
 

 

 

 

 

WEEK 4 

Lazarus and the Uncertainty of Mortality 

Hosting/Group Tips: 

• Remember to include an opening icebreaker or “check-in” for 5-10min before starting material to 

get members settled. 

• Send material to members beforehand so everybody can read and write questions/responses 

Prereading, and writing is very helpful as it helps shorten the amount read, giving more discussion 

time. 

• Summarize or highlight specific parts of the texts that you can use to support conversation as 

appose to reading the full thing. 

• Prepare a few additional questions to go along with the ones provided. 

• If members are watching services online or attending, you can use some sermon points to flesh 

out discussion points as well. 

• To make the series more interactive – try allocating each member something to do/read from the 

material e.g., a paragraph here or the opening prayer etc. 

 

Question 1 – Introductory Discussion   

In this difficult time of the Coronavirus pandemic, many of us, since the first case was reported in our 

country, know someone, in the family, at work, at church, in our neighbourhood, who has died of the 

virus. While we encounter the death of other people, perhaps more than at any other time in our lives, 

we are confronted with the reality of our own mortality. How has this reality impacted your life? 

 

Opening Prayer 

Lord Jesus, you alone are the resurrection and the life; those who believe in you will never die. Come to 

us, and speak new life upon all our dyings. Look upon us as we stand at the threshold of our entombing 

experiences, unable to see or move because of the graveclothes which bind us. Set us free in your name 

we pray. Amen.i 

 

Scripture Reading 

John 11:1 – 44 

 

Unpacking the Scripture Passage 

I have heard it said that “there are two certainties in life, taxes and death”. This may not be completely 

true because there are many other certainties such as sunrise and sunset (dawn and dusk), the change of 

the seasons and many others one can think of. Considering taxes and death, we can say with certainty 
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that taxes will come to an end when we leave this world, we will leave them behind just as we will leave 

everything else; there will be no taxes beyond this life. But as far as life goes, we believe that there is 

indeed life beyond this life. We find many references of this truth in the New Testament. The first is found 

in the very passage under our consideration this week (John 11:25), and many others such as the 

following: 

• John 3:16  

• John 14:1 – 4  

• 1 Thessalonians 4:13 – 18  

• Luke 23:43 

• 1 Corinthians 15:50 – 58 

 

*Optional – Our focus this week is on John 11:17 – 43. But let us look at some important pieces of 
information that will perhaps illumine our focus text.  

   

JOHN 1-12.  THE BOOK OF SIGNS 

Chapters 1-12 of the Gospel of John are often called “The Book of Signs.” They include a series of seven 

signs, so named because the signs point to God, and most Bible scholars agree that we can properly 

understand these signs only when we look at them through the eyes of faith. The following signs then are 

found in the first 12 chapters of John’s Gospel: 

• Jesus changing water into wine at Cana of Galilee (2:1-11). 

• The healing of the royal official’s son (4:46-54). 

• The healing of the man at the pool of Bethsaida (5:1-9). 

• The feeding of the five thousand (6:1-14). 

• Walking on water (6:15-25). 

• Jesus heals a man born blind (9:1-12). 

• Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead (11:1-45).  

 

In these chapters we also see Jesus using a series of miracles to reveal his identity – who he really is.  

• When he encountered the woman at the well, he revealed himself to her as the living water (4:10).  

• When he fed the five thousand, he revealed himself to his disciples as the bread of life (6:35).  

• When he healed the man born blind, he revealed himself as the light of the world (9:5).  

• In our passage for this week, when he raised Lazarus from the dead, he revealed himself as the 

resurrection and the life (11:25). 

 

JOHN 11:17-27.  I AM THE RESURRECTION AND THE LIFE 

John 11:1 – 16 provides us with an introduction to what will follow after Jesus finally decided to  go to 

Bethany. We meet him on his arrival in Bethany where he is confronted by Martha in deep  grief at 

the loss of a brother. Let us pick up some important things to note in the verses that follow. 

  

 

 

 

 



Verse 17 

“On his arrival, Jesus found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days”. Jewish people then 

believed that the soul remained in the vicinity of the body for three days. Some say that it came from the 

understanding and hope that the soul might rejoin the body during those three days. If this does not 

happen, then on the fourth day the soul finally departs. Now, the fact that Lazarus was in the tomb four 

days means that there could be no possibility of his soul rejoining his body. The period of mourning though 

is seven days, so the “official” mourning and offering condolences and support was still in effect.  

