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Pastoral Perspective
Death enfolds the story of Lazarus—and not only 
death itself, but with it, layers of pain. As this sec-
tion opens, we have already felt the weight of it: the 
poignancy of intimate friendship, recalling Mary’s 
anointing of Jesus (11:2); the hard choice of compet-
ing priorities, as Jesus lingers “for God’s glory,” even 
though the friend he loves is ill (11:4); Jesus’ own 
mortality, as he risks death if he returns to Bethany 
(11:8); the cumulative power of fear, and the loyal 
leadership of Thomas, daring to die with Jesus 
(11:16). Now, as we accompany Jesus to the home of 
his friend, we can feel the burden of mortality accu-
mulate, its heartache and loss multiplying in ways all 
too familiar to many of us.

First, any hope lingering prior to this verse is 
now extinguished. Anyone who has heard a loved 
one’s terminal diagnosis knows how tenaciously we 
can try to cling to hope, a desperate life preserver 
that keeps the heart from sinking into an ocean 
of despair. Maybe the doctor is wrong. Maybe my 
brother will get better. Maybe my wife will beat 
the odds. Maybe my child will respond to treat-
ment. Then it becomes clear: death wins, and hope 
is not only pointless; it is cruel. As we discover not 
only that Lazarus has died but that he has been 
entombed for four days, hope is lost. Three days of 
death meant what we experience today standing 

Theological Perspective
Like the other miracles in the Gospel of John, the 
story of the raising of Lazarus functions as a con-
crete sign that points to a more abstract and com-
prehensive theological truth. This particular miracle 
is uniquely significant, for it is the culmination of 
a crescendo of signs, surpassed only by Jesus’ own 
death and resurrection. In fact, the raising of Lazarus 
prefigures Jesus’ own death, and actually triggers 
the events that eventuate in his crucifixion. While 
the various meanings of the miracles in the Gospel 
of John are not totally obscure, they are elusive, for 
they strive to express truths that transcend ordinary 
language. Consequently, Jesus usually delivers a dis-
course to partially clarify their meanings. Here Jesus’ 
dialogue with Martha takes the place of an explana-
tory discourse, and this evocative conversation actu-
ally precedes the miracle. The normal order of sign 
and explanation is reversed. Here it is the miraculous 
action, Lazarus’s resurrection, that serves to clarify 
Jesus’ somewhat cryptic remarks to Martha.

The impact of this literary inversion is to put the 
reader in the position of Martha, someone who is 
struggling to understand an exceedingly mysteri-
ous teaching. What does Jesus mean by “I am the 
resurrection and the life,” and what does he mean 

 17When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb 
four days. 18Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, 19and many 
of the Jews* had come to Martha and Mary to console them about their brother. 
20When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary 
stayed at home. 21Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother 
would not have died. 22But even now I know that God will give you whatever 
you ask of him.” 23Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 24Martha said 
to him, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” 25Jesus 
said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even 
though they die, will live, 26and everyone who lives and believes in me will never 
die. Do you believe this? 27She said to him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the 
Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”

John 11:17–27

* See “‘The Jews’ in the Fourth Gospel” on pp. xi–xiv.
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Homiletical Perspective
When Jesus arrived in Bethany to find Lazarus dead, 
Martha’s words to him could be interpreted as angry 
criticism of the Galilean. When the account is read 
this way, Martha seemed to be accusing Jesus of 
allowing her brother to die: “Lord, if you had been 
here, my brother would not have died” (v. 21). Since 
Martha and Mary sent messengers to Jesus telling 
him that their brother was critically ill and Jesus did 
not respond, Martha’s anger would have been under-
standable. Martha had every right to assume that 
Jesus had ignored her message, deeming other work 
to be more important.

When coupled with Martha’s words that followed 
her apparent complaint, however, another interpre-
tation may better reflect her feelings. After stating 
the impact of Jesus’ absence, she continued, “But 
even now I know that God will give you whatever 
you ask of him” (v. 22). Considering her words to 
Jesus in their totality, we can view Martha as either 
acknowledging that her brother’s death could have 
been avoided, had Jesus responded to her mes-
sage in a timely manner, or continuing to believe 
that Jesus could bring her brother back to life and 
health. Using the latter interpretation, we have a 
passage that can be used pastorally and homileti-
cally to encourage the faithful never to give up 
on God.

