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ENTOMBED 
Coming to a Dead End | Lazarus Life Series (Part 3) 

Text: John 11:17-31 
 

The Journey to the Tomb 
 
We’re studying this season the amazing story of God’s work in the life of Lazarus and 
his family and what it has to teach us about God’s way of working in your life and mine. 
When we left the story last week, two sisters (Mary and Martha) had sent word to Jesus 
that their brother, Lazarus (Jesus’ good friend) was seriously sick. Confident 
that Jesus would show up shortly and use his healing powers to make their brother 
well, Mary and Martha had waited patiently.  
 
And then the hours turned to days, and patience turned to anxiety, and worry became 
despair. Lazarus was getting worse by the minute and Jesus was nowhere in sight. I 
imagine their brother’s breathing became more and more labored, and then began to 
slow, till with one last long exhale, the last bit of life went out of him, drifting away like 
a vapor. Now, there would be no more wit or laughter from him, no more long 
conversations around the dinner table, no more building and sharing of life’s memories. 
It was over. Lazarus was dead.  
 
With cheeks swollen and stained from crying, the sisters washed their brother’s body in 
the manner required by Jewish purity laws. They then wrapped him in strips of cloth, 
interspersed with spices to counter the stench of death, even now beginning to grow in 
the Middle Eastern heat. When the neighborhood men came to take the body away, the 
sisters broke down again, and followed them on a sobbing parade to the place they did 
not want to face. Martha and Mary stopped, and watched as the body of their precious 
brother was carried down into the dark of the place where he’d be forever ENTOMBED.  
 
Some years ago, I walked through the village of Bethany, just outside Jerusalem, and 
to the location of this story. There is a spot that has been marked for two millennia by 
local people as the particular place where Lazarus was laid. What happened there was 
so out of the ordinary that people have passed on the memory from one generation to 
the next.  I remember walking down the stairsteps into that grotto in the ground. I 
recall the stale air, the weight of the earth pressing in all around. It felt claustrophobic. 
I could imagine the thud of the rock as someone sealed up the entrance and the light 
disappeared. I would not want to be entombed there, or anywhere, for that matter. 
 
The tomb of Lazarus is a literal place and what Jesus did there is an historical fact. As I 
said in my message last week, Jesus raised Lazarus from the grave as an act of love for 
one person and family. But even that act pointed further. Jesus raised Lazarus as a 
means of foreshadowing his own death and resurrection, only a short time away. Jesus 
did these things to establish beyond reasonable doubt that he has the authority and 
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power to redeem human life and this whole physical creation from the sin and evil that 
drags it down. ”I am the resurrection and the life,” Jesus would go on to say. “The 
one who believes in me will live, even though they die” (John 11:25). This is 
the major emphasis of the story of Lazarus. 
 
But sometimes, if you are really going to absorb just how GOOD the good news is, you 
can’t just rush to the conclusion. You can’t just go skipping off into the sunshine. For 
reasons I’ll describe, sometimes, you need to sit at the tomb. 
 

It’s Hard to Talk About the Tomb 
 
In recent weeks, I’ve talked with many people who found themselves in a tomb of sorts 
– not a literal place of dirt and rock – but a closed in, hopeless, place of ending just the 
same – a place they did not want to be. The doctor had just delivered devastating 
news. The supervisor had just told them that their job was going away. The house that 
had been a home now seemed like such a dark and hollow place, because their spouse 
was not coming back or the kids had moved out. The business or investments into 
which they’d poured everything had failed. The relationship with that parent, child, or 
sibling was now dead. Where once there was laughter, light, and hope, now there was 
only a gathering darkness, a depleting air supply, a deadly silence. 
 
At any given time, many of us are in some kind of tomb or moving toward one. ALL of 
us are heading toward an actual earthen one. It’s almost always hard to talk about this. 
When we converse with people who are going through a time of great trial or suffering, 
it’s not unusual for them to tell us that they are “fine” or make an inquiry into what’s 
going on in our life. Have you noticed that? I think I understand why. 

 Part of it is because it’s uncomfortable and discouraging to look too closely at 
circumstances that seem so hopeless. We don’t want to linger there. It seems 
masochistic. 

 Another part of why we don’t go to the tomb is because it can feel a bit selfish to 
dwell there, as if I am the only person in the world doing battle with difficulties. I 
know a woman who periodically goes with a picnic lunch to the graveside of her 
child. She says that she forces herself to go to that place of sadness because when 
she looks across the graveyard at all the other people there reminds her she does 
not suffer alone. She calls it “tailgating at the tomb.” 

 I suspect that an additional part of our resistance to talking about these tombs in 
our lives is also because they sometimes make us feel like failures. “I should have 
been able to avoid these circumstances. I should have done a better job of taking 
care of myself or someone else. I should have lived with more faith. I should have 
seen this problem brewing. But I didn’t, and so I prefer not to think or talk about it.”  

 But maybe the most disturbing reality of these tombs in our lives is this secret sense 
that maybe I’m here in this place because Jesus did not care enough for me to show 
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up when I needed help. Or maybe faith in a saving God is just a fantasy in the first 
place. Not too many people share THAT confession with a religious figure. 