 

Verse 20 

“When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went out to meet him, but Mary stayed at home.” It was 

tradition that when mourners are present, at least one member of the family had to stay with them. The 

fact that Martha is the one to meet Jesus is in keeping with her more active role and Mary’s more passive 

role in Luke 10. 

 

Verse 21 – 23 

“Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died. But I know that even 

now God will give you whatever you ask.”  Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” Was Martha 

reproaching Jesus for failing to come to Bethany immediately upon hearing of Lazarus’ illness—or is she 

simply expressing regret that Jesus did not happen to be present when Lazarus fell ill?  Almost certainly 

the latter. We note Martha’s words here “If you had been here”, not “if you had come”. So this is not a 

reproach, but an expression of regret that Jesus  was not present when Lazarus fell ill. Then she expresses 

faith that God will give Jesus whatever  he asks, but then in verse 39 she will protest the removal of the 

stone because of the stench of  death. Like many of us, she believes and fails to believe. Are we not so 

often caught in this movement between belief and unbelief? At once we are certain, we have the 

assurance and faith that God will act, and yet at times we find ourselves struggling to see how God can 

make things happen.  

 

Verse 25 and 26 

“I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even though they die; and 

whoever lives by believing in me will never die”. This is the heart of this Gospel lesson.  We call this 

story the resurrection of Lazarus, but more importantly it is about the truth that Jesus is the resurrection 

and the life. This is one of several “I am” statements by Jesus in the Gospel according to John, statements 

that reveal Jesus’ true identity. The statement that he is the resurrection, and the life is the high point of 

these “I am” statements. Note of course that “I AM,” is God’s name, revealed to Moses at the burning 

bush.ii So, with these “I am” statements, Jesus  uses God’s name for himself. 

 

“…whoever lives by believing in me will never die.” This is not a promise that believers will not die 

physically. Lazarus died, didn’t he? This is Jesus’ promise that life is possible after physical death, and that 

physical death can be a prelude to resurrection. 

 

Verses 28 – 32 

The following verses inform us that Martha went back home to call Mary, letting her know that  Jesus 

was calling for her. When she meets Jesus, she repeats her sister Martha’s words, “Lord, if you had been 



here…” Her sentiments are similar, not reproaching Jesus for arriving too late to  save her brother, but 

the sadness that Jesus was not there when Lazarus took ill.   

 

Verse 33 - 35 

“When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply 

moved in spirit and troubled.” So far John has said nothing about Jesus’  emotions, now he tells us that 

he is deeply moved. We remember that Jesus dearly loved Lazarus and his sisters. Who then would not 

be moved on seeing a beloved friend in grief? Who would not express their own grief when friends are in 

deep mourning? Mary’s grief clearly touches something deep and vulnerable in Jesus. He wept. 

 

Question 2 – Digging Deeper 

In a time of loss or grief, many people experience thoughts along the lines of “why did this happen?” or 

“where do I go from here, the pain is too great!” As we read in vs 33-35, Jesus allows himself to feel and 

express His emotions. When dealing with loss, or even when supporting another person that is in the 

grieving process, what do you find most difficult?  

 

JOHN 11:38-44.  LAZARUS, COME OUT! 

Verse 38 

“Jesus, once more deeply moved, came to the tomb. It was a cave with a stone laid across the 

entrance.”  The grave is a cave with a stone lying against it. Note the parallel between this story and that 

of Jesus’ death and resurrection.  

 

Verse 39 

When Jesus arrived at the tomb (very much like the tomb in which he himself will lie shortly), he did not 

do what mourners in those days did at the graveside of a loved one. He did not weep. Instead, he issued 

a command to take away the stone. This was a shocking thing to ask people to do, this was the equivalent 

of telling people to desecrate the grave! How insensitive! Martha actually raises a protest “But, Lord… by 

this time there is a bad odor, for he has been there four days.” She protests against Jesus’ order to take 

away the stone, because after four days, Lazarus’ body will have begun to decompose. Imagine the terrible 

smell, and the visual decomposition –  this truly would become an unnecessary horror and additional 

trauma for the two sisters. She and Mary have suffered enough—will Jesus make it even worse? Note 

how Martha’s protest is a counterpoint to the faith that she demonstrated in verse 27. She believes but 

does not believe.iii 

 

Verse 41 and 42 

One would guess that the stone was removed with the permission of Lazarus’ family. From protest and 

perhaps lack of faith on the part of Martha to obedience that comes with trusting and believing in Jesus. 

“So they took away the stone” (v. 41a).  