Exegetical Perspective
Death leaves little room for niceties and disingenu-
ous exchanges. The face of mortality has the power 
to reveal our truest nature. This Gospel passage 
prefigures the rite of the Christian wake. Rather 
than skipping ahead to Lazarus’s joyous resur-
rection, readers should take the opportunity to 
acquaint themselves with those persons in mourn-
ing. Through the death of Lazarus, the evangelist lays 
bare a notion of holy camaraderie (philadelphia) and 
knowledge (gnōsis) of Jesus Christ.

Holy Camaraderie. The evangelist describes the 
wake as a solemn social affair. That “many Jews” 
(Ioudaiōn) tended to the bereaving sisters suggests 
at minimum a religious dimension to the gathering, 
but the author gives little detail as to what rituals 
this may have entailed. We do know, however, that 
in addition to the Jews’ soothing words (paramy-
theomai, “to exhort or speak soothing words”) in 
verse 19, Jesus and Martha have a deep theological 
exchange. Suffice it to say that those gathered shared 
enough of a worldview to reasonably discuss the 
meaning of death (vv. 21–27). Mary and Martha’s 
consolation was more than just pleasantries; it was 
a sacred trust. Death may have tested the family’s 
bonds, but the occasion tightened those of the sis-
ters’ community with holy camaraderie.
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At some point, many of us become angry with 
God when our petitions for divine intervention are 
not answered as we hoped. We pray for an end to a 
war or for a cancer within us to be removed. When 
our prayers go unanswered, the war continues, or the 
cancer spreads, we are left to ask, “God, did you hear 
me and reject my request, or are you just too busy 
elsewhere and unable to attend to my problems?” 
Whether we decide that God is busy or that God is 
ignoring us, we usually conclude that God has failed 
us. We think the opportunity for our prayers to be 
answered has ended.

A parishioner came to her pastor and protested, “I 
am very angry with God. I have been praying for a job 
so I can support my kids, but every job interview ends 
up with nothing. God has abandoned not only me but 
my children as well!” With her unflappable faith in the 
power of God, Martha is a remarkable, positive role 
model for people such as this unemployed woman. 
Like the jobless mother, Martha did not receive what 
she wanted—her brother being saved from death. 
Even when faced with the worst possible scenario, 
Lazarus’s death, Martha continued to believe that God 
could accomplish that for which she prayed. Can the 
woman looking for a job do the same? Can she con-
tinue to believe in the power of God, even when her 
prayers seem to be unanswered? Can we?

In a conflict as seemingly intractable as the 
struggle between Israel and the Palestinians, it is easy 
to lose hope that peace is possible. The Palestinians 
suffer under the weight of the occupation, subjected 
to random searches, and some farmers are cut off 
from vineyards their ancestors worked. The Israelis 
suffer from constant threats to their very existence, 
surrounded by some dangerous neighbors who have 
threatened to wipe Israel off the face of the earth. 
Given such unrelenting hostility, who dares to dream 
of peace among these peoples? In the Middle East 
today, it would seem that the possibility of peace 
is buried in a tomb in Israel-Palestine as surely as 
Lazarus was buried in his tomb. The faithful know, 
however, that peace is still a possibility and work to 
realize it.

Hope for peace and justice flows from the faith 
we witness in Martha, a faith that knows nothing 
is over until God declares it over. When others saw 
only the finality of Lazarus’s death, Martha contin-
ued to have faith in the possibility of life. When oth-
ers thought God had abandoned them, Martha knew 
that God was still present and at work in Jesus.

