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Text: John 11:1-16

I

If you were writing a job description for God, what would put down as his number one 
responsibility? I’d be inclined to write this:  #1. Show up when people really need help. 
I know that this proposition smacks of more than a little arrogance. I know we’re not 
supposed to tell GOD what he should do; but, if we’re perfectly honest, it does feel like 
helping people when they really need help ought to be pretty high up on the list of 
things that any kind of loving God would do. 

Would you agree?  I mean, if God was some kind of an alien being that started the 
chain reaction that led to this Universe or seeded life on this planet and flew away, you 
wouldn’t have the same kind of expectations of him. You’d be grateful that he got 
things going in the first place. You certainly wouldn’t expect him to transform your life 
or even have the capacity to do that. You’d actually be shocked if HE ever showed up. 
You’d be blown away if, among billions of people, God called you by name. 

But if the Bible is right that God actually knows and likes human beings on an individual 
basis… if it’s true that he has the power to make all things new… then it’s a different 
deal. You’d think that when somebody cries out for guidance, or companionship, or 
relief from pain, or rescue from calamity, then God would do Job One.  He’d be faster 
than Uber or Amazon Prime and more powerful than Black Panther, Wonder Woman, or 
Superman in bringing help. The one thing you’d never expect is exactly what happens 
in this story that is the focus of our Lenten journey this year. 

II

Now a man named Lazarus was sick. He was from Bethany, the village of 
Mary and her sister Martha. (John 11:1) Now, stop right there. We already know 
how this story will go. The first clue is that the central figure in the tale is a guy named 
“Lazarus.” That’s the Greek form of the Hebrew name, “Eleazar,” which literally means 
“One whom God helps.” Clue number two is that he’s not just any Lazarus; he’s the one 
from Bethany, the village near Jerusalem where Mary and Martha lived. Jesus regarded 
that home as his personal AirBnB. There’s no other home in Israel that the adult Jesus 
appears to have stayed in more often. 

To reinforce this connection, the gospel writer John adds in parentheses: (This Mary, 
whose brother Lazarus now lay sick, was the same one who poured perfume 
on the Lord and wiped his feet with her hair.) (John 11:2) In other words, this 
family is incredibly intimate with Jesus. Martha has cooked for him. Mary has sat at his 
feet and conversed for hours with him. Their brother Lazarus is one of Jesus’ best 
friends. He IS like a brother to Jesus.



So the sisters sent word to Jesus, “Lord, the one you love is sick.” (John 
11:3) You know where this is going. You know what you would do if one of their 
siblings sent word to you that your best friend was in serious trouble. I remember the 
night I got the call in California that my brother Jeffrey had been in a terrible car 
accident in New York. I was on the next plane. I would have been in the cockpit 
demanding that the pilot step on the gas, if the flight attendants had let me through. 
I’ve never so wished scientists had that whole beaming thing worked out. 

Any one of us who’ve ever been in need of help or loved somebody in distress, naturally 
surge with hope when we read the next line of the story: When he heard this, Jesus 
said, “This sickness will not end in death. No, it is for God’s glory so that 
God’s Son may be glorified through it.” (John 11:4). Translation: You can relax. 
Take courage. This story ends well. Sickness and death will not win. The God who likes 
human beings and has the power to transform the bad into the good will be glorified by 
how everything turns out. And the gospel-writer, John, adds a triple exclamation point 
of hope to the whole situation, by reminding us once again: Now Jesus loved Martha 
and her sister and Lazarus. (John 11:5) John is stressing that Jesus has not just 
one but THREE personally compelling reasons to do what we just know has to be God’s 
Job #1. 

III

But this is where the story suddenly crashes. Spoiler Alert!  It’s like when the amazingly 
loving father in THIS IS US, makes it through the fire we feared would be his end, and 
just as we and his family are rejoicing, he suddenly dies of a heart attack. It’s like when 
the pure-hearted hero in GAME OF THRONES is suddenly betrayed by someone he was 
sure was his loyal brother. It’s like when something much more personal to YOUR LIFE 
and program goes from the shining light of hope to the total darkness of despair and 
the loss is made all the more crushing because it should have been preventable. John’s 
gospel simply puts it like this: So when Jesus heard that Lazarus was sick, he 
stayed where he was two more days (John 11:6). 

What?! I thought you loved Lazarus?! I thought you cared for Mary and Martha. You 
healed strangers from their illnesses, and yet you can’t be bothered to go to the aid of 
your very best friends for TWO DAYS! Even the disciples who were there with Jesus had 
to have been puzzled by their Master’s response. There’s no evidence in the text that 
Jesus had more important stuff to do during that time. It’s possible, I suppose, that 
everything in Jesus wanted to rush to Bethany and the Holy Spirit told him to wait. All 
we can say for sure is that by the time Jesus said to his disciples, “Let us go back 
to Judea” (John 11:7), it was too late. Lazarus had died.

