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Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and 
her sister Martha. Mary was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and 
wiped his feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill. So the sisters sent a 
message to Jesus, “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” But when Jesus heard it, 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.” Accordingly, though Jesus loved 
Martha and her sister and Lazarus, after having heard that Lazarus was ill, he 
stayed two days longer in the place where he was. Then after this he said to the 
disciples, “Let us go to Judea again.” The disciples said to him, “Rabbi, the 
Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are you going there again?” Jesus 
answered, “Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Those who walk during the 
day do not stumble, because they see the light of this world. But those who 
walk at night stumble, because the light is not in them.” After saying this, he 
told them, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there to 
awaken him.” The disciples said to him, “Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will 
be all right.” Jesus, however, had been speaking about his death, but they 
thought that he was referring merely to sleep. Then Jesus told them plainly, 
“Lazarus is dead. For your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may 
believe. But let us go to him.” Thomas, who was called the Twin, said to his 
fellow disciples, “Let us also go, that we may die with him.” 

 
 
 Our scripture today begins with a family tragedy. Mary, Martha and 

Lazarus—two sisters and a brother—were close to Jesus. Most of you will 

remember the story of the dinner Jesus had at Mary and Martha’s home, and how 

Martha scolded Mary for talking to Jesus while she did all the work [Luke 10.38-
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42]. You may also remember that after Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, Mary 

anointed Jesus’ feet with expensive perfume and wiped them with her hair [John 

12.1-8]. At any rate, Jesus was probably closer to Mary, Martha and Lazarus then 

he was to his own brothers and sisters. The three siblings lived in Bethany, a village 

about a mile and a half east of Jerusalem—about as far as from here to Wal-Mart. 

That was dangerous terrain for Jesus. The last time he had been to Jerusalem, 

according to the Gospel of John, he had come close to being stoned to death at the 

Temple for saying that he and God the Father were one. To a lot of folks within 

arms’ reach of rocks, that sounded like blasphemy [John 10.22-40]. So Jesus and 

his disciples left Judea, crossed the Jordan River, and for a while abided in the 

territory of Perea, which was administered by Herod Antipas. Herod Antipas was 

the son of the so-called Herod the Great, who had made the Temple magnificent 

and slaughtered the infants in Bethlehem. While he wasn’t the monster the original 

Herod was—in fact, Herod Antipas was quite weak-willed—he also had blood on 

his hands, having been seduced by his stepdaughter into beheading John the Baptist 

[Matthew 14.1-12]. It may say something about how dangerous Jerusalem and the 

surrounding territory had gotten for Jesus and his disciples that they used Perea as a 

place of refuge. 

 It was while they were in Perea that Jesus received word that Lazarus was 

sick, and Mary and Martha needed him to come ASAP. They understandably 

assumed that if Jesus healed practically every sick person who crossed his path, 

including foreign people with foreign religions [Mark 7. 24-30, Luke 7.1-10], then 

of course, he would heal one of his dearest friends, despite the danger. In response 

to the summons, Jesus said that Lazarus’ sickness wasn’t terminal—a long-distance 

diagnosis—and then spent the next two days lingering in Perea. When he suddenly 

announced he was headed back to Judea, the disciples tried to talk him out of it. 
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What’s the point, Lord? You’ve already said Lazarus isn’t going to die. Let’s stay 

here. You nearly got killed there. And it wasn’t only a matter of Jesus’ life at risk. If 

a mob, or the Romans, or the Temple police, tried to hurt Jesus, the disciples would 

try to protect him, and God only knew what kind of bloodshed would result from 

that. If Jesus went back, and they went with him, he was not only possibly signing 

his own death warrant, but theirs as well. Jesus answered with one of those cryptic 

declarations that can make the Gospel of John so perplexing: “Are there not twelve 

hours of daylight? Those who walk during the day do not stumble, because they see 

the light of this world. But those who walk at night stumble, because the light is not 

in them.” 

How is that relevant to the issue at hand? Of course, walking around in broad 

daylight is better than stumbling around in the dark, unless you don’t mind walking 

into a tree or falling into a ditch or stepping on a nail. And of course there’s only a 

limited number of hours when the sun is out. And the point is…? It may help if we 

remember that Jesus had earlier said, “While I am in the world, I am the light of the 

world.” How much longer would he be with them? How much longer could they 

walk with him? What would happen to them if and when his light was no longer 

there?  

“My candle burns at both ends. 
It shall not last the night. 
But ah, my foes and oh my friends,  
It casts a lovely light.”   [Edna St. Vincent Millay] 
 

If it’s better to walk in the light, shouldn’t you walk while the light is still 

there? 

