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Lesson 7 55

a Jesus Decides to  
Go to Bethany  
(11:1-16)

Jesus said, “This sickness will not 
end in death. No, it is for God’s 
glory so that God’s Son may be 
glorified through it.” —John 11:4

Lazarus, Martha, and Mary were 
dear friends of Jesus. 
Though they were not 
members of His traveling 
band, their home in  
Bethany was always open 
to Him and His disciples. 

When Lazarus became 
extremely ill, Martha and 
Mary sent a message to 
Jesus telling Him about 
their brother’s serious 
condition. At the time, 
Jesus was in Perea, which 
was more than twenty 
miles away. They knew 

how much Jesus loved Lazarus and 
hoped that He would hurry to Beth-
any in time to heal him (vss. 1-3). 

After Jesus listened to the report 
of Lazarus’s illness, He said this 
sickness would not end in death. In 
fact, his illness had a purpose—so 
that God and His Son would be glo-
rified through it. Jesus did not mean 
that Lazarus would not die, but 
that the end of Lazarus’s condition 
would not be death (vs. 4).

The Resurrection 
and the Life

John 11:1—12:11
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Jesus was in Perea when 
Lazarus died in Bethany, 

more than twenty  
miles away. 
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John 11:1-16

who were listening to Jesus in this 
context could not clearly grasp who 
He was because they were refusing 
His light. 

Ask Yourself . . . What types of things 
have I stumbled over because of spiritual 
darkness?

Jesus told the disciples that Laza-
rus had fallen asleep. And He said 
He was going to Bethany, presum-
ably by Himself, to wake Lazarus 
up (vs. 11). The choice was theirs as 
to whether they would accompany 
Him despite the peril that awaited.

The disciples took His words liter-
ally, thinking that Lazarus would 
wake up from a natural sleep (vss. 
12, 13). That being the case, their 
response to Jesus’ intention to see 
Lazarus was to wonder why He 
would venture into a dangerous 
situation unnecessarily.

Jesus explained to them that Laza-
rus was not literally asleep, but had 
died (vs. 14). Jesus again demon-
strated His supernatural power to 
know things beyond normal human 
ability. Evidently no messengers had 
passed such tragic news to them, for 
news of Lazarus’s death would have 
been related to them as a group.

An even greater demonstration 
of Jesus’ divine power would occur 
in Bethany, where Jesus would per-
form a miracle that would deepen 
the faith of the disciples. For that 
reason Jesus was glad that He had 
not been present at Lazarus’s death. 
He was not happy that His friend 
had died, but that by His obeying 
God’s plan of waiting for the right 
time to raise Lazarus from the dead, 

When Jesus made this statement, 
the disciples probably thought 
that Jesus would hurry to Bethany 
to heal His friend. Martha and 
Mary, whom Jesus loved, prob-
ably thought the same when their 
messenger(s) returned to them with 
His words (vs. 5). Since Lazarus had 
probably passed away before the 
return of the messenger(s), the sis-
ters must have awaited His arrival 
with sorrow. Nevertheless, Jesus did 
not immediately depart for Bethany.

After two days Jesus’ disciples 
probably thought that Jesus had 
decided not to personally attend 
to His friend. They knew that it 
was dangerous for Him to go to 
Bethany, since it was quite close 
to Jerusalem, where many people 
had tried to stone Him. With Jesus’ 
words in mind, they might have also 
presumed that Lazarus was getting 
well. In any case, Jesus surprised 
them by announcing that He was 
setting out for Bethany, which was 
in the province of Judea (vss. 6, 7).

When the disciples voiced con-
cern for His safety, Jesus responded 
with a proverb probably common at 
the time, but that had added mean-
ing coming from Jesus. He spoke 
of walking in the light and in the 
darkness. People who walk in the 
light do not stumble, because they 
can see, but people who walk in the 
darkness stumble because they can’t 
see. This is not only true with regard 
to physical conditions, but also true 
with regard to a person’s spiritual 
journey. Only those who walk with 
Christ, the light of the world, can see 
and not stumble (vss. 8-10). Those 
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His followers would witness the 
glory of God’s power through Him. 
So Jesus encouraged them to accom-
pany Him (vs. 15).

