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LIVING LIKE LAZARUS 
John 12: 1-2, 9-11 

A Sermon by Pastor Bob Kells 
 
This morning, we are finishing a sermon series on some of the followers of 

Jesus we don’t know so well.  We’ve been studying these men and women 

because they demonstrated some important lessons for us about what it 

means to be a follower of Jesus Christ.   

- We learned about trusting God even when we can’t see the big 
picture of what God is doing in the world from a disciple named 
Ananias.  He was the one who, reluctantly, restored the sight of Saul, 
the persecutor of Christians, and then baptized him in the name of 
Jesus. 

- We looked at the lives of Epaphroditus and Epaphras�two men who 
helped the Apostle Paul.  From them, we heard about the value of 
self-giving love (giving without regard to our own condition), and 
about the power of prayer, the kind of prayer that builds us up in the 
strength of God. 

- Two women, Phoebe and Lydia, taught us to celebrate the gifts 
women bring to ministry including leading in the church and 
showing hospitality to strangers. 

These followers of Jesus dedicated their lives to serving God.  They used the 

gifts God gave them to help share the Good News of God’s love for the 

world. 

Most of all, they lived by the power of God in their lives. 

Today, we wrap up the series and put it all together in the life of another 

early follower of Jesus.  His name is Lazarus.  What we know about 

Lazarus’ life we can find in Chapter 11 of the Book of John: 

- Lazarus was the brother of Martha and Mary (John 11: 1, 21). 
- This family lived in Bethany, a small town about two miles outside of 

Jerusalem (11: 18-19). 
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- According to John, Jesus loved Lazarus�he was like a brother to the 
Lord.  One day, Lazarus got sick so his sisters sent word, asking Jesus 
to come to him (11: 3). 

- Jesus did not go to the family right away.  He delayed.  In the 
meantime, Lazarus died.  (11: 17). 

- When Jesus arrived at Bethany, Lazarus had been dead for four days.  
Jesus went to the tomb where the body had been laid.  He felt deep 
compassion for the grieving family and their friends.  When he saw 
their grief, Jesus went to the tomb.  He ordered it to be opened.  After 
giving thanks to God, Jesus called Lazarus out of his tomb (11: 38-
44). 

- And, to the astonishment of all those present, Lazarus lived again.  He 
went on to enjoy the fellowship of family and friends.   

The Lazarus story is important because it is a sign pointing to what Jesus 

was about to go through.  Lazarus died and God brought him back to life 

through Jesus.  Jesus was about to die and God will raise Jesus to new 

life.  Now there is one important difference here.  Lazarus was brought back 

to life but he would die again.  Jesus was raised to new life, a life that never 

ends; a life we share by God's grace through faith in Jesus. 

But then, John goes on to say something important about Lazarus as a 

follower of Jesus.  Listen again: 

When the great crowd of the Jews learned that he was there [in 
Bethany], they came not only because of Jesus but also to see Lazarus, 
whom he had raised from the dead.  So the chief priests planned to put 
Lazarus to death as well, since it was on account of him that many of 
the Jews were deserting and were believing in Jesus (John 11:9-11). 

“They came...to see Lazarus...since it was on account of him that many of 

the Jews were...believing in Jesus.” 

To me, this is an extraordinary statement. 

Think about it.   
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Here is Jesus, the miracle-working traveling teacher.  He’s there, in the 

flesh.  And yet, people are coming to see Lazarus.  And they were believing 

in Jesus because of Lazarus.  Why was that?  What was it about Lazarus that 

caused people to believe in Jesus? 

- Well, the most obvious thing about Lazarus is that Lazarus was dead 
and Jesus brought him back to life.  That would get people’s attention, 
even today.  If you stop to think about it, Lazarus is probably the one 
person�aside from Jesus, of course, -we would want to hear from on 
the subject of life after death.  Today, we hear and read many 
accounts of “near-death” experiences.  Most of the people who have 
these experiences, even the most skeptical, wind up believing in the 
afterlife.  Undoubtedly, people in the first century were just as curious 
about life after death as we are.  That’s only human nature.  So there’s 
a curiosity factor at work here. 

But here’s the real reason I think Lazarus is important for us as an example 

of discipleship: Lazarus became a living sign of the power of God at 

work in the world.  Like Lazarus, we are living signs of God’s love and 

power for living through Jesus Christ in our world.   

- Lazarus was raised from death by God and restored to relationship 
with his family and friends. 

- For us, Jesus died to end the power of sin and death.  Jesus restores us 
to relationship with God and with each other through the power of the 
living God. 

