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Sunday 29 March, 2002 

Thank you for joining me, for another Sofa Sermon. What a gift the 

internet is to us, in these strange days of lockdown and physical 

distancing. It allows us to remain connected to each other and to God, 

to read and hear his word speaking to us. 

Our Bible readings for today are Ezekiel 37:1-14, Romans 8:6-11 and from 

the gospel of John.  

The gospel reading is one of my favourites...it’s all about a good drama 

and there’s plenty in the Bible that can rival anything on Catchup tv at 

the moment.  

So here it is, from John chapter 11: 

1 A man named Lazarus was sick. He lived in Bethany with his sisters, Mary 

and Martha. 2 This is the Mary who later poured the expensive perfume 

on the Lord’s feet and wiped them with her hair. Her brother, Lazarus, 

was sick. 3 So the two sisters sent a message to Jesus telling him, “Lord, 

your dear friend is very sick.” 

4 But when Jesus heard about it, he said, “Lazarus’s sickness will not end 

in death. No, it happened for the glory of God so that the Son of God will 

receive glory from this.” 5 So although Jesus loved Martha, Mary, and 

Lazarus, 6 he stayed where he was for the next two days. 7 Finally, he said 

to his disciples, “Let’s go back to Judea.” 

8 But his disciples objected. “Rabbi,” they said, “only a few days ago the 

people in Judea were trying to stone you. Are you going there again?” 

9 Jesus replied, “There are twelve hours of daylight every day. During the 

day people can walk safely. They can see because they have the light 

of this world. 10 But at night there is danger of stumbling because they 

have no light.” 11 Then he said, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but 

now I will go and wake him up.” 
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12 The disciples said, “Lord, if he is sleeping, he will soon get 

better!” 13 They thought Jesus meant Lazarus was simply sleeping, but 

Jesus meant Lazarus had died. 

14 So he told them plainly, “Lazarus is dead. 15 And for your sakes, I’m glad 

I wasn’t there, for now you will really believe. Come, let’s go see him.” 

16 Thomas, nicknamed the Twin, said to his fellow disciples, “Let’s go, 

too—and die with Jesus.” 

17 When Jesus arrived at Bethany, he was told that Lazarus had already 

been in his grave for four days. 18 Bethany was only a few miles down the 

road from Jerusalem, 19 and many of the people had come to console 

Martha and Mary in their loss. 20 When Martha got word that Jesus was 

coming, she went to meet him. But Mary stayed in the house. 21 Martha 

said to Jesus, “Lord, if only you had been here, my brother would not 

have died. 22 But even now I know that God will give you whatever you 

ask.” 

23 Jesus told her, “Your brother will rise again.” 

24 “Yes,” Martha said, “he will rise when everyone else rises, at the last 

day.” 

25 Jesus told her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Anyone who believes 

in me will live, even after dying. 26 Everyone who lives in me and believes 

in me will never ever die. Do you believe this, Martha?” 

27 “Yes, Lord,” she told him. “I have always believed you are the Messiah, 

the Son of God, the one who has come into the world from God.” 28 Then 

she returned to Mary. She called Mary aside from the mourners and told 

her, “The Teacher is here and wants to see you.” 29 So Mary immediately 

went to him. 

30 Jesus had stayed outside the village, at the place where Martha met 

him. 31 When the people who were at the house consoling Mary saw her 

leave so hastily, they assumed she was going to Lazarus’s grave to weep. 
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So, they followed her there. 32 When Mary arrived and saw Jesus, she fell 

at his feet and said, “Lord, if only you had been here, my brother would 

not have died.” 

33 When Jesus saw her weeping and saw the other people wailing with 

her, a deep anger welled up within him, and he was deeply 

troubled. 34 “Where have you put him?” he asked them. 

They told him, “Lord, come and see.” 35 Then Jesus wept. 36 The people 

who were standing nearby said, “See how much he loved him!” 37 But 

some said, “This man healed a blind man. Couldn’t he have kept Lazarus 

from dying?” 

38 Jesus was still angry as he arrived at the tomb, a cave with a stone 

rolled across its entrance. 39 “Roll the stone aside,” Jesus told them. 

But Martha, the dead man’s sister, protested, “Lord, he has been dead 

for four days. The smell will be terrible.” 

40 Jesus responded, “Didn’t I tell you that you would see God’s glory if 

you believe?” 41 So they rolled the stone aside. Then Jesus looked up to 

heaven and said, “Father, thank you for hearing me. 42 You always hear 

me, but I said it out loud for the sake of all these people standing here, so 

that they will believe you sent me.” 43 Then Jesus shouted, “Lazarus, 

come out!” 44 And the dead man came out, his hands and feet bound in 

graveclothes, his face wrapped in a headcloth. Jesus told 

them, “Unwrap him and let him go!” 

45 Many of the people who were with Mary believed in Jesus when they 

saw this happen. 

You could call this a drama because there is a lot of tension in this story. 

Jesus hears that his friend Lazarus, is unwell, through a message from his 

sisters. Perhaps the sisters were expecting that Jesus would hotfoot over it 

to see them. After all, they were close friends. John who wrote this 

reminds us that Lazarus’ sister, Mary, was the one will pour perfume over 

his feet and wipe them with her hair. To paraphrase a famous 
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commercial, these are not just any sisters. However, instead of rushing off 

to see the family, Jesus stayed where he was for two days and then 

decides to go to Judea, by which time tells the disciples that Lazarus has 

died. The timing seems very strange indeed.  But the tension is only just 

heating up. When Jesus eventually arrives in Bethany, just a few miles 

from Jerusalem, he learns that Lazarus has been dead for four days.  

