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THE PLOT TO KILL THE LORD OF LIFE 
John 11:45–57 (No. 62) 

March 25, 2018 

INTRODUCTION 

Text 

John 11:45–57: "Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what he 
did, believed in him, but some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had done. 
So the chief priests and the Pharisees gathered the council and said, “What are we to do? For this 
man performs many signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and the 
Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation.” But one of them, Caiaphas, who 
was high priest that year, said to them, “You know nothing at all. Nor do you understand that it is 
better for you that one man should die for the people, not that the whole nation should perish.” He 
did not say this of his own accord, but being high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus would 
die for the nation, and not for the nation only, but also to gather into one the children of God who 
are scattered abroad. So from that day on they made plans to put him to death. Jesus therefore no 
longer walked openly among the Jews, but went from there to the region near the wilderness, to a 
town called Ephraim, and there he stayed with the disciples. Now the Passover of the Jews was at 
hand, and many went up from the country to Jerusalem before the Passover to purify themselves. 
They were looking for Jesus and saying to one another as they stood in the temple, “What do you 
think? That he will not come to the feast at all?” Now the chief priests and the Pharisees had 
given orders that if anyone knew where he was, he should let them know, so that they might 
arrest him." 

The Decisive Moment 

We’ve come now in the Gospel of John to the decisive moment when the Jewish religious 
authorities resolved to kill Jesus.  They had sought his death before (5:18)—even going so far as 
to send the temple guard to arrest him (7:32).  Crowds of Jews had even attempted to stone him 
on at least two occasions (8:59; 10:31).  But those attempts on his life were moments of 
passion—acts of rage as they were angered by what Jesus taught. 

In our passage, the Jewish authorities moved from moments of passion to premeditation.  They 
collectively came to agreement that Jesus must die and they plotted how to kill him.  Before, 
they would have been satisfied if Jesus had simply moved on from Judea (7:35).  But now they 
would stop at nothing to find Jesus, arrest him, and put him to death. 

Evidence that Demands a Decision 

Ironically, their decision to kill Jesus came immediately after the most convincing proof that 
Jesus is the Christ and the Son of God.  Jesus had raised the dead man, Lazarus, from the grave. 
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No one disputed that he did it. Even his critics accepted the authenticity of the miracle.  What 
made the miracle the most convincing proof of Jesus’ deity was that he exercised his power to 
create life.  Only God can create life.  Therefore, Jesus’ resurrection of Lazarus was a clear 
demonstration of his deity.  All the evidence pointed to one conclusion: Jesus is God. 

His miracle demanded a response.  No one who saw Jesus raise Lazarus from the grave could be 
indifferent.  The miracle demanded: Will you believe in Jesus or not? Will you acknowledge him 
as the God-man or not?  These questions are just as relevant to us today.  What will you do now 
that the matter of Jesus’ deity has been proven?  Will you believe in him? 

Outline 

As you contemplate that question and consider your response, let’s look at the tragic way some 
responded to Jesus in the aftermath of the miracle. 

The conclusion of this story unfolds in five scenes: the double-cross, the dilemma, the decision, 
the departure, and the delay. 

I. THE DOUBLE-CROSS 

Notice that John abruptly ends the scene of Lazarus’ resurrection and it leaves us with a lot of 
unanswered questions.  In verse 44, Lazarus is raised from the grave and his sisters are told to 
unbind him and let him go.  But we have no idea what Lazarus did or said next.  We’d like to 
know his reaction to coming out of the grave. We’d like to know Mary and Martha’s reaction.  
But John tells us none of that.  This reminds us that John didn’t write this story for the sake of 
telling a good story.  He wrote this story with an aim. 

These are the events that ignited passion week—the week leading up to Jesus’ own death and 
resurrection.  So he doesn’t feel the need to tell us all the details we might like to know.  He 
doesn’t tell us Mary, Martha, or Lazarus’ reaction, but he does tell us how the crowd responded. 

Remember that many Jews were comforting Mary and followed her as she went out to meet 
Jesus and then to Lazarus’ grave.  This crowd of Jews witnessed all that Jesus did in raising 
Lazarus from the dead with only his voice.  You might anticipate that the crowd would all 
respond with awe and recognize that the sign they had just seen performed could mean only one 
thing: Jesus is God.  But the Jews were divided.  That’s a common theme in the first half of this 
book. We’ve seen it a number of times before (6:66-69; 7:43; 9:16; 10:19; 11:37).  Indeed (v. 45) 
“Many of the Jews. . .who had come with Mary and seen what [Jesus] did, believed in him.”  
They saw the sign for what it was. The evidence was conclusive. The sign was sufficient for 
them to believe in Jesus.  