Jesus responded to Martha’s faith with the affir-
mation that nothing and no one could stop what 

The characters’ physical arrangement also conveys 
the facets of communal life. The wake takes place 
in the village of Bethany, fifteen stadia (about two 
miles) east of Jerusalem. This provides a sense that 
the Jews who had immediately attended to the sisters 
may have come not only from inside the village but 
also perhaps from the surrounding region of Judea. 
John 11:31 explicitly notes that Jesus’ arrival followed 
that of other Jews, but this can be intimated from our 
selection, given that Jesus and his disciples arrived 
four days after Lazarus had been entombed (v. 17). 
Jesus’ late arrival reiterates the reserve with which he 
holds Lazarus’s death. While others stood by the sis-
ters, Jesus took two days before departing for the vil-
lage of Bethany (11:6). This is not to say that Jesus did 
not care for Lazarus or Mary or Martha—for verse 
5 notes the opposite—but it dramatizes the perspec-
tives presented in verse 4: “But when Jesus heard [of 
Lazarus’s illness], he said, ‘This illness does not lead 
to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so that the Son of 
God may be glorified through it.’”

Lazarus’s fate prompts a “gut check” for the char-
acters in our passage. The death of the brother sub-
jects the sisters to suffering (hence those who rushed 
to their side), but Jesus’ distance affords him the 
privilege of place to concern himself more with the 
glorification of God and God’s Son. The wake forces 
the community to make sense of their own humanity 
(anthropology) and all that they associate with the 
Divine (theology).

Knowledge of Jesus Christ. As modern readers, we 
are accustomed to seeking out the canonical forest 
at the expense of the textual trees. Works like the 
Fourth Gospel advance specific perspectives held 
by specific communities. Jesus’ conversation with 
Martha (vv. 20–27) presents a particular school of 
thought in early Christianity. The writer hopes that 
by reading this good news, Christians will better 
come to understand Jesus as the Son of God and 
believe in his salvific agenda of raising the dead. 
Though now a familiar refrain, competing interpre-
tations of the good news were not uncommon in 
the late-first and early-second centuries. Thus the 
evangelist is not simply reporting, but arguing about 
what to believe.

Here again the author uses geography to make a 
statement, this time about the transcendence of Jesus 
Christ. Recall that Jesus first learned of Lazarus’s 
illness and death in the place where John had been 
baptizing (10:40). In 1:28, the author locates this 
at “Bethany across the Jordan.” The Bethany near 
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God wants. “Even though they die, [they] will live” 
(v. 25b), said Jesus of those who believe in the power 
of God. Hitler attempted to exterminate the Jews. 
Nevertheless, to this day, the Jewish people thrive. 
Some marriages go through incredible trials and 
tribulations; in the end, though, love thrives in many 
marriages that seemed dead. Hurricanes devastate a 
coastal city such as New Orleans, but it is resurrected 
to new life. What God intends to live will live.

There is perhaps no aspect of our preaching more 
important than keeping the light of hope alive in a 
sometimes dark world. At the beginning of John’s 
Gospel, the author proclaims, “the darkness did not 
overcome [the light]” (1:5). It is a major theme in his 
Gospel. Even with her brother buried in the dark-
ness of a tomb, Martha refused to let the darkness of 
death overcome the light of hope.

In addition to being a remarkable role model for 
all with her tenacious faith, Martha also presents 
preachers with yet another powerful female role 
model in Scripture. Women throughout history have 
been inspired by Martha’s persistent, consistent faith. 
In the 1970s at a downtown church in Washington, 
D.C., a small, elderly woman named Elinor Martin 
believed that her slowly dying congregation could 
live, even when many in the church’s denomina-
tion were planning its burial. As she carried out the 
mundane, behind-the-scenes tasks of discipleship 
in her efforts to keep the church alive, Elinor was an 
incarnation of Martha’s faith in God’s ability to give 
you whatever you ask of God. Just as Martha’s faith 
was vindicated when Lazarus was raised, so Elinor’s 
hope was vindicated when the congregation emerged 
from its near-death experience and grew into an 
important force in Washington in the latter part of 
the twentieth century.

In his poem “Hope,” Friedrich Schiller writes, 
“At the threshold of life hope leads us in.”1 Martha’s 
hope led Jesus to Lazarus’s tomb, whence her brother 
emerged to live again.

JOHN W. WIMBERLY JR .

Jerusalem (v. 18), the setting for the figurative wake, 
does not appear to be the same as the site of baptism. 
Otherwise Jesus would not have needed to call the 
disciples to return with him to Judea in 11:7. They 
would have already been within the province.