 
Jesus Meets Us at Life’s Tombs 

 
The gospel writer, John, tells us that by the time he finally arrived in Bethany, Jesus 
found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days (John 11:17). 
In other words, the weight of what had happened to them had had some time to settle 
upon his sisters. The text goes on to say that When Martha heard that Jesus was 
coming, she went out to meet him (John 11:20). It’s not a happy reunion. 
Martha’s first words are aimed at berating Jesus for not getting there in time. “Lord,” 
Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, my brother would not have 
died. (John 11:21). And then Martha restrains herself. She doesn’t want to offend 
Jesus. But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask” (John 
11:22). And Jesus assures her, “Your brother will rise again” (John 11:22). 

There follows from here a further exchange and an eventual reunion between Jesus 
and Mary too. This is important because we’re told earlier that when Martha went to 
see Jesus, Mary [had] stayed at home (John 11:20). Now, that was strange, 
because we know from prior stories that of the two sisters, Mary is closest to Jesus. She 
hangs on his every word (Luke 10:38-42). So, why wouldn’t Mary have been the first to 
go see, Jesus? Answer: She was even more disappointed in him for not showing up. 
She was so mad or hurt or confused that, at first, she couldn’t face Jesus.  
 
But Jesus wants a relationship with her anyway – the way God wants a relationship 
with you and me, even when we are deeply disappointed in Him. So Jesus calls for her. 
32When Mary reached the place where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his 
feet and said, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
33When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her 
also weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. 34“Where have you 
laid him?” he asked. “Come and see, Lord,” they replied.  
 
Now, that last phrase is a stunning detail of the story, because every other time in 
John’s Gospel that we hear this invitation to “Come and see,” it is issued by someone 
summoning others to behold Jesus, the Way to Life (John 1:39; 1:46; 4:29). But here, 
the invitation is being issued to Jesus to come and behold the Reality of Death. And 
then follows the shortest verse in the whole Bible and one of the greatest. Just two 
words: Jesus wept (John 11:35). 
 
This blows me away. Jesus IS the Lord of Life. He is the resurrection AND the life. In 
about five minutes from this moment, he is going to raise Lazarus from the grave. He 
knows the story is going to end happily ever after. But right now, right here, Jesus 
grieves the reality of death. He aches at how it has marked the life of these people he 
loves. Standing at the place of apparently closed, hopeless, ending for which we use 
the word “TOMB,” Jesus weeps with us.  
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The Tomb Is the Place Where Transformation Begins 

 
Never forget all of this, OK? When you’re imprisoned in some tomb or standing at the 
grave of someone or something you’ve lost, it’s OK to yell at Jesus, to express your 
disappointment, hurt, or confusion. Jesus’ best friends felt the freedom to do that. You 
can too and He can take it. But remember also, he is with you in your pain. Even 
though he can see beyond it… Even though he plans to finally deliver you from it… 
Jesus is at the tomb with you, feeling it all. So, talk honestly to God (or one of these his 
family members around you) about that you are dealing with right now. Describe what 
it feels like to be in this Tomb Time of your life. Wail about it, if you need to. That’s not 
a lack of faith. That’s called a real relationship.  
 
I love the way that Stephen W. Smith says it: “A religion that does not embrace 
the tomb is only a feel-good religion, not an authentic relationship with God. 
If we fail to address the soul-stirring questions that the tombs of our lives ask, if we 
pretend that tombs do not exist, and we ignore the difficult parts of life and faith, then 
we will settle for something far less than authentic transformation… Without 
acknowledging the pain of life, we will not know the abundance of life that Jesus came 
to bring us. The tomb is where resurrection happens—in fact the tomb is the 
only place resurrection happens. The places in our hearts where failure reigns and 
despair rules are the places where transformation begins, not ends. We can have no life 
without first entering death.”  
 
Smith goes on to say: “Transformation does not begin with us. It begins with God. The 
cold, rigor mortis-filled body of Lazarus could do nothing but decay apart from God’s 
transforming work.” 1 I see it too: Marriages and hearts and worldviews stiffen and 
harden and become cold, without the work of God. Once-motivating dreams die and 
faith becomes a set of dead rituals, without the work of God. Homes and workplaces 
can become embalming parlors where we drain the life-blood from one another, 
without the work of God. It’s actually a good thing when we wake up and realize: Hey, 
I’m living in a tomb! I don’t know how to get out of this darkness! Because it is when 
we get self-aware enough to know we’re hurting and helpless to fix our condition by 
ourselves, that Jesus arrives and begins the next stage of redemption. 
 
So, listen to the God who says: I will give you treasures hidden in the darkness—
secret riches. I will do this so you may know that I am the LORD… the one 
who calls you by name. (Isa 45:3).  If you find yourself in the darkness, LISTEN, 
for Jesus is calling your name. 
 

1 Stephen W. Smith, The Lazarus Life, p.53, 56 

                                                 