But some of the crowd “went to the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had done” (v. 46).  The 
word “but” that begins verse 46 marks a contrast.  Many believed, but these Jews did not. 
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Even though these Jews saw what the others saw, even though they witnessed Lazarus’ dead 
body come out of the grave, they didn’t believe.  For them, the miracles were not enough. 

Some even today say that if they could just witness a miracle, they would believe.  But you can’t 
say that. Your heart could be so hard toward God that you won’t believe even if Jesus himself 
called a dead man came out of the grave right before your eyes.  The miracles were not enough. 
They didn’t believe. Instead, they double-crossed Jesus. They became snitches and tattled on 
Jesus.  Their motive for going to the Pharisees is not stated, but John doesn’t need to tell us 
because their intent was clear.  They went to the religious leaders who were known haters of 
Jesus.  What they told the Pharisees went beyond Lazarus’ resurrection. 

The word “what” in verse 46 is plural in Greek and indicates that they told the Pharisees all the 
things that Jesus had done, which probably included things Jesus said.  They watched Jesus 
skeptically and critically so as to incriminate him. Then they became informers to the Pharisees. 

Why did they go to the Pharisees?  Again, because the Pharisees were known enemies of Jesus.  
Many of the Pharisees were the scribes, the teachers, the synagogue rulers, so they were in touch 
with the people and respected. They went and told the religious rulers that they knew. 

When the Pharisees heard what Jesus had done, this led to a dilemma. 

II. THE DILEMMA 

Verse 47: "So the chief priests and the Pharisees gathered the council and said, “What are we to 
do? For this man performs many signs." 

Evidently, the Pharisees went to the chief priests after they got news of Lazarus’ resurrection. 
They wanted something done.  Why did they go to the chief priests?  

The Pharisees were influential among the people, but they had no judicial power of their own. 
For that, they would need the chief priests.  But the fact that they went to the chief priests shows 
how much they hated Jesus.  The Pharisees ordinarily didn’t get along with the chief priests, who 
were primarily Sadducees.  If the Pharisees were legalists, the Sadducees were theological 
liberals. They didn’t see eye-to-eye.  But they had a common enemy, which compelled them to 
conspire against Jesus. 

Up to this point in Jesus’ ministry, all four gospels present the Pharisees as the main adversaries 
of Jesus.  But from here on, the Pharisees fade into the background (notice they are listed 
second) and the chief priests take the lead in persecuting Jesus. 

The chief priests and the Pharisees gathered “the council.”  “Council” comes from the Greek 
word that is sometimes translated Sanhedrin.  The Sanhedrin was the highest judicial and 
legislative body in Israel and functioned by permission of the Romans.  It was composed of  
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seventy members who were mainly the chief priests, their families, and other elders and 
aristocrats.  The high priest—who, as we’ll see, was Caiaphas—was also a member and served 
as the executive.  So all three branches of our government were rolled into the Sanhedrin. It was 
a very powerful body. 

But Jesus’ signs posed a dilemma for them.  As they met, they were perplexed about what to do 
about him.  They couldn’t and didn’t deny his miracles.  The verb is in the present tense—this 
man is performing many signs.  He kept doing miracle after miracle. All of them indisputable, 
uncontestable, supported by many witnesses.  But as the council met, they themselves didn’t 
contemplate believing in him.  They weren’t after the truth. When hearts are hard, no amount of 
evidence will do.  Instead, they met only to decide what to do with the one they considered a 
menace.  Their question in verse 47 could be translated, “What are we accomplishing?”  In other 
words, what they were doing to put a stop to Jesus’ influence wasn’t working. They were getting 
nowhere.   

Meanwhile, Jesus was doing miracle after miracle, each one more spectacular than the one 
before, it seemed.  They were clearly disgusted with Jesus. They didn’t even refer to him by 
name.  They depersonalized him as they attacked him—“For this man performs many signs.”  

This man? The one who turned water to wine, who healed an official’s son from afar, who 
restored the lame man disabled for 38 years, who multiplied the loaves and the fish for the 5,000 
men plus women and children, who walked on water during a storm, who gave sight to the man 
blind from birth, who resurrected Lazarus four days in the grave, and who did countless other 
healings, miracles, and wonders. This man? 

