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Refocus: Lord of Life 
John 11:1-45 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 
We are in the fourth week of our sermon series “Refocus.”  Each message in 

this series is designed to take a look at some of the familiar stories about 

Jesus’ life and ministry in a way that (hopefully) allows us to refocus our 

understanding of the one we call Lord and savior. 

Over the past weeks, we’ve heard stories about Jesus that point toward the 

meaning of his life and his calling: 

- We heard again the story of Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness and 
how that was a sign pointing toward his identity as the Messiah, the 
one anointed by God to save people from their sins. 

- We heard the story of Jesus and Nicodemus, and how this was an 
invitation into a new kind of faith, one that asks us to be born again of 
the wind of God’s Spirit. 

- And last week, we heard the story of Jesus healing the man born 
blind, and how that man gained physical and spiritual sight while the 
Pharisees became spiritually blind. 

This week we have the story of Lazarus.  In this story, we see the clearest 

and most powerful sign yet of what Jesus’ life and work were all about.  

The raising of Lazarus identifies Jesus as the Lord of life.  It points the 

way to the Cross, and beyond that, to new life. 

In the story, Mary and Martha are living in the town of Bethany with their 

brother, Lazarus.  When Lazarus gets sick, the sisters send word to Jesus of 

their brother’s illness, Jesus delays before setting out and in the time that 

elapses, Lazarus dies. 

When Jesus and the disciples arrive at Bethany, they are met by Martha who 

says to Jesus: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.  

But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.” 
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Jesus tells her, “I am the Resurrection and the life.” 

And then Martha says something truly remarkable: “I believe that you are 

the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.” 

- Martha is the only person in John’s Gospel to make this confession of 
faith. 

- She is the one who testifies most clearly to the truth that Jesus is 
God’s anointed one.  

- Martha believes that Jesus is the key to life.1 
This is a different picture of Martha than the one we are more familiar with. 

Luke’s gospel (Luke 10:33-11:1) contains another story of Jesus visiting 

Mary and Martha.  In that story, Mary sits at Jesus’ feet, listening to Jesus 

teach while Martha scurries around the house, fixing a meal, cleaning up, 

and getting upset that Mary isn’t helping.  Jesus commends Mary for her 

attentiveness. 

Luke gives us this image of Martha as the harried housemaid, so focused and 

intent on getting the work done that she neglects the spiritual side of life that 

is sitting right in front of her.   

Maybe she’s a lot like us: soccer Moms and “helicopter” Dads; people 

pressed for time to get done all that needs to be done; distracted people with 

too much on our plates, seemingly oblivious to the spiritual side of life.  

But John’s gospel gives us a different picture altogether:  

- It turns out Martha was listening to Jesus after all.   
- She witnessed the signs he performed.   
- And she came to believe that Jesus is the Messiah of God.2 

I don’t know about you, but I’m encouraged by this.  If there’s hope for 

Martha, there’s hope for us too. 

                                                
1 Lori L. J. Rosenkvist, “New Life,” in Disciplines, A Book of Daily Devotions, 2014, (Nashville, TN: The 
Upper Room Press, 2013), 122. 
2 Ibid. 
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Mary’s meeting with Jesus comes next.  From Mary we hear again the 

lament of regret: “If only you had been here…my brother would not have 

died.” 

Her tears, and the cries of the other mourners, move Jesus to compassion. 

Jesus raises Lazarus from death.   

But it is not to eternal life on earth in his present body. 

- This is not the same as resurrection because in Lazarus’ case, he 
would die a second time. 

The raising of Lazarus was a sign that Jesus has the power to give new 

life. 

It shouted out loudly and clearly that Jesus is the life-giver. 

The raising of Lazarus reminds us that we don’t have one life on earth, then 

die, then maybe start over again on some other plane of existence.  This 

story stresses the continuity of our lives with Christ.   

- Our new life with Jesus begins in baptism.  In baptism, we say we are 
buried with Christ, dead to sin, and raised with him to walk in 
newness of life. 

- Our new life begins here and now, with Christ, on earth. 
- And it continues eternally with God, in heaven, and then in God’s new 

heaven and new earth. 
The call to Lazarus is the call to come out and leave the tomb behind. 

Jesus calls us to leave behind sin and death, to follow Christ into God’s 

future, God’s new life. 

We do not do this alone.   

We are never alone, for Christ is always with us. 

More than that, we are not called just as individuals, but as a community to 

help deliver others from death as well. 

In the story, Jesus raised Lazarus from death.  But he also called on the 

people around him to help: 
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- Jesus called on others to roll away the stone.  That makes us ask: 
What stones are we helping to roll away for those in our community 
who are dead or left for dead?  What roadblocks can we remove to 
allow them a better chance for a decent life? 

- He also commanded others to “Unbind him and set him free.”  What 
bonds are we helping to untie from people in our society who are held 
captive to sin and death? 

You see, Jesus raised Lazarus from death and restored him to life.  But it 

took a community of believers to help complete what he had begun.3 

Today’s lesson makes a bold statement about Jesus that answers the 

question, who is this man? 

He is the Lord of life. 

But it also leaves us with questions to ponder as we live out the new life we 

have in Christ. 

Amen. 
 

                                                
3 “Lectionary Planning Helps for April 6, 2014,” General Board of Discipleship website, article online, 
http://www.gbod.org/lead-your-church/lectionary-planning-helps/fifth-sunday-in-lent7#notes1, accessed 3 
April 2014. 


