Lent 5 (March 22, 2026)
John 11:17-27,38-53 (Series A)
Unbound from Sin and Death

The account of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead is an amazing and interesting one. The full reading was not included this morning, but the basic story is that Lazarus, the brother of Mary and Martha, is ill. The women are looking for Jesus to come and heal him. The first interesting thing is that Jesus says that the illness he has doesn’t lead to death. Why would Jesus say that when he knows Lazarus is going to die within a couple of days? Also interesting is that the message given to Jesus was that the one whom Jesus loves is ill. We normally hear that phrase used in connection to John, the disciple.

We could answer the question of who Jesus loves by saying people have many close friends but in our case, we can say for those who know Jesus well we are also someone that he loves. The issue of Lazarus’s condition continues on as Jesus says that Lazarus has fallen asleep but that he will awaken him. The disciples are still confused because if he is going to wake up what do they need to go for. Jesus then has to tell them plainly that Lazarus has died, but then says he was glad he wasn’t there. He says he is doing things this way so that they might believe.

During the course of discussion about Lazarus the disciples point out that if they go to see Lazarus, they are going to get near to Jerusalem where there are leaders who want to stone Jesus. After this, Thomas says, “Let us also go that we may die with him.”

Does it seem like we have a lot of concerns wrapping together in this account? Well, just wait. Jesus delayed so long in going to see Lazarus that he had now been dead for four days, enough time to be smelling and disgusting in the grave.

Martha hears that Jesus is approaching and goes out to meet him, making the statement, “Lord, if you had been here my brother would not have died.” But, she continues in faith to say, “But even now I know that whatever you ask from God, God will give you.”

Now comes some of the unbinding of the thoughts and concerns of various people, many of which are similar to our thoughts and concerns, Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and whoever lives and believes in me shall never die.” He asked Martha if she believed this and she said that she did. The question comes to us next, do we believe? If we believe then our concerns are lessened because we have an answer in Jesus’ death and resurrection. The consequence of sin brings death, but faith brings resurrection and life.

Jesus patiently took on the same concern as Mary came and said the same thing as Martha, “Lor, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” Mary weeps and then Jesus weeps, which raises the question of why was Jesus crying? Death can make us sad and so we cry for that reason, but we can also cry with someone else when they are crying, because we are sharing in their grief. I have shared that grief as a pastor as a husband cried deeply over the imminent death of his wife. I knew she would rise on the last day just as Jesus knew exactly what was going to happen to Lazarus in a few minutes. Resurrection would happen and joy would return.

Mary and Martha believed what Jesus could do but others had doubts, of an interesting sort. They questioned why if Jesus had opened the eyes of a blind man, why could he not have kept Lazarus from dying? That question still comes up a lot. “Why didn’t Jesus or God keep that from happening?” Well, if Jesus never let things happen would you even be aware of him doing anything, and if he wasn’t doing anything would there be a reason to turn to him?

Jesus had previously spoken to Martha and others that they would see the glory of God. What would he show them if there was never anything to happen that needed divine intervention? So, Jesus tells them to move the stone away from the tomb and then prays out loud to God the Father in heaven in order to show that God hears and answers our prayers. He then calls out into the tomb for Lazarus to come out, which he does still bound in his burial linens.

Jesus instructs that he should be unbound and set free, because he wasn’t going to need any further care. He was now perfectly fine, raised and healed from whatever had caused his death.

I threw a bunch od details at you with the intention of giving you multiple things to think about at one time. The idea was to stimulate the level of concern that moves over us when we worry and try to figure everything out. The questions of why we suffer injury, sickness, disease and death should be leading us to the answer, which is Jesus. Do we trust him? Do we ask him? Jesus could have kept Lazarus from ever getting sick in the first place but then faith may not have been tested and an opportunity to learn and grow would not have taken place.

God, the Father, wanted us to be unbound by our fear of death so he sent his Son to die in our place. He wanted us to not weep as those who have no hope and so he raised Lazarus from the dead first, before his own death so that we might see his power over our death comes from his power over even his own death. Jesus was unbinding our hearts from fear and sadness in advance of being unbound from the grave to live eternally with the Lord. Relax the mind and realize the peace that Jesus has given to us. Lazarus and John weren’t the only ones he loved, for he loved the world that whoever believes in him might have eternal life. He has unbound us from sin in order that we might live. Mary and Martha both has said, “Lord, if you had been here…” Well, he was and he is and life has been restored. Amen.