Nothing in the archaeological record indicates 
the existence of a Bethany outside of Judea, but the 
most convincing scholarly arguments understand 
the riverside locations to be a creative rendering of a 
nearby region called Batanea.1 In the Hebrew Bible, 
it is known as Bashan, which the Septuagint (Num. 
32:32–33; Deut. 3:8; 4:47) and Josephus (Jewish Antiq-
uities 8.37) describe as “across the Jordan” (peran tou 
Iordanou). Unlike the tense religious climate of Herod 
Antipas’s Judea, Batanea enjoyed the rule of the more 
religiously tolerant tetrarch, Herod Philip. According 
to this theory, Jesus would retreat across the Jordan 
when met with hostility in Jerusalem (e.g., 10:39–40). 
This interpretation best fits with the historical litera-
ture available to scholars and helps explain how Jesus 
could leave the one Bethany for Judea.

The relationship between the two Bethanys is also 
thematic. In Bethany across the Jordan, we witness 
John the Baptist testifying to Jesus as the Son of God 
who baptizes with the Holy Spirit (1:33–34). Simi-
larly, in the village of Bethany, Martha testifies to 
what the reader should now know, that Jesus is “the 
Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the 
world” (v. 27). At both Bethanys, the evangelist pre-
sents an understanding of Jesus’ divine nature.

Conclusion. The final identifier, “the one coming into 
the world,” draws attention to the motif of Christ’s 
coming from afar. Recall that shortly after we learn 
of the Word becoming flesh, Jesus first walks in 
Bethany across the Jordan; note that Jesus came 
from an entirely different region to be with Lazarus’s 
sisters in the Judean village of Bethany. If we con-
tinue to think about the passage as a wake, we can 
begin to understand Jesus’ exchange with Martha 
as a summary of who he is, the “resurrection and 
the life” (v. 25). In the context of the whole Gospel, 
the reader learns that Jesus is the one who conquers 
death and the one who can make people be born 
again or from above (3:3, 6). The selected passage 
helps advance the evangelist’s notion of orthodoxy.

RICHARD NEW TON

1. For a more technical presentation of this argument and its implications, 
see Douglas Earl, “‘(Bethany) Beyond the Jordan’: The Significance of a Johan-
nine Motif,” New Testament Studies 55:3 (2009): 279–94.

1. The Poems of Schiller, trans. Edgar Alfred Bowring (orig. 1851; Charleston, 
SC: BiblioLife, 2010), 232.
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Pastoral Perspective
What is the appropriate approach of faith in the face 
of death? Pastoral experience tells us that there is no 
single answer. This passage, like the section that pre-
cedes it, offers confirmation of what William James 
once called “the varieties of religious experience.”1

At the start of the story, Jesus’ friends Martha and 
Mary have sent word to Jesus alerting him to their 
brother Lazarus’s grave illness. Rather than hasten 
to visit, Jesus has intentionally tarried with his dis-
ciples. When at last he comes to Bethany, Lazarus 
has already been entombed four days—long past the 
passage of time required for death to be confirmed. 
While still on the way, Jesus is confronted by Mar-
tha, who engages in “what ifs” and accuses Jesus of 
neglecting his friend in need. Their interaction ends 
on a very different note, though, with Jesus’ presence 
evoking a surge of faithfulness and trust.

Now Martha returns to Mary, who lingers with 
their sympathizing friends at their family’s home. 
The privacy that Martha accords her sister is touch-
ing, for we can well imagine the press of company 
that fills their house. Such privacy is all the more 
required for intimate friends, as is Mary’s relation-
ship with Jesus (11:2; 12:3), displayed in her gesture 

Theological Perspective
In some ways the structure of the story of Mary’s 
interaction with Jesus parallels that of her sister 
Martha. The episode occurs in the same place as 
the earlier conversation with Martha, and both sis-
ters plaintively say, “Lord, if you had been here, my 
brother would not have died” (vv. 21, 32b). These 
striking parallelisms make the divergences all the 
more significant. The two stories represent two dif-
ferent possible ways of responding to Jesus and the 
prospect of resurrected life.

While Martha actively goes to see Jesus, here 
Mary stays behind, and Jesus takes the initiative to 
summon her. Similarly, even today one individual 
may seem to initiate an encounter with Jesus, while 
another person may seem to be more responsive. 
The story of Martha ends in her confession of belief, 
while the story of Mary ends with her weeping. In 
the same way, contemporary persons may respond to 
the story of Jesus with inchoate trust or with confu-
sion and residual anguish.

