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INTRODUCTION 

Last week, we began studying one of the most remarkable passages in the Gospel of John—the 
death and resurrection of Lazarus in chapter 11.  Jesus said that one of the reasons Lazarus died 
was so that the faith of his disciples would increase. In the same way, one reason the Apostle 
John included this story in his account of Jesus’ ministry is so that your faith would increase. 

In this second part of the story, we view the death of Lazarus through the eyes of his two 
sisters—Martha and Mary.  They show us how to respond to grief in a godly way.  And their 
faith will increase our faith. 

Setting 

Now as we pick up our passage beginning in verse 17, Lazarus is dead and Jesus is on his way to 
Bethany near Jerusalem where Lazarus is buried.  Lazarus’ sisters, Martha and Mary, also lived 
in Bethany.  They had sent for Jesus when Lazarus was deathly ill.  The messenger found Jesus 
probably about a day’s journey away on the other side of the Jordan River. 

The sisters didn’t demand that Jesus come, but they clearly hoped that he would arrive in time to 
heal their brother.  He didn’t.  Instead, when Jesus heard the news of Lazarus’ illness, he stayed 
where he was for two days.  Very likely, Lazarus was already dead by the time the messenger 
found Jesus.  But his delay ensured that Lazarus’ body would already be experiencing decay 
because the Jews didn’t embalm.  The Jews buried their dead right away. 

So if we allow one day’s travel for the messenger to find Jesus and add the two days that Jesus 
delayed in coming and add one more day for Jesus to reach Bethany, then Lazarus had been dead 
for four days by the time Jesus reached Bethany where the sisters were grieving.  That’s where 
we pick up the story: 

Verses 17–19: “Now when Jesus came, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four 
days. Bethany was near Jerusalem, about two miles off, and many of the Jews had come to 
Martha and Mary to console them concerning their brother.”  

From everybody’s vantage point but Jesus’, it looked like he arrived too late.  The illness had run 
its course and now Lazarus was dead. 

There are stories in the Old Testament about resurrections.  But they are rare and significant.  No 
one expected a resurrection on this day.  Jesus had resurrected two other people on previous 
occasions—a 12-year old girl (Mk. 5:38-42) and a young man (Lk. 7:11-15)—but he raised both 
of them before they were buried, shortly after they had died and before decay set in.  No one 
predicted Jesus would perform a resurrection on a rotting corpse. 
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There is some historical evidence from the 3rd century that some Jews held a superstition that, 
when a person died, their soul hovered over the body for three days, hoping to reenter the body 
until decay made the body’s face unrecognizable forcing the soul to depart.  That isn’t true. 
There’s no biblical support for that. But some Jews believed it.  Whether Jews in the first century 
(Jesus’ day) believed that, we can’t be certain.  But if that superstition was around during this 
time, even that hope of Lazarus living again would be over.  So to everyone there, Jesus’ arrival 
seemed to be too late. 

But, of course, Jesus was right on time, just as he always was because he always followed the 
Father’s plan.  Nothing ever takes God by surprise.  He has a plan in and for everything.  His 
plan for this death and this trial would soon be revealed. 

Naturally, Martha and Mary were distraught over their brother’s death.  In verse 33, Mary is 
described as “weeping.” That’s a word that means wailing, loud anguish.  They were devastated. 
This was a very close-knit family.  It was a family that was loved by many.  “Many of the Jews” 
had come to console them (v. 19). 

It wasn’t uncommon in that culture for mourners to be hired when a love one died.  But these 
Jews weren’t paid funeral-goers, they came out of genuine love for the family. Lazarus, Martha, 
and Mary were well-known and beloved. 

As they all were grieving, word came to the village that Jesus was on his way.  He must have 
been fairly close, just a little ways outside the village. 

Verse 20: “So when Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, but Mary 
remained seated in the house.”  