Even as they acknowledged that he did all these signs—there was no doubt in their minds he did 
these miracles—in their hard-heartedness, they would only acknowledge him as a man, but never 
God. 

They had two fears as Jesus’ influence grew. 

Verse 48: "If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come 
and take away both our place and our nation.”" 

First, they feared that even more Jews would put their trust in him.  The strength of their fear is 
evident by the way they exaggerated. “Everyone” would believe in him.  They feared that his 
following would become too large to do anything about. So he had to be stopped. 

They also feared that, if they didn’t act now, more people would be stirred by the hope that he 
was the Messiah and that this new king would bring in a new kingdom.  If the movement grew, 
Rome would perceive the Jews to be a threat and remove the Jewish leaders and strike hard at 
Israel, taking away their place and nation.  “Place” likely refers to the temple.  It’s used that way 
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 in Acts and other Jewish literature (Acts 6:13-14; 21:28).  It was the place for the Jews.  In other 
words, they feared that their religious system and the nation itself would be destroyed.  No 
doubt, as the ruling elite, they were also preoccupied with the prospect of losing their privileged 
status.  Their mind was made up. Jesus had to go. The only question was how to get rid of him. 

III. THE DECISION 

One of the members of the Sanhedrin spoke up. He was the one with the most influence. 

Verses 49–50: "One of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said to them, “You know 
nothing at all. Nor do you understand that it is better for you that one man should die for the 
people, not that the whole nation should perish.”" 

Joseph Caiaphas was the high priest. He was the highest office holder in the land. He was the 
most influential among the Sanhedrin.  His father-in-law, Annas, was high priest before him until 
the Romans removed him.  The position was supposed to be a lifetime appointment, but, in 
reality, the Romans changed out the position at will. 

Caiaphas began serving as high priest in 18 A.D. He would serve for 18 years until 36 A.D., 
when both he and Pontius Pilate were removed by the Romans.  If you think his opening line 
sounds rude, you’re right. “You know nothing at all.”  The Sadducees were known for their 
discourteousness. But this was an insult to everyone on the council. 

He was an arrogant man. He looked on his fellow council members with contempt.  He was done 
listening to them discuss options.  In his view, they knew nothing. He alone knew the best way 
forward.  Jesus must die.  

It would be better for Jesus to die as a one-man sacrifice to keep the peace than to do nothing and 
risk the Romans coming and killing everyone.  This was simply a matter of political expediency.  
He wasn’t interested in the truth about Jesus.  For him, killing Jesus was a matter of self-interest 
for the privileged, ruling class.  Jesus would be their scape-goat. If he died, there would be peace 
and they would stay in power.  So to save themselves, they would need to sacrifice Jesus. 

Caiaphas thought of the situation as a political problem, so he came up with a political solution.  
But the problem was spiritual. The problem was a failure to believe in their Messiah.   One 
commentator has written, “Caiaphas is a solemn reminder that a person can rise to the highest 
levels of religion and yet have a life devoid of divine grace” (William F. Cook).  Consider how 
different our Lord Jesus is: Rather than saving himself, he saved us by sacrificing himself. 

The words Caiaphas used to describe his solution are important.  They were words of 
substitution: “It is better for you that one man should die for the people.”  It would be better, but 
not for the reasons he supposed. 
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At the heart of Christianity is Christ’s substitution on the cross.  Jesus’ death on the cross was 
substitutionary.  He died for me. He didn’t sacrifice someone else to save himself. He sacrificed 
himself to save his sheep.  Paul expressed this same truth in 2 Corinthians 5:21: "For our sake he 
made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God."  
Peter also wrote in 1 Peter 2:24: "He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might 
die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed." 

Jesus became our substitute. He died in our place. He paid our penalty for sin. He took the wrath 
of God that we deserved. He stood in our place. He became our ransom.  This is the good news. 
Because Jesus bore my punishment, I am reconciled to the Father and am declared righteous.  
The verdict that is required for me to enter heaven has been given because Jesus died in my 
place. 

But this gift comes only to those who believe in him.  Those, like Caiaphas, who scorned Jesus, 
those, like the Jews who witnessed Jesus’ miracles, yet did not trust him, do not gain the 
advantage of Jesus’ substitutionary atonement on the cross.  Those who do not believe in Jesus, 
pay their sin penalty on their own for eternity in hell. 

John writes in 3:36: "Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the 
Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God remains on him." 