As the narratives unfold, these seeming differ-
ences are trivialized. In both cases, it is Jesus who 
is the motivating force in the interaction. Neither 
response to Jesus has any impact on the outcome 
that Lazarus is raised. In both instances, whether 

 28When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told 
her privately, “The Teacher is here and is calling for you.” 29And when she heard 
it, she got up quickly and went to him. 30Now Jesus had not yet come to the vil-
lage, but was still at the place where Martha had met him. 31The Jews* who were 
with her in the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly and go out. They 
followed her because they thought that she was going to the tomb to weep 
there. 32When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet 
and said to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
33When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, 
he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. 34He said, “Where have you 
laid him?” They said to him, “Lord, come and see.” 35Jesus began to weep. 36So the 
Jews said, “See how he loved him!” 37But some of them said, “Could not he who 
opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?”

John 11:28–37

* See “‘The Jews’ in the Fourth Gospel” on pp. xi–xiv.

1. William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human 
Nature. Being the Clifford Lectures on Natural Religion delivered at Edinburgh in 
1901–1902 (London & Bombay: Longmans, Green, & Co., 1902).
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Homiletical Perspective
In this passage, we encounter a man weeping. 
Indeed, it is none other than the Son of God who 
is weeping. The passage opens the door to sermons 
about why so many people, especially men, are afraid 
to show their emotions. Even in the twenty-first cen-
tury, Americans and people in many other cultures 
send a lot of signals to men that they should not cry. 
Why? Are tears to be interpreted as a sign of weak-
ness? Are they viewed as allowing our emotions to 
get the best of us? Is there not a sacred role for tears 
in God’s creation?

As the story about Lazarus’s death and resurrec-
tion continues, we find Mary at home with friends. 
Cultures around the world have developed ways 
of helping people spiritually and emotionally to 
process the death of a loved one. The Ewe people 
in Ghana have a ritual in which they literally sur-
round the house of a grieving person to keep away 
visitors, believing that it is important for mourners 
to immerse themselves in the grief process—tears, 
anger, and all. Judaism has a similar practice in 
which a mourner stays alone with his or her grief. 
Following this time of weeping and lamentation, 
friends and family are invited to sit shiva with those 
who have suffered a loss. While we do not know for 
certain if this scene in John formally captures the 
family and friends of Lazarus sitting shiva, we do 

Exegetical Perspective
For all of its abstract metaphors, the Gospel of John 
here bears witness to an intimate moment in the life 
of Jesus. The one on whom “the Spirit descend[ed] 
and remain[ed]” (1:33) is “disturbed in spirit” (v. 33). 
The one through whom “all things came into being” 
(1:3) is “deeply moved” (v. 33). “The Word [that] 
became flesh and lived among us” (1:14) sheds tears 
with the Jews in Bethany (v. 35). These and state-
ments like them make for a complex portrait of the 
character of Christ.

As the characters in this passage approach Laza-
rus’s tomb, the reader arrives at one of the most 
esteemed passages in the Christian Scriptures. While 
this Jesus has come to wake Lazarus from the dead, 
the evangelist intends to lay to rest some simplistic 
notions of what it means to be the Christ.

This passage presents a vision of Jesus that chal-
lenges those inside and outside of the text to rethink 
the appearance of the Savior and his salvation, what 
many Christians have historically referred to as dox-
ology (cf. 1:14; doxa, meaning “glory” or “appear-
ance,” and logos, meaning “word” or “idea”). The 
selected passage elaborates on Martha’s identification 
of Jesus in 11:27: what has this anointed (christos) 
Son of God come to do? John 11:28–37 shows us a 
Jesus who brings salvation via controversial teach-
ings and intimate love.
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know that Mary is deep in grief and has allowed her-
self to be surrounded by family and friends.