 

Verse 43 - 44 

“Lazarus, come out!” Jesus issues a second command, this time to Lazarus, who has been in the  tomb 

four days. He calls in a loud voice, probably for the sake of the crowd that surrounds the tomb. At Jesus 

command, Lazarus emerges from the tomb still bound by his grave wrappings. How easy it would be for 



us to misunderstand this miracle simply as Jesus doing a favour for his friends. But it is more than that. 

This last sign is for a greater purpose: 

• It is “for the glory of God, that God’s Son may be glorified by it” (v. 4). 

• It authenticates Jesus to be who he says he is, “the resurrection and the life” (v. 25). 

• It confirms the promise that “He who believes in me will still live, even if he dies. Whoever lives and 

believes in me will never die” (vv. 25-26). 

 

When all is said and done, we learn that God has the last word, even over death. We are therefore bold 

to say like Paul, "Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?"iv 

 

*Optional Pause – How easy is it for you to accept the fact that one day you too will die? 

  

Exploring the Theme: Mortality 

During this time of lent, we are confronted with the reality of the death of Jesus Christ on the cross. We 

have the benefit of more than two centuries of knowledge, that the death of our Lord was not the final 

event, but that beyond the cross, after the suffering, the glory of the resurrection shone bright and clear, 

dispelling all the gloom, chasing away all fear and ushering a new era of joy among all who embrace him, 

and all whom he embraces. While the shadow of the cross looms large and fearsome towards us, we also 

recognize that beyond the cross, beyond the suffering and pain, there awaits the glory of the resurrection. 

 

The two sisters, Martha and Mary were confronted by the death of their brother Lazarus, and this death 

had serious and dire implications for their lives, there was going to be death at a number of levels for 

them, one of which would have left them destitute and vulnerable. In order to understand what raising 

her brother must have meant for the two sisters, you have got to understand the social dynamics of the 

land at the time where every household depended on a male member for their living. There were very 

few opportunities for women to make a living for themselves, and the loss of a brother, a male member 

of the family would have rendered them poor, and dependent on handouts given out of the kindness of 

people’s hearts. In the Old Testament, people were taught to care and provide for widows and orphans. 

Farmers were directed not to clear their fields at harvest, but to allow the widows to follow the harvesters 

and glean, pick up what was left behind. We know though, that this direction was not observed, hence 

prophets like Micah and Amos spoke very strongly against those who did not care for people in need. They 

would have lost, not only their brother but also their dignity as human beings, having to pick up left-overs, 

at the mercy of those who had plenty. By bringing Lazarus back to life, Jesus gave them life. Jesus restored 

the dignity of these two women.  

 

THIS IS NOT ABOUT DEATH – IT IS ABOUT LIFE 

While we stand at a moment of grief and sorrow, we also stand with our awareness sharpened to the 

reality, not of death but of life.  We come face to face with the truth of the presence of God in love and 

compassion. Hear the words of Jesus as he brings hope to those who mourn; “I am the resurrection and 

the life; those who believe in me, though they die, yet shall they live.” These are words of hope to those 

who mourn. So, in the midst of our sorrow, you can also find a sense of hope and even joy. Hear what 

Jesus says, “those who believe in me…”, now I don’t know about those who do not believe in Jesus, and 

it is not my place to address that. What I know is that those who believe in him shall not die but shall live. 

 



Note this, that Jesus does not say those who are perfect, He does not say those who have been good, he 

does not say those who have arrived or know it all. He says those who believe in him. That is, those who 

knew that they could do nothing without him. Those who could not live without him. Those who clung to 

him in times of trouble and in times of joy. Those who trusted him for everything in their lives and 

entrusted their lives to him. They remembered his words in the 15th Chapter of the same Gospel according 

to John when he said “apart from me you can do nothing”v.  

 

JESUS HAS GONE BEFORE US 

We know this because later in the same gospel he tells his disciples that he goes to prepare a place for 

them. And here are his words; “And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to 

be with me that you also may be where I am.”vi Living in Cape Town a number of years ago, I had the 

privilege of being invited to join a friend of mine, the captain of a pilot boat as he performed his duties for 

a day. His duty was to lead every ship into and out of the harbour. When I asked him why it was necessary 

for him to do this, his reply was that he was among those who knew how to lead the ships in and out of 

harbour because he knew where the dangerous areas, the rocky areas were.   

 

So, his task was to lead ships safely through and past the dangerous areas of the sea. Is Jesus not the guide 

who will lead us through the treacherous areas of our journey? Certainly, Jesus leads and guides us 

through every challenge we encounter in our lives, and certainly he will lead us and guide us on our 

journey beyond this life. The pilot boat’s captain knows the way, he knows the  dangers and perils of 

the journey. Jesus knows the way because he has been through death, he has cleared the way by his death 

on the cross. So then, there will no longer be any stumbling blocks on our way.  

