are distraught, and I am thinking about my own safety. And that of Jesus, of course!

Then Jesus announces the worst decision. To Jerusalem we go.

Bad news piles on bad news. Lazarus is dead. It is not enough that they couldn’t avoid Lazarus dying, now Jesus deliberately walks the path through the valley of death — to the place of Lazarus’s body, and the place where Jesus’ enemies lurk. For what? To join the mourners? Social obligation? Worth it? Nope. Didn’t Jesus himself say, “Let the dead bury their own dead?”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Matt 8:22, Luke 9:60] 


The disciples only see one way for the story to end once death becomes a character. They anticipate going to mourn with Martha and Mary, straight into the jaws of the trap set to kill Jesus. May as well go die with him. How very Romeo and Juliet-esque. The final act of any tragedy is the death of the main characters.

Yet Jesus does not deviate. He disagrees with them. Not about dying. About this being a tragedy at all. It all begs the question, “What is the practical limit of Jesus’ power?” 

The whole story is told to ask the question in verse 25. “Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even though they die; and whoever lives by believing in me will never die. Do you believe this?”

In fact, I think that this is the hinge point, the entire focus, of John’s gospel. This is the question John wants us to ask and answer. 

Lazarus was not just raised from the dead because Jesus liked him and his sisters. He was raised from the dead so that God’s glory would be revealed in Jesus. 

Last week we wrestled with the Jews asking Jesus to speak clearer, not to keep them in suspense, to declare who he really is.

So he does.

33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. 
34 “Where have you laid him?” he asked.
“Come and see, Lord,” they replied.
35 Jesus wept.
36 Then the Jews said, “See how he loved him!”
37 But some of them said, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?”
38 Jesus, once more deeply moved, came to the tomb. It was a cave with a stone laid across the entrance. 

John takes the time to tell us that Jesus is deeply moved two times. The word, embrimaomai, describes a visceral reaction to something wrong. We might say that someone “snorts with derision,” “bristles with anger,” “flares with indignation.” Often embrimaomai reacts with decisive action.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://biblehub.com/greek/1690.htm. ] 


Why does the sight of the weeping Jews, sisters, and Lazarus’ tomb cause this visceral reaction? 
Jesus has had many, many opportunities to become angry in John. But this is the first time that he snorts, or bristles. And he does it twice.

This got me wondering what had gotten him so indignant.

Was he frustrated with the sisters hanging responsibility for Lazarus’ death on him? No, he wants them to see God’s glory and believe. 

Maybe it was the Jews — after all, lots of scholars say that John distinguishes between the common Jews and the leadership that was antagonistic towards Jesus. But I disagree — after all, we keep reading that many of the Jews believed in Jesus after the signs of John. 

Was it because someone he loved died? No, after all, and I can’t stress this one enough, who doesn’t Jesus love? Jesus has lost loved ones before. 

So what is it?

I believe it is the extra character that is in this story. It has been lurking in the shadows, but now it has taken centre stage with awful finality. This is the first time that John tells us of Jesus confronting his ultimate enemy: death.

The other word that stands out is troubled: tarassó. It means inner turmoil or outward commotion. It is the building of energy that stirs action. John uses this word in three stories in his gospel: after this, Jesus will become tarasso at his last meal, confronting Judas. The other time describes the waters at the pool of Bethesda.

There, the belief was that agitation of the water meant a spirit would heal one lucky individual. Problem was, it didn’t deliver, at least not for one man trying for 38 years. The same contrast that we saw then is at play now. Now Jesus is agitated. Just like the waters. 

Is Jesus like the magicians of Pharoah’s court, or is he like Moses and Aaron? A huckster or a deliverer?

39 “Take away the stone,” he said.
“But, Lord,” said Martha, the sister of the dead man, “by this time there is a bad odor, for he has been there four days.”
40 Then Jesus said, “Did I not tell you that if you believe, you will see the glory of God?”
41 So they took away the stone. 

No one here is being unreasonable. All of our human experience tells us that  once Death comes on stage it is the last act. The specter of the Reaper grows and grows until they can see nothing else. 

But there’s a twist. Death does not count on the entrance of the true, final, character. God’s glory.