When Martha informed Mary that Jesus had 
arrived, Mary got up to go and meet her spiritual 
leader. Finding Jesus, Mary echoed Martha’s opinion 
that had Jesus been present, her brother would be 
alive. Jesus did not respond to Mary with words, as 
he did to Martha. On the contrary, he was initially 
silent. Faced with the grief of Lazarus’s family and 
friends, John describes Jesus as “greatly disturbed,” 
“moved,” and weeping. Immersed in his own grief, 
Jesus asked, “Where is [Lazarus]?” The mourners 
invited Jesus to go to his tomb.

John notes that some people were moved by 
Jesus’ tears. Others, however, wondered why Jesus 
allowed things to get to this point. They questioned 
why Jesus had not done something to keep Lazarus 
alive when that was still a possibility. “Could not he 
who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this 
man from dying?” they complained (v. 37). For the 
third time in twenty verses, the point is made that 
Jesus could have stopped Lazarus from dying, had 
he come more quickly. Clearly the author of John’s 
Gospel thought this question would linger on the 
lips of his readers for centuries to come and needed 
to be addressed.

Jesus’ tears, however, suggest that the question is 
not whether or not he could have prevented Laza-
rus’s death. Jesus’ sadness and tears speak to his 
acceptance of death as an inevitable tragic part of the 
human experience. People are born. People die. Even 
if Jesus had arrived earlier and healed Lazarus, even-
tually the man would have died. Indeed, even after 
Lazarus was raised from the dead, at some point he 
died. When that happened, tears of grief once again 
filled the eyes of Lazarus’s family. Death cannot be 
avoided.

Faced with death, injustice, cruelty, and suffering, 
Jesus teaches us that an initial, appropriate response 
is profound sadness. God does not expect or want us 
to view such painful realities stoically. They trigger 
soul-deep emotions. God expects us to cry, become 
angry, or feel depressed. These are important human 
feelings that need to be expressed.

Jesus’ tears at the sight of Martha, Mary, and their 
friends grieving tell us that it is good to feel and 
express our emotions. Since our physical and emo-
tional lives are inseparable, Jesus’ tears also indicate 
that we should not attempt to hold our emotions in 
check, suppressing them within us.

A pastor noticed that one of his members was 
continually angry. The anger rarely expressed itself 

Salvation as Controversial Teaching. Familiarity 
with John 3:16 might lead modern readers to associ-
ate Jesus with a unifying disposition. However, “for 
God so loved the world” needs to be held in tension 
with the larger narrative setting of the Fourth Gos-
pel and what it says about the social implications of 
Jesus’ teachings. The evangelist communicates some 
of these through the members of the Jewish com-
munity who have gathered to mourn Lazarus. Here 
in this passage, the Gospel of John reiterates that 
although “we have all received, grace upon grace” 
(1:16), there are people who did not accept him. 
Jesus’ own words and deeds sometimes serve as a 
source of division.

As many of us have experienced, wakes and funer-
als have a way of gathering a diverse group of people 
connected to each other in any number of ways. The 
same holds true here. Lazarus’s sisters, Mary and 
Martha, grieve their brother. Many seem to have 
come to support them. Jesus, a family friend of sorts 
(11:2–5), has arrived to join them all. Their common 
purpose does not negate the differences between 
them, though. In fact, Lazarus’s death and Jesus’ 
response seem to draw out some of these differences. 
In verse 28, Martha shares news of Jesus’ arrival with 
Mary in private, as opposed to with the whole group. 
It is as if they recognize what becomes clear to the 
reader in verses 36–37: some see Jesus favorably, 
while others question his abilities and motives. As we 
modern readers proceed through the text, we should 
not take for granted the level of contention that 
accompanied this Gospel in its ancient context.

Salvation as Love. Through the sisters’ relationship 
with each other and Jesus, the evangelist goes to 
great lengths to present salvation as an opportunity 
to return God’s love. Thus far, we have witnessed 
the sisters approach Jesus as their “Lord” and a fam-
ily friend. In verse 28, though, they discuss Jesus as 
their “Teacher.” Martha does not call him rabbi but, 
rather, uses the Greek term didaskalos. Generally, the 
evangelist uses the former (rabbi) in order to show 
Jesus as the beloved sage of disciples (e.g., 3:2, 20:16) 
and the latter (didaskalos) to relate Jesus as the arbi-
ter of knowledge (e.g., 3:2; 8:4). The use of “teacher” 
in 11:28 is for the reader’s benefit; it signals the com-
ing of a teachable moment demanding out attention.

