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God gives life  

 
May I speak, and we listen, in the name of God, Creator, Redeemer and Spirit. Amen. 
 
Easter is fast approaching. Hot cross buns are everywhere, people are beginning to talk about what they 
will be doing over the break, and we have come to the fifth Sunday in Lent, looking ahead in just seven 
days to Palm Sunday and the start of Holy Week. 
 
Our Lenten journey through the Gospel of John has been all about life – new life, here and now, 
possible through God’s grace. As Bishop John McIntyre reminds us at the start of his study book we 
have all been encouraged to read: “Grace sums up all that flows from the heart of God in our encounter 
with God. It is the unmerited, unconditional gift of God’s love. Grace sets us free and empowers us to 
live life to the full.” 
 
Already in the Fourth Gospel, we have learned with Nicodemus about being born into new life; with the 
Samaritan woman at the well about the water of life; and with the man born blind about the light of life. 
We have not really been alone on this journey – there have been others in the background. The disciples 
have been travelling this road also. They are committed to Jesus, staying with him when others find his 
teaching too challenging and fall away, as we hear in John 6. 66–68: “Because of this many of his 
disciples turned back and no longer went about with him. So Jesus asked the twelve, ‘Do you also wish 
to go away?’ Simon Peter answered him, ‘Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal 
life.” 
 
But they are not quite getting it either. In Bishop McIntyre’s terms, perhaps the reality of grace seems 
too big for them, too radical. Also in the background are the Pharisees, becoming more and more 
entrenched in their opposition. We heard last week of their rejection of Jesus healing of the blind man, 
because it broke their Sabbath rules. And in the intervening chapter of the Fourth Gospel, they continue 
to challenge Jesus, and end up trying to stone him. Jesus escapes and goes back to relative safety across 
the Jordan.  
 
Which brings us to today’s readings, which are crystal clear: God gives life – to the dead Lazarus, and 
indeed, as we hear in Ezekiel, to the whole people of Israel in exile, whose hope was so dried up and 
shriveled they were like dead bones! The message is explicit and unequivocal. Death has no dominion, 
no power over those who have faith in Jesus the Christ. 
 
Let us explore in a little more detail this remarkable message from the perspective of from John’s 
Gospel and reflect on what it might mean for us in our everyday reality. One of the first things to note is 
that John’s Gospel makes no claim to be a chronological record. It is ordered differently from the other 
three gospels, and at the end, in chapter 20, in verse31, the Evangelist is clear about the purpose of 
writing this way: “But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the 
Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.” 
 
So much of this story has meaning at several levels. For example, we should not be concerned that Jesus 
identifies Lazarus, in verse 2, as the brother of Mary, “the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and 
wiped his feet with her hair”, when this episode still lies in the future, just before the triumph of Palm 
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Sunday. The detail is there to emphasise Jesus’ close relationship with the Bethany household – 
Lazarus, Martha and Mary. Which may make it puzzling, in human terms, that Jesus does not hurry to 
the house at Bethany when he hears Lazarus is ill.  
 
Most commentators agree, in fact, that Lazarus had probably died just after the messengers left to find 
Jesus, given the details of the story, and that Jesus was clearly aware that he was now dead. The reason 
for the delay, however, is to demonstrate that Jesus does not act according to human prompting or 
demand. When the time is right, he goes to Bethany – and back into the danger of Jerusalem, the temple 
and the Pharisees who want him dead – because he has work to do in Judea. Thomas’s response – and 
let us note that the disciple renowned for doubt in this instance shows leadership and courage – makes it 
clear that the disciples are fully aware how dangerous the return to Jerusalem will be. And yet Jesus 
goes. The time is coming to reveal the glory of God. 
 
The interaction with Martha reveals that even close disciples are still struggling to understand the full 
meaning of all Jesus has shown and taught. She expresses confidence in the belief that her brother will 
rise “on the last day” – no doubt many well-wishers and friends had been consoling her with this 
assurance. And both Martha and Mary, and their friends, expressed complete confidence in Jesus power 
of healing – if only he had been there, Lazarus would still be alive! 
 
Nobody expects resurrection – but that is what they get. And Lazarus return to life is a miracle – a 
reason for joy for his sisters and friends. But it is also much, much more. As another commentator puts 
it: “Many saw Lazarus come out of the grave but never saw the glory of God”.  
 
For John makes clear this is what the story is about; it is the purpose of the Gospel – the glory of God is 
a Son, God incarnate, who says: “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even 
though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.” And Martha – the 
busy, practical sister – then affirms for the first time the message of the whole Gospel: “I believe that 
you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.” She proclaims the arrival of the 
one sent by God to accomplish God’s will perfectly.  
 
What might this glory of God mean for us? The commentaries on this story emphasise that death in 
ancient times was regarded with universal fear – it was the grim adversary that everyone feared and no-
one could defeat. Well, I would say that this is just as true in modern times. Fearfulness is everywhere – 
of death from illness, natural disaster, accident, violence. Despite all our science and technology and the 
evidence of longer life and increasing safety, we still feel vulnerable. We resent this, so the western 
cultural response to fear seems to be defensiveness, mistrust, demand for increasing security, and when 
this seems threatened, the need to blame some-one.  
 
Can we imagine what the world would be like if everyone truly saw the glory of God that is revealed as 
Lazarus emerges from the tomb; as the cloths that bind him are removed? How might it be if we all 
believed in the Eternal Life promised by Jesus – not everlasting life as a sort of career after death, but 
truly living, here and now, confident that if we put our trust in the God who came to us to bring us 
home, physical death is not the important thing it once seemed.  
 
This is what we are called to do as Christians – to be a signpost to this other reality. It is far from easy, 
but as we struggle with this challenge, we will be continuing our journey with Jesus towards Good 
Friday and the joy of Easter morning. 
 

_____________________________ 