Caiaphas spoke better than he intended that day.  John comments in verses 51–52: "He did not 
say this of his own accord, but being high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus would die for 
the nation, and not for the nation only, but also to gather into one the children of God who are 
scattered abroad."  Caiaphas meant that they should kill Jesus in order to put down the hope that 
he was the Messiah and keep peace with Rome. 

He was responsible for what he said.  But God in his providence had another purpose for his 
words.  When Caiaphas spoke this day, God also spoke “even if they were not saying the same 
thing” (Carson).  God spoke through Balaam’s donkey and God spoke through this wicked high 
priest, despite him not knowing it.  God’s plan was for Jesus to die on behalf of Israel. But not 
for the reason Caiaphas gave.  Jesus would die to gather all of God’s children to himself.  Jesus 
would save not only the nation, but also the nations.  Jesus said, “I have other sheep that are not 
of this fold. I must bring them also. . . . So there will be one flock, one shepherd” (10:16).  Jesus’ 
death was the way God would gather his flock to himself. 

Later, in 12:32, Jesus will say, “I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to 
myself.”  That is, all the Father has given to him will believe in him and receive the blessing of 
Jesus’ death on their behalf. 

Caiaphas’ influence carried the day. The council agreed with him. 
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Verse 53: "So from that day on they made plans to put him to death." 

This was no longer mob rule. This decision was premeditated and made at the highest levels of 
authority.  The matter had been decided. They were resolute and determined.  There would be no 
turning back. This was the point of no return. The matter was fixed. It only remained to carry the 
plan out.  But one thing was certain: Jesus must die. 

IV. THE DEPARTURE 

As we’ve seen time and again in this book, God was orchestrating the timing of every event such 
that Jesus would not (could not) die before it was God’s timing.  So Jesus departed. He retreated 
as the Jews were actively searching for him now. 

Verse 54: "Jesus therefore no longer walked openly among the Jews, but went from there to the 
region near the wilderness, to a town called Ephraim, and there he stayed with the disciples." 

Ephraim was likely about 12 miles north of Jerusalem on the edge of the wilderness.  This was a 
place remote enough for safety, yet close enough to make his final return to Jerusalem for the 
Passover. 

As far as John is concerned, this retreat marks the end of Jesus’ public ministry.  From this point 
forward, his ministry is private—mainly to his disciples. 

V. THE DELAY 

Verse 55–57: "Now the Passover of the Jews was at hand, and many went up from the country to 
Jerusalem before the Passover to purify themselves. They were looking for Jesus and saying to one 
another as they stood in the temple, “What do you think? That he will not come to the feast at all?” Now 
the chief priests and the Pharisees had given orders that if anyone knew where he was, he should let them 
know, so that they might arrest him." 

This is the third Passover mentioned in John’s gospel (2:13; 6:4).  It would be Jesus’ last during 
his earthly ministry.  We’re now on the eve of passion week.  Many religious pilgrims were in 
route to get a head start on purification before Passover, since some ceremonial cleaning took a 
week. 

As was frequently the case, Jesus was again the focus of conversation all over Jerusalem.  There 
was speculation among the Jews that Jesus wouldn’t show up at Passover at all.  In the time 
between Lazarus’ resurrection and Passover, the chief priests and the Pharisees spread word that 
they wanted to arrest Jesus.  By doing so, they had filled the whole city of Jerusalem with 
informants.  If he showed, Jesus would be caught. The only questions were when and how. 

CONCLUSION 
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This story of the dramatic miracle of Lazarus’ resurrection closes in a dramatic way.  As we 
close part one of John’s gospel and begin part two, the stage is set for the final week of Jesus’ 
ministry before his death.  John has prepared us to anticipate Jesus’ death.  In some ways, we 
dread what is to come.  In other ways, because we know that Jesus dies as our substitute, we long 
for what’s to come.  The tragedy of the story to come, though, is not the death of Jesus. 

Jesus had to die so that we could live.  The tragedy of the story is that some did not believe when 
they had the chance.  For you, perhaps the question we began with must still be answered.  Will 
you believe in Jesus?  Will you acknowledge that he is God and Savior? 

Unless you believe, you cannot receive eternal life and all the blessings that Christ purchased on 
the cross for those who put their trust in him.  The question is urgent because your days are 
numbered and God gives you no guarantee of the opportunity tomorrow to repent and believe in 
his Son.  So if you hear the voice of Jesus calling you out of the grave and into a life of believing 
in him for eternal life, then go on and repent of your sins and put your trust in him. 
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