 

HOW DO WE KNOW THIS? 

We know this because God gives us a vision of heaven in the Book of Revelation; of thousands upon 

thousands of God’s people, “…from all tribes and people and languages, standing before the lamb, robed 

in white, with palm branches in their hands…”, raising their voices in praise; “Salvation belongs to our God 

who is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb.”vii We know this  because the question was asked; “What 

are these that are arrayed in white robes?” And the answer is these are they that have come from a great 

tribulation and have washed their robes in the blood of the Lamb.”viii 

 

WHAT DEATH IS NOT 

Three things come to mind. First is that death is not the end, secondly that death is not loss, and thirdly, 

death is not defeat. God does not create life in order to bring it to an end at some point. Our God id the 

God of the resurrection who in Jesus Christ put an end to death and gave us the promise of everlasting 

life. 

  

DEATH IS NOT THE END 

God does not create life to bring it to an end at some point. Our God is God of the resurrection who in 

Jesus Christ put an end to death and gave us the promise of everlasting life. In John 14 Jesus tells his 

disciples not to be troubled nor to be afraid, for he goes to prepare a place for them in heaven. Paul could 

say that “when this our earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house 

in heaven, not built by human hands.”ix  The psalmist gives us an image of a journey that takes him through 



difficult times but in the end, brings him to the house of the Lord: “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow 

me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever”.x 

 

DEATH IS NOT LOSS 

There is a wonderful illustration of a ship leaving the shore. Someone wrote about himself standing at the 

seashore watching a ship leave the shore. The ship sailed into the distance, getting smaller and smaller 

until it disappeared over the horizon. He stood there watching and said,  “There she goes”. At that 

moment, he realised that there are other people on the other side who  watch the ship drawing closer 

and closer to them, and they are saying “There she comes”. Death is not loss because even as we leave 

this world and our loved ones watch us go, there are others on the other shore, who have gone before us 

who will welcome us.    

 

DEATH IS NOT DEFEAT 

It is victory because we know that we shall see each other. In 1 Thessalonians 4:13 we are told that “The 

Lord himself shall descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, with the trumpet of 

God……. And we shall be caught up in the clouds with them.” The Lord will bring us with our loved ones in 

victory! 

 

Below a short poem that speaks into how death liberates our souls and directs us to eternal life. 

 

*Optional – a Short Poem 

Death, be not proud, though some have called thee 

Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so; 

For those whom thou think'st thou dost overthrow 

Die not, poor Death, nor yet canst thou kill me. 

From rest and sleep, which but thy pictures be, 

Much pleasure; then from thee much more must flow, 

And soonest our best men with thee do go, 

Rest of their bones, and soul's delivery. 

Thou art slave to fate, chance, kings, and desperate men, 

And dost with poison, war, and sickness dwell, 

And poppy or charms can make us sleep as well 

And better than thy stroke; why swell'st thou then? 

One short sleep past, we wake eternally 

And death shall be no more; Death, thou shalt die. 

 

 

Question 3 – Reflection 

When considering your own mortality, after reading these past few points on death, has it changed your 

view in any way?  

 

 

 



The Challenge/Exercise 

Death is not only about the giving up of breath. There are many ways in which we experience the death 

of ‘something’ in our lives. Our love for someone dies, our enthusiasm for something dies, our passion for 

an activity dies. Which areas of your life have experienced or are experiencing death right now? Is there 

hope of resurrection? Or perhaps we rather let what has died to remain dead because it has caused us 

much pain, and that resurrecting what has died will bring back the pain and suffering.  

 

Each day this week, choose something to pray for life and resurrection: 

 

Monday  

 

________________ 

Tuesday 

  

________________ 

Wednesday 

  

________________ 

 

 

Thursday 

  

________________ 

Friday  

  

________________  

Saturday 

  

________________ 

  

 

 

Praying Together/for One Another/for the World 

Thank you for these moments together, O Lord. Thank you for the deep inner presence of your Spirit, who 

assures us that whether we live or die, we are yours. We now go our different ways, join us together by 

your Spirit, stay with us, wherever we go, and bring us together again in fellowship with one another, and 

with you.  

 

 
i Job, Rueben P. and Shawchuck, Norman, A Guide to Prayer for All God’s People, p. 325    
ii Exodus 3:14 
iii William Barclay 
iv 1 Corinthians 15:55 
v John 15:5 
vi John 14:3 
vii Revelation 7:9 - 11 
viii Revelation 7:13 
ix 2 Corinthians 5:1 
x Psalm 23 