While the disciples were trying to talk Jesus from walking back to where he had 

nearly been killed, he said to them, “Lazarus is asleep, and I am going to wake 
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him.” So, what’s the point of going back, Lord? If he’s asleep, he’s asleep. Let him 

wake up on his own. In the Gospel of John, it frequently takes about three attempts 

for Jesus to say something and his audience to finally understand the point. First, 

there’s the parable, then there’s the metaphor, then there’s the literal truth. “If you 

walk in the light, you won’t stumble; if you walk in the darkness, you will.” 

Parable. “Lazarus is asleep; I’m going to wake him up.” Metaphor. Finally, they 

get the literal fact: “Lazarus is dead,” Jesus told them. One can only imagine what a 

relief that must have been for the disciples to hear. Of course, there would have 

been the initial pieties: “Poor Lazarus. He must have been a great guy.” “Poor Mary 

and Martha. We’ll hold them in our thoughts.” But the bottom line was that there 

was now no reason—no reason at all—for Jesus to go back to Judea. Now, there 

was nothing that Jesus, or anyone, could do for Lazarus: he had bought the farm. He 

was dead, defunct, extinct. Despite that stone cold truth, Jesus said, “Let us go to 

him.” Wouldn’t it have made more sense if they had gone while he was still alive? 

This is a pivotal moment. The disciples could now choose to follow Jesus or 

not. None of them had signed a lifetime contract. None of them had been coerced, 

threatened, or compelled to be a disciple. None of them had been drafted. Every one 

of them had volunteered. And if ever there was a time to say, “Sayonara, Lord,” it 

was now, when their lives were in danger, and the mission was pointless. If ever 

there was a time to bail, this was it. It was too bad that Lazarus had died, but he 

wasn’t their brother. It was too bad that Mary and Martha were grieving, but Mary 

and Martha weren’t their sisters. In fact, who exactly were Mary and Martha and 

Lazarus to them? But then Thomas said, “Let us also go, so that we may die with 

him.” Let us also go. Not because this makes sense. Not because this is safe. Let us 

also go to be with him. 
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The call of the Lord will sometimes lead us to places we don’t want to go. 

Jonah didn’t want to go to Nineveh. He went [Jonah 1.1-3.5]. Paul didn’t plan to go 

to Macedonia. He went [Acts 16.6-10]. The disciples didn’t want to go back to 

Judea. They went, so that Jesus wouldn’t go alone. “Let us also go,” Thomas said, 

“so that we can we die with him.” 

*** 

Mary, Martha and Lazarus—two sisters, one brother. Brothers and sisters are 

family, and the relationship we have with them is meant to be the longest of our 

lives. That means the relationships can sometimes be fraught. There are the Biblical 

examples of Jacob swindling his brother, Esau, and Esau wanting to kill him 

[Genesis 27.1-41]; of Joseph’s brothers selling him into slavery [Genesis 37.1-28]; 

of Martha being annoyed at Mary; of Jesus’ own brothers not believing in him 

[John 7.5]. In all those instances, there was reconciliation at the end: Esau forgave 

Jacob [Genesis 33.4-11]; Joseph forgave the brothers who sold him into slavery 

[Genesis 45.1-15]; Mary and Martha were united in grief at the death of Lazarus, 

and in love and gratitude for Jesus [John 11.17-44]. After the resurrection, Jesus’ 

brother James became the head of the Church in Jerusalem [Galatians 1.18, 2.9], 

author of an epistle in the New Testament—the Letter of James—and one of the 

very first Christian martyrs [Josephus, Antiquity of the Jews, xx.9]. In the New 

Testament, the definition of brotherhood and sisterhood is expanded to mean a 

community of people who become a family in the service of Christ [Galatians 6.10, 

I Peter 2.17]. That is why we use the term, “Our church family.” That’s why it is 

perfectly fitting to address a fellow Christian as “brother” or “sister,” and why, 

when we pray for the Persecuted Church—those Christians in distant lands who are 

suffering because their Lord and Savior is our Lord and Savior—we pray for our 

“brothers and sisters,” and are commanded to love them because they are part of 
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this family created by the Holy Spirit. Yesterday, praise God—on Religious 

Freedom Day—Pastor Saeed Abedini, was, along with four other Americans, 

released from prison in Iran. Pastor Saeed—our brother in Christ—had been in 

prison for nearly four years for the great crime of organizing churches in people’s 

houses. It can be dangerous to be a disciple of Jesus Christ. Well, if our fellow 

