RESURRECTION SUNDAY, 2019
John 11:1-53
What if our deepest desires – and our deepest disappointments – are really signs that we were made for
something more? Jesus, by letting Lazarus die, was trying to get the attention of his loved ones. He wanted to
reconnect them with their deep, unfulfilled desires, so that he could show them that He himself can and does fill
them. He wanted to show them both, the depth of their desire for a world without death, and also, how
completely unrealistic that desire is – apart from Himself
The resurrection of Jesus Christ is the central truth on which all Christian theology depends. If
Jesus wasn't really raised from the dead, then he was a madman or megalomaniac, or maybe a demon.
But if he was truly raised, then what he said was true; and he said he was God the Son, come into the
world for our salvation.
I have talked before about the theological implications of the resurrection. I probably will do so
again in the future. I have shared with you substantial evidence that supports the claim that Jesus
Christ was raised from the dead. I'll do that again in the future also. But this year, I want to talk about
the resurrection in a personal way. To do that, I want to consider a different resurrection: the
resurrection of Lazarus, recorded in John chapter 11:1-53. This sermon is already a little long,
printed, so please read the verses for yourself. Don't get me wrong, this is also about the resurrection
of Jesus. However, I think by considering what happened in this incident, we can learn some things
about Jesus' resurrection, and the eternal life he offers us.
Jesus was at least two days of traveling away from his friends Lazarus, Mary and Martha. Lazarus
became seriously ill, and so the sisters sent word to Jesus. What John says next is pretty strange:
Now Jesus loved Martha, her sister, and Lazarus. So when He heard that he was sick, He stayed two
more days in the place where He was.

John connects two things that don't seem like they should be connected. He says Jesus loved
Lazarus, so when he heard Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was. What kind of sense does that
make? I can see John writing, “Jesus loved Lazarus, but when he heard he was sick, he stayed where
he was anyway.” Or it would make sense to say, “Jesus loved Lazarus, so when he heard he was sick,
he hurried to his side.” But John very deliberately connects the fact that Jesus loved Lazarus to
the fact that he didn't go to him, and allowed him to die.
Now, of course, that isn't the end of the story. Jesus does go back – after Lazarus has died and
been in the ground for four days. He speaks to Lazarus' sisters, Martha and Mary. Martha says, “Lord,
if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” This is actually a statement, but implied here
is a question: “Why did you let him die? Why didn't you come when we called?”
Jesus, typically, doesn't answer her unspoken question. Instead, while their brother is still rotting
in the tomb, he asks them to put their faith in him. You see, Jesus had bigger plans for Lazarus than
merely healing him from a deadly disease. He had plans for resurrection.
We want to restore things as they were. Jesus wants to let things “as they were” die, so that
he can resurrect something better in its place. In order for resurrection to occur, death must occur
first. In other words, Jesus cannot resurrect something unless it dies first. To go back to the point I
made earlier: Jesus loved Lazarus, therefore he let him die. This isn't necessarily a pleasant thought.
Usually, we want to skip the dying part, and go right to the resurrection; but death is a part of the
equation. Jesus said:
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Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but
if it dies, it bears much fruit. (John 12:24, ESV)

This is an obvious truth when it comes to seeds. When you plant a seed, you destroy it, as a seed.
But the destruction of a seed results in something new and wonderful, something that is actually
much greater than the seed was. In the same way, resurrection requires death. This truth is all over
the bible:
24

Then Jesus told his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up
his cross and follow me. 25 For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for
my sake will find it. 26 For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul?
Or what shall a man give in return for his soul? (Matt 16:24-26, ESV)

When Jesus says “take up his cross” he means quite simply, “be willing to die.”
2

Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. 3 For you have died, and
your life is hidden with Christ in God. (Col 3:2-3, ESV)
20

I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the
life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.
(Gal 2:20, ESV)

Ultimately, this means our physical death. It means that death is not something to fear. It leads
to resurrection. But even now, before physical death, there are things that Jesus would like us to let
go. There are ambitions, hopes, values, material things, perhaps even relationships, that we need to
allow to die. [By the way, when I say “relationships” I don't mean marriages. As always, we need to
consider the whole scripture, and the Lord has made it clear that he considers marriages to be
permanent in this life. Please do not interpret this message in any way that contradicts some part of
the bible]. We might feel like letting go of our rights, or our dreams or material things is a terrible
thing. And it might indeed be very difficult and traumatic. But there is a resurrection waiting, and
sometimes the only thing holding up the glorious new life is the death that must come first.
You can't fault Martha and Mary and the disciples for failing to see this, when it came to their
brother. It is so much bigger than anything they have thought of hoping for. They are thinking of this
life. They are thinking of what seems possible, given their level of interaction with Jesus. But they are
not thinking like Jesus.
Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 24 Martha said to him, “I know that he will rise
again in the resurrection on the last day.” 25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life.
Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in
me shall never die. Do you believe this?” 27 She said to him, “Yes, Lord; I believe that you are the
Christ, the Son of God, who is coming into the world.” (John 11:23-27, ESV)
23