IV

Why does God or Jesus tarry in offering the help that we feel ought to be Job One for 
any deity who truly loves people and has the power to help? It’s a fair question. But 
answering it has to be done in the light of an overarching reality not yet evident in the 
story. The reality we’ll explore in greater detail in weeks ahead is that Jesus DOES heal 
Lazarus, not on Mary and Martha’s time schedule, but on His. Jesus brings help to 



Lazarus in the most dramatic way possible. More about that in a moment.

I remember a night when my two-year old brother Andrew lay comatose in a hospital, 
stricken with meningitis. Our family cried out to God to heal him, but to no apparent 
avail. He only got worse. But Andrew is 6’4” now. He is the picture of perfect health and 
has his own two-year old. Standing in his grinning presence last summer, I thought of 
that night he lay dying. But the memory is only a fleeting shadow now, overwritten by 
the glory of what Andrew has become. 

I recognize that some of you have loved ones who did not survive your own dark night. 
Plenty in my life didn’t either. But I believe God when he says that a new springtime 
and a glorious summer is coming for all who put their trust in him. With the Apostle 
Paul, I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the 
glory that will be revealed in us. For the creation waits in eager expectation 
for the children of God to be revealed. (Rom 8:18-19) And when Jesus does 
come, in his own time, the loving power he will bring to heal us and this whole creation 
will leave us grinning as if sorrow and death had never happened at all.

When Jesus Is Late

 So, how do we live in the meantime, when Jesus – from our vantage point --seems 
appallingly late in bringing about the good for which we long? Some of you right now 
are watching sickness or death enfold you or a loved one. The healing or the release 
from suffering isn’t coming when you’d like. Others of you are waiting for that child to 
grow up or that spouse to change. You’re waiting for that lover to enter your life or that 
job to materialize. Even if you believe that an ultimate redemption is out there, how do 
you live without being destroyed by anxiety, discouragement or despair?

I’ve come to believe that one key strategy is to view waiting as an essential discipline of 
spiritual formation – a means of having my inner life transformed in a manner that 
nothing but WAITING could accomplish. True confession, and my wife can verify: I have 
never become entirely accustomed to the fact God is GOD and I am not. I often think I 
know best. I want to control things according to my plan or sense of timing. I don’t like 
to see my agenda delayed or deferred. 

But I’m slowly coming to see that having to wait is actually a gift. It is one of those 
everyday sacraments that reveal to us life as it really is. Each time we wait – whether it 
is for a traffic light to change or a major crisis to be over, we are being invited to sit 
with the reality that much of life IS out of our hands. We are reminded that for all our 
attempts to structure and schedule life and other people, we are dependent upon 
relationships and realities ever larger than ourselves – and ultimately reliant upon the 
salvation and sovereignty of a God who is truly GOD. We can spend our lives shaking 
our fists and tapping our feet at this truth, or we can learn to rest and reflect in these 
moments. I’m convinced that only as we receive more of life as a grace given instead of 
a possession taken can we ever find peace. 

So here’s an encouragement: Resolve to treat times of waiting as an invitation to trust 
God and put his plans FIRST. Regard the unusual and the uncertain as an opportunity 



to see if God is not up to something even better than you might imagine. Let the very 
way you wait for Jesus to show up (or for whatever it is you are anticipating now) 
become your declaration of faith in the heart and provision and timing of God. 

You see, God’s #1 Job is not what we’d like it to be. God’s number one purpose, as 
Jesus says in this story, is not to relieve our anxiety or temporary discomfort, but to 
reveal his glory. His number two purpose is to use that display of glory to draw people 
to him for their ultimate redemption. If showing up when we need help is the best way 
to serve purposes #1 and #2, then he may do that. But in this story, Jesus is out for 
something better than relaxing Mary and Martha’s worries. Jesus is going to 
demonstrate his power to not just heal a SICK man, but to raise to new life someone 
who had been stone cold DEAD for days. Jesus will perform a miracle that will 
foreshadow the even greater glory of his own death and resurrection – and, in doing 
that, prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that he alone has the power to transform you 
and me and bring forth that glorious morning when he arrives to make all things new!

So, finally: Remember that just because we cannot SEE good things happening, does 
not mean they aren’t. In one of his most famous parables, Jesus challenged his 
followers to be like the farmer who had no trouble going to bed at night because he 
knew that even while he slept, a mysterious power would still be at work. Night and 
day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he 
does not know how. (Mark 4:27)

Christian psychologist, Gerald May, reminds us that God has sown into the very fabric of 
winter a mystery like this as a reminder to us all: “Deer and rabbits quiet, fish and frogs 
and turtles nearly frozen, snakes holed up, summer birds gone away and winter birds 
now here, trees black and bare, seeds and cocoons and grubs and cicada larvae and 
everything underground, deep inside, down and in where you cannot see the life 
happening. Life is rich in the time of keeping still, sap flowing, cells curing, change 
taking place.… In [the] depths of our winters, things are going on, things we will have 
no clue of until spring comes, and perhaps, not even then.”

So, when our hearts cry out like Mary and Martha, “Jesus, Where are you? What are 
you doing? Why are you late?” dare to trust that God has a very good answer: “I’m 
closer than you know. I’m preparing more than you can see. I am the glorious 
redeemer. And the spring is coming for you who wait on Me.” 