As disciples of Jesus, we become living signs of God’s love. 

So when I think about our friend Lazarus, I think his story reminds us that 

our discipleship matters.   

It matters for our own relationship with God, and because we are examples 

for others, so they can see the power of God at work in our lives.  This part 

of our discipleship is what I’ll call “exampleship.” 
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“Exampleship” simply means being role models for others. Now if 

you’ve ever raised children, you know they are watching you.  You know 

you are always under the scrutiny of tiny, probing eyes, looking at us as 

examples of how to behave:   

• A mother took her young son shopping with her one day.  After a long 
day of running in and out of stores, a clerk handed the little boy a 
lollipop.  “What do you say?”  The boy’s mother prompted him, to 
which the boy replied: “charge it!”  (This is also a good example of 
the power of plastic)!   

Adults, too, are susceptible to the power of exampleship: 

• One day, President Calvin Coolidge was having dinner with some 
people from his hometown.  The visitors did not know how to act so 
they thought the best thing to do would be to copy the President.  
When it came time to serve coffee, the President poured his coffee 
into a saucer. As soon as the home folk saw it, they did the same. The 
next step for the President was to pour some milk and add a little 
sugar to the coffee in the saucer. The home folks did the same. They 
thought for sure that the next step would be for the President to take 
the saucer with the coffee and begin sipping it. But the President 
didn't do so. He leaned over, placed the saucer on the floor and called 
the cat. (Plymouth Notch, VT). 

Exampleship.  People believed in Jesus on account of Lazarus because they 

saw a man who came back to life.  In Lazarus, they saw someone who was 

living by the power of God.  And it was on account of him that many of the 

Jews were believing in Jesus.   

So what does it mean to live like Lazarus? 

Living like Lazarus means: 

- Living by different values.  Not the values of the world: power, 
money and sex (pursuit of pleasure).  We live by God’s values of: 
faith in God’s promises that we are beloved children of God; hope in 
God’s new Creation�the Kingdom of God that is coming into the 
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world, the Kingdom that will set this broken world to rights; love, the 
love of God in Christ that never ends, and the power of God’s love 
that transform us into the beautiful people of God.  

- They will know we are Christians by our love.  I love the words to 
this old hymn, and I suspect most of you do too.  But in truth, this is a 
real challenge for the church�for us�today.  The problem is, most 
young adults don’t see Christians this way.  Recent surveys show 
younger generations view Christians as “judgmental,... hypocritical, 
old-fashioned, too political, out of touch with reality, insensitive to 
others and boring.”1  Ouch!  If we want to change these perceptions 
young people have of the church, we need to show the love of Jesus.  
We need to make certain mercy, grace and forgiveness are the 
primary values by which we live.   

Exampleship.  You know, we think the only people who make disciples are 

the great evangelists, the ones with the gift of speaking to large audiences.  

Billy Graham comes to mind as the most effective evangelist of the 20th 

Century, and perhaps of all time.  But speaking is not the only way to tell 

people about God.  Lazarus, remember, does not utter a single word in the 

book of John.  And yet, “...it was on account of him [Lazarus] that many ... 

were deserting and believing in Jesus.”   

St. Francis of Assisi, was a13th Century monk and founder of the Franciscan 

order: 

• One day Francis said to one of the young men of the monastery, 
"Brother, let us go down to the town and preach." The novice, greatly 
delighted and proud of being asked to be Francis' companion, quickly 
accepted the invitation. They went down the principle streets of the 
town, the side streets and alleys, and then returned by another route to 
the monastery. The younger man, thinking that Francis had forgotten 
his purpose in going to the city, said, "You have forgotten, Father, that 
we went down to the town to preach." The older man replied, "My 

                                                
1 Robert Schnase, Just Say Yes, Unleashing People for Ministry, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2015), 28. 
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son, we have preached. We were preaching while we were walking. 
We have been seen by many; our behavior has been closely watched; 
it was thus that we preached our morning sermon. It is of no use, my 
son, to walk anywhere to preach unless we preach everywhere as we 
walk." 

Remember this, beloved: We may be the only sermon someone else will see. 

Like Lazarus, they will believe on account of us�or not. 

It’s about discipleship, exampleship. 

From Ananias through Lazarus, that’s what these six disciples have to teach 

us.  They lived by the power of God, alive in them. 

And so do we. 

Our discipleship matters.  It matters for our relationship with God and 

for those who come to believe because they see Christ in us. 

Amen. 
 

 

 