I identify with Martha and the others. I usually hope for what seems somewhat realistic.
Considering how they had themselves seen Jesus heal people, it was reasonable for them to hope for
healing. But resurrection was outside their experience. It was outside their paradigm. So often, we are
like that. We want healing and continuation of this life. Jesus wants to give us resurrection. We want
what seems possible, even if unlikely. Jesus wants to give us what we haven't even thought of yet.
Before we are too old, we learn that life is full of disappointments. We find out we can’t fly.
Animals don’t talk. Mom and Dad are really going to stay divorced. Work is hard, as is managing
money. The odds against winning the lottery really are one-hundred million to one against it (or even
worse). My marriage isn’t perfect. I can’t make a living doing what I love to do. You know exactly
what I’m talking about. So, we adjust our expectations. We adjust them radically downwards.
Chocolate cake is doable. I can dream of having chocolate cake, and I think I can make that dream
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happen. I can’t be fulfilled in my work, but I think I can manage to be pleasurably distracted by TV, or
computer games.
But what if our deepest desires – and our deepest disappointments – are really signs that
we were made for something more? The great philosopher, Blaise Pascal wrote:
What can this incessant craving, and this impotence of attainment mean, unless there was once a
happiness belonging to man, of which only the faintest traces remain, in that void which he attempts
to fill with everything within his reach? (Pascal, Pensées)

When we get honest with ourselves, we know that the world doesn’t seem right. We have a deep
restlessness. As I said, we cover it up with things we think we can realistically get for ourselves, like
work, entertainment, shopping, sex, food, adventure, relationships – the list is endless. But if we
would just stop, and be still, we would realize that there is a deep emptiness in us. That’s probably
why we so seldom stop and be still. We often blame the emptiness on ourselves; and it’s true we
certainly don’t do ourselves any favors. But the problem is not only just with us. It is that we are out
of place. We were made for paradise, and instead we are living on the outskirts of hell. C.S. Lewis
writes:
Now, if we are made for heaven, the desire for our proper place will be already in us, but not yet
attached to the true object, and will even appear as the rival of that object.

Jesus, by letting Lazarus die, was trying to get the attention of his loved ones. He wanted to
reconnect them with their deep, unfulfilled desires, so that he could show them that He himself can
and does fill them. He wanted to show them both, the depth of their desire for a world without death,
and also, how completely unrealistic that desire is – apart from Himself. As we follow Jesus, he
sometimes asks us to let some things die, so that he can replace them with that which is far better.
Let’s continue with the story:
28

Then she returned to Mary. She called Mary aside from the mourners and told her, “The Teacher is
here and wants to see you.” 29 So Mary immediately went to him.
30
Jesus had stayed outside the village, at the place where Martha met him. 31 When the people who
were at the house consoling Mary saw her leave so hastily, they assumed she was going to Lazarus’s
grave to weep. So they followed her there. 32 When Mary arrived and saw Jesus, she fell at his feet
and said, “Lord, if only you had been here, my brother would not have died.”
33
When Jesus saw her weeping and saw the other people wailing with her, a deep anger welled up
within him, and he was deeply troubled. 34 “Where have you put him?” he asked them.
They told him, “Lord, come and see.” 35 Then Jesus wept. (NLT) John 11:28-35

Jesus himself understood that this life is deeply troubling. Even though he knew what he was
about to do next, he wept. It is entirely good and appropriate sometimes to grieve, to be deeply
troubled – even when we have the hope that Jesus gives. This life can be terrible and tragic. Jesus did not
pretend that a future resurrection meant that you should never cry here and now. We are indeed
living in a place where we were not made to live. Continuing on:
So the Jews said, “See how he loved him! ” 37 But some of them said, “Couldn’t he who opened
the blind man’s eyes also have kept this man from dying? ”
36