Christians are our brothers and sisters in Christ, what does that make Muslims and 

Jews and Buddhists and Hindus and atheists? It makes them something very 

consequential. It makes them our neighbors, and the second greatest commandment, 

as Jesus reminded us, is to love our neighbors as ourselves. As Jesus said in the 

Sermon on the Mount, “If you only love those who love you, what reward do you 

have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet only your 

brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles 

do the same? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly father is perfect [Matthew 

5.46-48].” What does being perfect in this context mean? It means loving those who 

won’t necessarily love us back, which is pretty much the way God loves. We can 

pick our friends; we can pick our enemies; we can pick our spouses; we can pick 

our pets, we can pick our churches, we can pick our causes, and sometimes, we can 

even pick our children. But God picks our neighbors. What a dangerous act it can 

be, loving our neighbors. It can even get us killed. 

Last Wednesday, after our 7 a.m. elders’ meeting, one of the elders, a former 

firefighter and fire chief, asked what today’s scripture was. I told him, and where I 

thought the sermon would go. And then I told Ronnie about a flight attendant I had 

met when I was flying from DFW to Des Moines, Iowa, in October, 2011, for the 

wedding of James Spiller, an excellent young man from our church. Before we 

disembarked from the plane, the flight attendant said that she always gave a brief 

devotional to her deplaning passengers and mentioned in passing that her brother 



JOHN 11.1-16  7 

had been one of the firefighters killed in the South Tower on 9/11. I was moved by 

what she said and thanked her as I disembarked. That Sunday, after the wedding, I 

was back at the Des Moines airport to fly back home. The flight was overbooked, 

and the airline offered a $200 flight voucher and a free meal to anyone who agreed 

to take a later flight. That sounded like a pretty good deal, so I took it, got a 

sandwich and watched football until my newly-schedule flight left. It was the same 

provenance of God, for the same flight attendant was there. I mentioned that I was a 

pastor, had been on her flight from DFW on Friday, and had really been moved by 

what she said about her brother. Later in the flight, when she got a break from her 

duties, she came back and told me a little bit more about him. He was her hero, she 

said. She said the last time anyone had seen him, he and his brother firefighters 

were preparing to go up the steps of the burning South Tower. One of the last 

people to see them said they were writing their Social Security numbers with a 

Sharpie on their forearms. The only reason to do that was so that their bodies could 

be identified. “It was like they knew they weren’t going to make it,” she said. “And 

they still went up. They didn’t have to. I’m sure they didn’t want to. But they did it 

because there were people they didn’t know who they thought they might save.” 

While I was relating this story, another one of our elders came up. Kenn had 

been a helicopter pilot in Vietnam. Ronnie said that as a firefighter, there had been a 

lot of times when there had been places he didn’t want to go, but you do what you 

have to do. He said, “I’ll tell you when it becomes really hard. When you’re in 

command. When you know that your decisions could put others at risk.” Kenn 

agreed. He talked about what a difference it is when you’re in command, and the 

burden you carry for the safety of your people. Ronnie talked about the Murrah 

Office Building bombing in Oklahoma City in 1995, in which 168 people were 

killed. The building was devastated, but had not collapsed, and almost all of the 
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dead and injured were still in there. Ronnie got an emergency call asking if the 

Wichita Falls Fire Department could send help. It would be very dangerous work; 

there was a strong possibility that the building could collapse on the rescuers, 

crushing them to death. Ronnie had to get legal permission to cross state lines. 

When he asked for volunteers, all the firefighters of Wichita Falls raised their 

hands. Kenn said that when he became a company commander in Vietnam, there 

was an emergency mission—the rescue of encircled American servicemen under 

heavy fire. It was an extremely dangerous mission, and while he was going to lead 

it, he wasn’t going to order anyone to join him. Instead, he asked for volunteers. 

There were fifty men in his company. Fifty volunteered. Kenn and Ronnie both 

said, as commanders of men whose callings put their lives at risk, that when the 

mission was to save others, they never needed to say, “You WILL go.” All they had 

to do was ask, “Who will go with me?” 

Loving your neighbor is a dangerous act. Loving your neighbor means opening 

yourself up to the possibility of being hurt, and even killed. “Let us also go, that we 

might die with him,” Thomas said. Thomas didn’t have to say that. But he did it 

because he loved Jesus. Sometimes, loving Jesus enough to follow his 

commandments will put us at risk, because loving our neighbor can put us in 

danger. But we always have an escape clause. Jesus never says to his disciples, 

“You will go.” Instead, he asks, “Who will go with me?” 

          Amen. 
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