They both were grieving. But in their grief, they had different responses.  Martha immediately 
got up to meet Jesus.  Mary, however, chose to stay where she was.  As we go, we’ll understand 
why they responded differently.  Both, as it turns out, responded to Jesus’ arrival in faith.  
Neither one grieved better than the other.  Neither one is shown to have greater faith than the 
other.  Both are examples to us of responding to overwhelming grief in a godly way.  The story 
first follows Martha and her response of faith in her sorrow.  Then, the story turns to Mary and 
her response of faith in her sorrow. 

Along the way, we’ll learn lessons to guide us to respond to overwhelming grief in a way that 
pleases God. 

I. THE FAITH OF MARTHA IN DEVASTATING SORROW 

As Jesus was coming toward the village, Martha met him and said (v. 21): “Lord, if you had 
been here, my brother would not have died.”  Don’t misunderstand her.  This was not an 
accusation or a rebuke. She wasn’t shaming him.  She wasn’t saying that he ought to have been 
there.  Rather, she was expressing her confidence in Jesus that had he been with Lazarus, he 
could have healed him.  These were words of faith.  She knew Jesus well.  She knew that Jesus 
could work miracles and she believed in his power to heal.  She knew that Jesus was merciful, 
and she knew that Jesus loved Lazarus (v. 3: “Lord, he whom you love is ill.”)  She trusted Jesus.  
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Even as she was in agony over what happened, she was still willing to trust Jesus with what was 
to come. 

O to have faith like this when the trials come.  In perhaps the worst day of her life, she went to 
Jesus—the only one who could help her.  She didn’t accuse God. She didn’t blame Jesus.  No, 
she believed in Jesus when it hurt the most.  She had learned the lesson Jesus taught her in Luke 
10.  There, Jesus told her, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things, but 
one thing is necessary.”  As her brother lay in the tomb, her heart was heavy with many things, 
but this time she did the one thing that was necessary—she trusted in Jesus.  Martha went to 
Jesus and the first words from her were expressions of faith.  In effect, she was saying, “Lord, 
this is hard. But I trust you.” 

Have you learned the lesson that Martha learned?  When the trials come, have you learned to go 
to Jesus and, before you say anything else, tell him you trust him.  She said (v. 22): “But even 
now I know that whatever you ask from God, God will give you.”  The pain was so unbearable, 
she didn’t even know what to ask from God in this moment.  

It’s normal to experience confusion in sudden loss.  There’s so much to take in. So many 
ramifications.  Life will never be the same and you’re left to wonder what it all means.  She was 
confused, disoriented. It was all hard to understand.  Her brother was alive just days before. Now 
he wasn’t.  When tragedy of this magnitude comes, there’s a lot that you don’t know.  You won’t 
know the why. You won’t know the what will happen. You won’t know the how will you carry 
on.  But in the sea of turmoil, it’s important to anchor your hope in what you know and not be 
carried adrift by the waves of what you don’t know. 

Martha anchored her hope in what she knew.  She knew that Jesus would know what was right 
and good in this present darkness.  She knew that his prayers on her behalf would perfectly line 
up with God’s will.  That she knew. 

What Jesus would do, what God wanted, what the meaning of it all was, how she would go on—
she didn’t know those things.  But when everything around her was dark, she knew to look to the 
Light. The Light of the world would guide her. 

Where did she get such convictions?  Her convictions—her beliefs about God and his mercy and 
goodness and wisdom—those were all formed before tragedy came so that when heartbreak 
came, she had solid ground to stand as the earth around her gave way. 

Don’t waste your pain free days.  Know God now so that you’ll know him when your worst day 
comes.  When the earth gives way and the mountains be moved into the heart of the sea and its 
waters roar and foam and the mountains tremble at its swelling, yet you will not fear because you 
have come to know that God is your refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble (Psalm 
46:1-3). 

She knew that whatever Jesus asked from God, he would do.  What did she hope God would do? 
I don’t think she really knew.  She didn’t expect that Jesus would raise Lazarus from the dead.  
That much is clear because, as we’ll see, she knew that Lazarus would be raised on the last day 
(v. 24), she also warned Jesus not to take away the stone covering from the tomb because of the  
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odor of Lazarus’ decaying body (v. 39).  If she knew Jesus was going to resurrect Lazarus, she 
wouldn’t have been concerned about the smell of his corpse.  