Glory is a slippery word to understand. In Hebrew, glory is kabod, or heavy. We might say that someone fails to grasp the gravity of their situation. In scripture it also means the physical manifestation of, or the substance of, God’s significance.[footnoteRef:3] God’s glory pushes other things of lesser significance or substance aside. There isn’t room for them anymore.  [3:  https://bibleproject.com/podcasts/glory-god/ ] 


41b. Then Jesus looked up and said, “Father, I thank you that you have heard me. 42 I knew that you always hear me, but I said this for the benefit of the people standing here, that they may believe that you sent me.”

Look at what Jesus does here. This is the moment before the big finale. All eyes are on the inescapable reality of death. So, Jesus prays, not for his own benefit, but for the benefit of his listeners, the sisters, the Jews, his friends and enemies alike. 

This soliloquy tears attention away from death and demands focus on the real power here: God. The stage is set; Jesus has created space for anticipation where there was only chaos and despondency. 

43 When he had said this, Jesus called in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” 44 The dead man came out, his hands and feet wrapped with strips of linen, and a cloth around his face.

Finally, we come to the invasion of God’s glory. Having created the space on stage, God’s glory now fills his creation. Once again, we see God, stirring, moving, on the scene of turmoil and chaos. A man has just died and is returning to dust in a cave. The same voice that called creation into being calls Lazarus’ name, and he walks out, life brought from the dust.
Death is pushed off to the side and God Almighty, Eternal, Creator, takes centre stage, where he belongs.

The image of Death standing on center stage with Jesus the Creator standing there reminds me of a streaker at a game. Stay with me here. I’m not trying to be flippant. The metaphor works! 
Everything stops, people are shocked, watching in a combination of grief and morbid titillation, and the streaker becomes the absolute focus of every person in the stadium. Nothing can proceed until the streaker is dealt with. 

Every single thing that Jesus has done or said since the beginning of this story tells us that death, like the streaker, is completely not the point. It is actually irrelevant. Death is a bit player milking their thirty seconds of fame for all it is worth. Eventually to be escorted off the field restrained and contained, and the true show resumes. 

So in the end, I guess I agree with Blue Oyster Cult, that we should not fear the reaper. But I disagree about why. 

I think that the chances are high that any random person that you are talking to lately is feeling very much like the disciples, the crowd, the sisters. There are so many events are spinning wildly out of control in our world that we cannot see any conclusion that doesn’t end in death and chaos.

In the darkness, Jesus says truth. I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even though they die. Do you believe this? 

So what does this mean for the people that we know who are feeling hopeless?

When I was in Guatemala, I was told of a survey the missionaries did with the community they went to. People relocated to the literal side of a mountain by fighting armies. 
No matter what the first question was on the surveys, the first, and often only, thing the people responded with was, “We need water.”

For decades, the people had walked miles down the mountain to the streams in the valley. They had no reliable fresh water. This need consumed them.
So the missionaries went to work. To begin sharing the gospel with them, they spent years building a system for water filtration and storage based on low, local tech. Then they could talk about education, medicine, microfinance, slowly removing the obstacles that kept the people in perpetual need. 

This is how we participate in the promise of God’s glory coming. As Jesus said, “For I was hungry, and you fed me. I was thirsty, and you gave me a drink. I was a stranger, and you invited me into your home. I was naked, and you gave me clothing. I was sick, and you cared for me. I was in prison, and you visited me.’”[footnoteRef:4] And James says, “Pure and genuine religion in the sight of God the Father means caring for orphans and widows in their distress and refusing to let the world corrupt you.”[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Matt 25:35-36.]  [5:  James 1:27] 


And what about me? What do I do to keep my vision filled with God instead of death?
Do just what Jesus does. Speak truth, even out loud. Meditate on truth, who God is. Here are five scriptures to get you started. If you meditate on these as truth, as Sundar Krishnan says, “Circumstances around you might never change, but you will be unrecognizably changed.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Sundar Krishnan, Pray big and Pray Bold.] 



Jesus told her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Anyone who believes in me will live, even after dying.” John 11:25.

Jesus spoke to the people once more and said, “I am the light of the world. If you follow me, you won’t have to walk in darkness, because you will have the light that leads to life.” John 8:12.

For the LORD your God is living among you. He is a mighty savior. He will take delight in you with gladness. With his love, he will calm all your fears. He will rejoice over you with joyful songs.” Zephaniah 3:17.

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me. Psalm 23:4.

But now, this is what the LORD says—He who created you, O Jacob, and He who formed you, O Israel: “Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by your name; you are Mine! When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and when you go through the rivers, they will not overwhelm you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be scorched; the flames will not set you ablaze. Isaiah 43:1-2.
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