
Thought for the Day All Saints, John11:32-44 

 This is a very well-known piece of scripture, usually referred to as 

the raising of Lazarus.  I think we are all familiar with it. Jesus is sent a 

message to come to the aid of an ill man, he tarries, the man dies, and 

Jesus raises him from the dead.  Another miracle, another telling of the 

amazing things Jesus has done. But there is so much in this passage, if 

we stop to look at it a bit more closely. 

 Although it’s about Lazarus, it’s really centred on Martha, one of 

the sisters of Lazarus. Of course we have met Martha and her sister 

Mary before, when Martha is doing all the work and Mary simply sits and 

listens to Jesus.  When Martha complains she is told it’s all right for her 

to be busy and Mary to sit.  The two sisters demonstrate two 

fundamental parts of Christian life faith - prayer, reflection and scripture; 

and works.  

 Our passage today opens with Martha kneeling at Jesus’ feet.  It 

would have been a convention for Martha to kneel before Jesus as a 

mark of homage and respect.  But in this instance, kneel is not such a 

good translation. Martha literally falls at his feet.  She is distraught 

following the death of her brother. 

 Sadly, there will be few of us, if any, that haven’t experienced the 

loss of a loved one.  Today is the 9th anniversary of my mother’s death 

and I can still recall it vividly and how it impacted on each family 

member. My mother was a woman of faith, which brought comfort to her, 

and for us in the following days and months.  

 Martha is a believer, her family is close to Jesus.  Lazarus is his 

friend, and some scholar’s think may have been a bit of a mentor to the 

young Jesus.  So, although her body language is submissive, Martha 

has a bone to pick with Jesus, “Lord if you had been here, my brother 

would not have died.” If Jesus had come when he was sent for, rather 

than finishing what he was doing, the outcome would have been very 

different.  

 We too often dwell on the “if only”.  We focus on the past and what 

might have been different if we had, or more often, if someone else had 

done something different then our lives would be different. But we can’t 

change the past, anymore than Martha can change the past.  Her 

brother has been dead for four days.  Focussing this very human and 

natural reaction is important here.  We can easily identify with Martha 



and Mary’s grief.  The “if only” is often dwelt upon when someone dies.  

It can be a way of finding our way through our grief.  It also can hurt the 

person it’s directed at as well as articulating the grief of the one who 

says it.  

 Jesus receives Martha’s sharp message in a very human way. He 

sees the people around him crying and he begins to weep. Some of the 

Jews present soften a bit and recognise that Jesus too has lost 

someone he loves. Others are less charitable.  After all if he can make 

the blind see, surely he could have come quicker and healed his sick 

friend?  I image the scene as chaotic and very highly charged, emotions 

are running high, and Jesus bears the brunt of all this anxiety.  

 Jesus asks to see Lazarus and Martha immediately objects.  

Lazarus has been dead for four days in a hot country.  His body will be 

decomposing and smelling.  That’s partly why tombs were used with 

heavy stones covering the entrance to deter the interest of wild animals.  

 It’s now Jesus’ turn to remonstrate with Martha.  By this time in his 

earthly ministry Jesus is frustrated and disappointed.  His followers still 

don’t fully understand or trust in him.  They still “don’t get it.”  Martha still 

doesn’t get it.  She doesn’t simply accept and trust whatever Jesus is 

about to say or do, she still has to question.  Jesus reminds her, and 

everyone else yet again that if they believe they will see the glory of 

God. 

 Jesus then prays.  This is not for his own benefit because he 

knows what is about to happen, it is for Martha and Mary’s and the 

Jews, and yes for our benefit that he prays to God.  Then he calls out in 

a loud voice at the mouth of the empty tomb, “Lazarus come out”, and 

Lazarus comes out wrapped in burial cloths.  It’s important that Jesus 

both prays and calls him by name.  It reinforces the prophecies in John 

chapters 5 and 10 when he calls his sheep by name and they come out 

of sin and death. 

 The passage ends with an incredible twist.  The bonds of Lazarus 

don’t simply fall off; there is no Jesus flourish, as one might expect.  

More significantly, Jesus tells the people there to unbind this man who 

has died. Jesus starts the process but the community are part of the 

restoration to life.   

 What a powerful message for us. We as a church community are 

charged with being part of the healing process, we must help in the 



restoration of individuals and society to wholeness. It’s a big ask, and 

one that we must attend to with care, compassion and diligence.   

 There are many who feel broken at the moment, with impact of the 

pandemic, economic worries, climate change, violence and oppression. 

The tasks ahead may look daunting, but if we can enjoin the community 

to participate in this healing, just as Jesus urged the community in 

Bethany to be a part of it, with the help of God, we can.  