She didn’t know how to pray or have an expectation for what God would do.  But she was 
willing to trust Jesus in the pain and leave what’s next up to him.  She wouldn’t demand the 
impossible, yet she believed in God’s great possibilities through Jesus. 

The first words that Jesus said to her were words of comfort (v. 23): “Jesus said to her, “Your 
brother will rise again.”“  At this point, Martha would have no reason to anticipate that Jesus 
meant he would rise yet that day.  He gave no indication of when Lazarus would rise.  He just 
gave a simple promise.  He didn’t need to give proof that it would happen.  He didn’t need to 
give evidence of his ability to resurrect him.  Yet Jesus gave her what she needed.  Her gave her 
hope in a promise from God. 

That’s what we must cling to when we are hurting.  We must find hope in the promises of God—
the things we can be certain of when everything in life seems so uncertain. 

We can’t fault Martha for her reply since Jesus didn’t tell her he was about to resurrect Lazarus.  
She said in v. 24:  “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.”“  Here was 
another thing she knew. Her doctrine was sound.  Martha believed God’s word that he will 
resurrect the righteous to himself in the last day.  But even as she expresses her confidence in 
God’s promise, you can almost hear the pain in her voice.  He’ll rise again, but not until the last 
day.  Until then, she thought she would live with the pain of losing her brother. 

We shouldn’t minimize her pain, even as we know that Jesus will resurrect him.  Lazarus was 
really dead. She really felt the grief of losing him.  Even still, her pain would be temporary.  So it 
is with us, who are Christians.  For Christians, our sufferings may be lasting, but they are not 
ever-lasting. We have the confidence that in our own resurrection, our tears will be wiped away 
and our sorrows will be no more.  We have this confidence because of what Jesus said next (v. 
25): “I am the resurrection and the life.” 

This is the fifth of his “I am” statements in John.  He’s said, I am the bread of life, I am the light 
of the world, I am the good shepherd, and I am the door.  He meant not just that he has the power 
to resurrect and give life, but, even more, he is the resurrection and the life.  Resurrection power 
and true life is sourced in Jesus.  There is no true life outside of Jesus.  There is no resurrection 
but for what Jesus gives.  Those who are united with Christ will receive a resurrection unto 
eternal life.  Only those who are united with Christ receive the blessing of resurrection unto 
eternal life. 

So how do you become united with Christ?  Jesus himself gave us the answer in the next verses 
(vv. 25-26): “Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives 
and believes in me shall never die.”  The way to become united with Christ is by believing in 
Christ. 

He doesn’t promise that you won’t die (“though he die”).  There is real death. Lazarus really 
died. The pain was real. It wasn’t any less painful that Jesus was going to resurrect him. Jesus 
himself wept (v. 35).  But death will be temporary—“yet shall he live, and everyone who lives 



www.tccathens.org 

5 

 

 and believes in me shall never die.”  So there is a kind of life you can have that, though your 
body dies, your soul lives on forever with Jesus.  Death is just a gateway to eternal life.  And all 
this comes by believing in Jesus. 

This magnificent truth calls for a response. And so Jesus asked Martha, “Do you believe this?”  
He wasn’t just asking if she believed those facts. He was asking if she believed in him.  To 
believe what he said would be to believe in him.  He gave her an opportunity to go on record 
with her faith.  She responded with the fullest expression of faith that we have seen yet in the 
Gospel of John and it came from a grieving woman:  

Verse 27: “She said to him, “Yes, Lord; I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who is 
coming into the world.” 

Easy to say when you’re having your devotional time and all is well.  Harder to say when your 
brother is dead.  But she did believe.  She believed he was Lord. She believed he was the 
Messiah. She believed he was God’s Son. She believed he was sent into the world by the Father.  
Yes, Lord, I believe. 

Do you believe?  Jesus would die on the cross for the sins of all who believe.  Those who believe 
are no longer condemned for their sins and their guilt is removed.  This blessing comes by 
simply believing in Jesus.  There is much to learn from Martha’s faith in devastating sorrow. 