To begin, notice how Martha and Mary speak their 
mind to Jesus in the same terms: “Lord, if you had 
been here, my brother would not have died” (11:21, 
32). Mary, however, does this from a vulnerable posi-
tion at Jesus’ feet. Rather than responding to her with 
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in loud outbursts. It was a simmering anger, just 
below the surface of this person’s life. Others could 
feel it and were intimidated by it. Finally, the pastor 
decided to ask the man about his anger. “James, I 
may be wrong, but I sense a deep anger within you. 
Am I wrong?” The member began to cry. He cried 
for a long time before he was able to speak. Then, for 
over an hour he talked about his harsh father who 
had abused him physically, verbally, and emotionally. 
James had suppressed his anger about the abuse for 
decades, or so he thought. As James talked with his 
pastor, though, he realized that the anger was surfac-
ing in many different ways, and others noticed it. His 
wife and kids had commented on it. Coworkers won-
dered about it. He always told those who noted his 
anger that they were misreading his emotions. The 
man’s tears were the beginning of a process that led 
him to a therapist where he was able to unpack and 
ultimately defuse the anger that was controlling him.

Observing Mary, Martha, and Lazarus’s friends 
in grief, Jesus cried. Being fully human, maybe he 
felt anger that death takes from us people we love. 
Perhaps he felt sadness that he too would soon have 
to die. Maybe he was even upset with himself, won-
dering if those asking why he had not come to see 
Lazarus earlier were correct. There is a multitude of 
reasons why Jesus may have cried as he saw Mary, 
Martha, and others mourning for Lazarus. The rea-
sons for his tears are not as important as the fact 
that he allowed the tears to flow. He did not do what 
we are often told to do. He did not hold back tears, 
bottle up his emotions, or maintain self-control.

When we refuse to cry in the face of something 
that should prompt tears, what are we suppressing? 
What are we holding back that God wants to come 
out? Are we willing to grieve major losses in our 
lives? These are all questions raised by Jesus’ tears in 
this precious story.

JOHN W. WIMBERLY JR . 

God talk or theology as he did with Martha, Jesus 
empathizes with Mary on a human level or anthro-
pologically. These meetings with the sisters dramatize 
the crux of the evangelist’s Gospel (i.e., 1:1–18).

Then Jesus observes the weeping around him 
and joins them in their tears. Just as Philip invited 
Nathanael (1:46) and the woman at the well called 
to her fellow Samaritans to witness Jesus’ awesome 
power (4:29), those grieving bid Jesus to “come and 
see” the awful source of their misery, Lazarus’s tomb 
(v. 34). What Martha receives through instruction, 
Mary receives in empathy, a rhetorical move that 
translates the evangelist’s divisive teaching into lov-
ing good news. With these words, the evangelist 
challenges the reader, not to a decision whether or 
not to accept a hard teaching (6:60), but to the more 
gut-wrenching, soul-aching, high-stakes decision to 
return the love of the “Word [that] became flesh and 
lived among us” (1:14).

The controversial teachings of Jesus elicit two 
responses among the community. There are those 
who invite Jesus into the circle of the human con-
dition. These persons recognize Jesus as having 
loved Lazarus (v. 36) and welcome him as a worthy 
companion in enduring the difficulties that it entails 
while maintaining the hope that he will save them. 
There are also those who keep Jesus at a distance, 
questioning his ways (v. 37). They do not deny Jesus 
as someone with power, but they remain suspicious 
of his agenda.

The evangelist presents these responses as an 
acknowledgment of how the audience might perceive 
the controversial message that is the Fourth Gospel. 
Some will take it as good news; others will dismiss it 
as ineffective. For those unconvinced by its message, 
the author hopes that they will continue to read on, 
in hopes that they will see its promise of bringing 
new life, as symbolized by the raising of Lazarus 
in the words to come. It might also suggest that 
the ideal Christian community should be faithful 
enough to envelop the devotee and the doubter alike. 
Salvation, according to the evangelist, is a plan that 
unfolds through the encouragement of a community.

RICHARD NEW TON
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