And there it is: If God is so powerful, why does he let bad things happen? If he is good, why
would he allow evil to exist? I think the full answer is beyond our understanding, but one reason is
this: if God were to destroy all evil, he would also have to destroy all of us, because none of us is
without some evil. Only those who trust Jesus to do it for them can be made holy without being
destroyed at the same time. God is patient, waiting for more people to enter through the only door. I
know, however that that particular answer, though correct, is not complete. There is more going on
with that question than we can understand. I know that Jesus calls us to trust, even when we can’t
understand. That is certainly what he was saying to Martha and Mary. Let’s finish this story:
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Then Jesus, deeply moved again, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying against it.
“Remove the stone,” Jesus said.
Martha, the dead man’s sister, told him, “Lord, there is already a stench because he has been dead
four days.”
40
Jesus said to her, “Didn’t I tell you that if you believed you would see the glory of God? ”
41
So they removed the stone. Then Jesus raised his eyes and said, “Father, I thank you that you heard
me. 42 I know that you always hear me, but because of the crowd standing here I said this, so that
they may believe you sent me.” 43 After he said this, he shouted with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come
out! ” 44 The dead man came out bound hand and foot with linen strips and with his face wrapped in
a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unwrap him and let him go.” (CSB) John 11:36-44
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Now, as amazing as this is, I want to point something out: today Lazarus is dead again. His
resurrection was not THE resurrection. It was a miracle that Jesus did to show who he is, and what is
coming. But it is important for us to realize that it was temporary, because far too often, what we
think we want is for Jesus to fix this life, and what Jesus wants to do is give us an entirely new life
that will never be broken again. We want Jesus to raise things that will just have to die again anyway. We
get so focused on this life, and the things in it. But the resurrection that Jesus offers us is not just a
restoration of what we have right now. That was Lazarus' resurrection, but it is not the
resurrection that Jesus promises, and ultimately that Jesus himself had.
The apostle Paul describes both the resurrection that Jesus had, which is also promised to us,
when we trust Jesus:
When you put a seed into the ground, it doesn’t grow into a plant unless it dies first. 37 And what you
put in the ground is not the plant that will grow, but only a bare seed of wheat or whatever you are
planting. 38 Then God gives it the new body he wants it to have. A different plant grows from each
kind of seed. 39 Similarly there are different kinds of flesh—one kind for humans, another for
animals, another for birds, and another for fish.
40
There are also bodies in the heavens and bodies on the earth. The glory of the heavenly bodies is
different from the glory of the earthly bodies. 41 The sun has one kind of glory, while the moon and
stars each have another kind. And even the stars differ from each other in their glory.
42
It is the same way with the resurrection of the dead. Our earthly bodies are planted in the ground
when we die, but they will be raised to live forever. 43 Our bodies are buried in brokenness, but they
will be raised in glory. They are buried in weakness, but they will be raised in strength. 44 They are
buried as natural human bodies, but they will be raised as spiritual bodies. For just as there are
natural bodies, there are also spiritual bodies.
45
The Scriptures tell us, “The first man, Adam, became a living person.” But the last Adam—that is,
Christ—is a life-giving Spirit. 46 What comes first is the natural body, then the spiritual body comes
later. 47 Adam, the first man, was made from the dust of the earth, while Christ, the second man,
came from heaven. 48 Earthly people are like the earthly man, and heavenly people are like the
heavenly man. 49 Just as we are now like the earthly man, we will someday be like the heavenly man.
50
What I am saying, dear brothers and sisters, is that our physical bodies cannot inherit the Kingdom
of God. These dying bodies cannot inherit what will last forever.
51
But let me reveal to you a wonderful secret. We will not all die, but we will all be transformed! 52
It will happen in a moment, in the blink of an eye, when the last trumpet is blown. For when the
trumpet sounds, those who have died will be raised to live forever. And we who are living will also
be transformed. 53 For our dying bodies must be transformed into bodies that will never die; our
mortal bodies must be transformed into immortal bodies.
54
Then, when our dying bodies have been transformed into bodies that will never die, this Scripture
will be fulfilled:
“Death is swallowed up in victory.
55
O death, where is your victory?
O death, where is your sting?”
56
For sin is the sting that results in death, and the law gives sin its power. 57 But thank God! He gives
us victory over sin and death through our Lord Jesus Christ. 58 So, my dear brothers and sisters, be
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strong and immovable. Always work enthusiastically for the Lord, for you know that nothing you do
for the Lord is ever useless. (NLT, 1 Corinthians 15:36-58)

Are you willing to let temporary things die so that you can receive something that will never die?
Are you willing to believe that our deepest, most unfulfillable desires might be signs that we were
made for Resurrection life? Especially, are you willing to trust Jesus to be the true Resurrection and
Life, to be patient until he brings that Resurrection Life to us? When we are so willing, as Paul writes,
nothing we do for the Lord is ever useless!
22

For we know that all creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present
time. 23 And we believers also groan, even though we have the Holy Spirit within us as a foretaste of
future glory, for we long for our bodies to be released from sin and suffering. We, too, wait with
eager hope for the day when God will give us our full rights as his adopted children, including the
new bodies he has promised us. 24 We were given this hope when we were saved. (If we already have
something, we don’t need to hope for it. 25 But if we look forward to something we don’t yet have,
we must wait patiently and confidently.) (NLT) Romans 8:22-25

May the Lord enable us to wait patiently and confidently. May he give us the strength to let die
the things that need to die, so that he can resurrect eternal things in their place.
HE HAS RISEN!
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