We can also learn from Mary. 

II. THE FAITH OF MARY IN DEVASTATING SORROW 

John 11:28–30: "When she had said this, she went and called her sister Mary, saying in private, 
“The Teacher is here and is calling for you.” And when she heard it, she rose quickly and went to 
him. Now Jesus had not yet come into the village, but was still in the place where Martha had met 
him."  

I want you to notice that when Mary heard that Jesus had finally come, “She rose quickly and 
went to him.”  She was eager to see Jesus.  Back in verse 20, we read that initially Martha went 
to Jesus but Mary “remained seated in the house.”  You might have been tempted to judge Mary. 
Why didn’t she go too? Why would she stay seated? Did she not trust Jesus as much as Martha 
did?  But here in verse 29, we find out that Mary was indeed eager to see Jesus. 

We should take note of this because people respond differently in times of intense sorrow.  Not 
everybody will experience grief in the same way.  Those on the outside might even unfairly 
judge the way someone grieves.  People can add to suffering by the cruelty of their judgments. 

So be careful how you judge the grieving and be especially careful what you say.  It’s better to 
have said nothing than to multiply sorrows with false judgments.  Have the humility to realize 
maybe you don’t understand, maybe you can’t feel their pain, maybe you don’t know how they 
feel. 

What was Mary doing staying at the house?  Now we know. She was waiting on Jesus.  That 
wasn’t a lack of faith. That was an expression of faith.  And when Jesus called for her, she 
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 immediately went to him.  To be sure, it was a different expression of faith than Martha’s, but it 
was still faith.  Don’t contrast Martha’s faith with Mary’s faith in this story. That’s not the point.  
Neither one grieved better than the other.  Both trusted Jesus and did so in different ways. 

Jesus hadn’t even yet entered the village.  Perhaps Mary didn’t have the strength to make the 
journey when Jesus wasn’t yet close.  But when she heard he was almost there and that he was 
calling for her, she was ready to go to him.  Even though Martha went to Mary “in private” (v. 
28) to tell her that Jesus was calling for her, when Mary got up to leave, she didn’t go alone. 

Verse 31: “When the Jews who were with her in the house, consoling her, saw Mary rise quickly 
and go out, they followed her, supposing that she was going to the tomb to weep there.” 

Because Martha told her about Jesus’ arrival in private, these Jews apparently didn’t know that 
Mary was going, not to the tomb, but to Jesus.  God was working even in this.  In verse 19, we 
were told there were many Jews consoling the sisters. And here they all got up and followed after 
Mary.  She was headed to Jesus. 

As we’ll find out, Jesus would then go to the tomb and raise Lazarus from the grave.  What was 
God doing in having the many Jews follow Mary?  He was gathering a crowd of witnesses to the 
miracle Jesus would soon perform.  God is always doing more than you know in what is 
happening to you. 

Because many Jews followed Mary, look in verse 45 what ended up happening: “Many of the 
Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what he did, believed in him."  May God 
save many because of your godly response in affliction. 

When Mary came to where Jesus was and saw him (v. 32), “she fell at his feet, saying to him, 
‘Lord, if you have been here, my brother would not have died.”  She fell at his feet—the posture 
of worship.  And then she said the same thing to Jesus that Martha said.  We know those weren’t 
words of anger or accusation. They were words of faith.  As she fell at his feet, she expressed her 
confidence in him.  Like Martha, she knew Jesus was powerful, merciful, and loving. 

CONCLUSION 

As we’ve seen, there are many lessons in this part of the story to guide us in pleasing God when 
we suffer trials.  But we leave the story here for this week with the image of Mary on her knees, 
broken but full of faith before Jesus.  Perhaps long after you have forgotten the words of this 
sermon, you would still remember this lasting image.  In one snapshot, this is the picture of a 
godly response to overwhelming sorrow.  Broken, yet bowed. Sorrowful, yet full of faith. 


	INTRODUCTION
	Setting

	I. THE FAITH OF MARTHA IN DEVASTATING SORROW
	II. THE FAITH OF MARY IN DEVASTATING SORROW
	CONCLUSION