Both sisters are in mourning, and only Martha comes out to meet him.  

We can imagine her voice is a mixture of anger, emotion and frustration.  

“Lord, if only you had been here, my brother would not have died”.   

People deal with tension differently. Martha is an external processor, 

whose words pronounce a mixture of anger and faith.   

“...even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask,...”  

she says... 

“I know you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one who has come into 

the world from God.”  

The outward circumstances look bleak, and yet Martha speaks words of 

belief in Jesus. Mary, however, is different. She doesn’t come out to see 

Jesus. She’s not like Martha. There is no ‘welcome’ banner for him, no 

preparations to greet this guest as her grief has consumed her. Yet when 

her sister passes the message on to her, she responds immediately.  

“The Teacher is here and is calling for you.”  

Mary hears. This is a personal invitation from Jesus to her. Her emotion, 

bottled up until this point, now tumbles out...  

“Lord, if only you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 

Mary’s cry is one of everyone who has known pain. Where were you 

Jesus? This is not how it should have been.   
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What follows next is pretty dramatic. If you watch the Great British Bake 

Off, it’s what they would call a ‘showstopper’. Jesus goes up to the 

tomb, and demands that the stone is rolled aside. There are calls to not 

to do this – after all Lazarus has been dead for four days. If you’ve ever 

forgotten to get the milk in from the doorstep on a warm day, you 

remember the power of a pungent bad smell once the milk is opened.  

Everyone thinks there will be the bad smell of a dead man and everyone 

is dreading it. However, the stone is rolled away, Jesus commands 

Lazarus to come out, and the once dead man, walks out of the tomb 

with the graveclothes on. John writes, many of the people who were 

with Mary believed in Jesus when they saw this happen. That was a tale 

which would be told over for many years to come. Can you imagine 

being at a dinner where someone suddenly said, “I was there when 

Lazarus walked out from the tomb...I saw the dead man walk out”. 

Part of the dramatic tension of this scripture is that it’s all about timing. In 

our village, there is a local bus which heads into town every half an hour 

or so. If you time it well, you can get to the bus stop and not have to wait 

too long. Just occasionally, I have had that sinking feeling of walking up 

to the bus stop, and seeing the bus zoom past, only to regret not leaving 

a few minutes earlier. Yes, I know I should have run to catch it, but I’m 

not the world’s best athlete. Everyone, in this entire narrative, thinks that 

Jesus has got the timing wrong. Mary and Martha, the disciples and no 

doubt other people in this account whose names we don’t know, looked 

and listened to the decisions that Jesus was making and thought they 

were wrong. He should have come sooner. Yet Jesus said that part of the 

reason he wasn’t coming earlier was to give God glory. That miracle 

gave Lazarus life again, it gave faith to those around, it restored Jesus’ 

relationship with the sisters. There was a bigger plan, although clearly at 

the time it just wasn’t obvious.  

Of course, this passage is a hint towards the events coming up at the 

end of Lent. It’s a trailer for the Big Film to be released soon. Mary would 

pour perfume on Jesus’ feet to symbolise all that would happen to him. 

In Holy Week the disciples will be confused, scattered, scared...thinking 
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where is Jesus? It looked like the timing was wrong. Jesus had spoken of 

his suffering and on Good Friday we will remember the agony of Jesus’ 

cruel death. And yet God was working out his glory, to be finally 

revealed on that Easter Sunday. On that morning we read of another 

stone being rolled away, this time to a tomb where the body has gone.  

This narrative today, the gospel account of Lazarus, prepares us for the 

greatest drama of all, the Easter story where God would show that 

nothing could block us from him. The stone is rolled away, Jesus is alive 

and now not even death separates us from his love.  

The events of this week have affected us all. It’s been very dramatic. The 

whole country is in lockdown. Perhaps you yourself have been praying 

for the situation to get better and it only looks like it’s got worse. There is a 

lot in the Bible passage which mirrors what’s going on here. Chaos and 

tension. Could it be that this passage reminds us that nothing can 

separate us from God’s love...this is a foretaste of the Easter story. I’m not 

suggesting that the coronavirus is part of God’s plan – of course disease 

and illness is never created by God, it’s part of our fallen world. But what 

if this scripture reminds us that God never leaves us, even when our 

outward interpretation of events causes us to think he has. God is surely 

working out his divine plan of reaching out to all humanity, even through 

these tough days of lockdown.   

Our New Testament reading reminds us that, the Spirit of God, who 

raised Jesus from the dead, lives in you.  

Imagine that, the same Spirit of God which raised Jesus – and Lazarus 

from the dead – is living in you today. During this Lenten time, are there 

things in you which have died, which you would like Jesus to raise from 

the dead. Are there qualities of patience, kindness, goodness, hope, 

faith and joy...which have evaporated under the stress and pressure of 

this time. Where do you want to see resurrection in your own life? Can 

you dare to ask God for a miracle? Why not write down your response to 

these questions and take them to God in prayer by yourself.  
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Let’s end with a prayer: 

“God our Father, thank you for your Holy Word which speaks to us and 

encourages us to turn to you.  Thank you for the new life which you gave 

to Lazarus, and for how this points to the greatest miracle of all, when 

Jesus rose from the dead.  Help us to see things through a lens of faith, 

believing that you are always with us, even if things look outwardly 

difficult.  We offer to you those things in our lives which have died and 

where we need your resurrection power. 

AMEN.” 