Of all the disciples, Thomas, who 
is known as the doubter, challenged 
the others to go with Jesus back to 
Judea, where death seemed immi-
nent for all of them. John provided 
both his Hebrew name, “Thomas,” 
and Greek name, “Didymus,” both 
of which mean “twin” (vs. 16). This 
is the first time John mentioned him. 
Despite the brevity of his appear-
ance, Thomas’s comment shows 
his leadership and courage, even 
though he may have struggled with 
doubts. 

God is honored when we act obe-
diently, despite our struggles and 
doubts.

Jesus Talks to the 
Sisters (11:17-37)

Jesus said to [Martha], “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.” 
 —John 11:25, 26a

After Jesus and His band arrived 
in Bethany, they were told that four 
days earlier Lazarus’s body had 
been put into his tomb (vs. 17). Since 
a dead body decayed quickly in the 
hot Palestinian climate, Lazarus’s 
family would have had his body 
anointed, wrapped, and laid in 

b

Where is 
LAZARUS 
in Matthew, Mark, 

and Luke

?
According to the apostle 

John, the raising of Lazarus 
from the dead is important 
because it is an undisputed 
sign of Jesus’ divine authority 
and because it precipitated the 
plot of His enemies to do away 
with Him. If this event is so 
significant, however, why do 
the other Gospels (Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke) omit it?

The strongest argument for 
affirming the Lazarus account is 
the contention that Peter was 
possibly absent at this event. 
Since John does not mention 
Peter between 6:68 and 13:6, 
and since Peter does not appear 
in the same time period in the 
other Gospels, it is quite likely 
that Peter had remained in 
Galilee and joined the group 
much later. Because much of 
the material in the first three 
Gospels is dependent on Peter’s 
eyewitness testimony, and 
because those Gospel writers 
already had included two 
other incidents of Jesus’ raising 
someone from the dead  
(Matt. 9:18, 19, 23-26; Mark 
5:21-24, 35-43; Luke 7:11-17; 
8:41, 42, 49-56), they may 
have not seen the need to 
add another example of Jesus’ 
divine power to resurrect.
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John 11:17-37

feeling the sisters had probably 
spoke of quite often during the past 
four days. 

When times of heartache come, 
we should not hesitate to respect-
fully express our disappointments 
to God. 

Martha’s next remark might be 
interpreted as a sign of a remarkable 
faith in Jesus’ power to raise people 
from the dead (vs. 22). Later, howev-
er, she was the one who complained 
when Jesus ordered the stone to be 
removed from the entrance to Laza-
rus’s tomb (see vs. 39). It is possible 
that Martha was merely noting that 
she still had faith in Jesus, for God 
obviously grants Jesus whatever 
request He asks.

After Jesus told Martha that her 
brother would rise from the dead, 
Martha showed that she had not 
thought about Jesus’ bringing Laza-
rus back to life at that time. Instead, 
she voiced the view of the Pharisees 
that God would resurrect the just at 
the end of time (vss. 23, 24). Jesus’ 
statement may have been said to her 
and her sister many times by others 
to comfort them, and now it may 
have sounded hollow to her.

Jesus’ response is incredible. He 
did not say that He would resurrect 
Lazarus. He said, “I am the resur-
rection and the life” (vs. 25a). His 
declaration is another of the great “I 
am” statements that speaks of His 
Godhood and messiahship. Jesus, 
in fact, is the life of the age to come, 
and all who put their trust in Him 
will experience the resurrected life 
(vss. 25b, 26a).

When Jesus asked Martha whether 

the family tomb soon after he had 
expired. The four days is signifi-
cant in that Jesus would not have 
reached His friend while he was 
still alive even if He had left Perea 
immediately after hearing the report 
of Lazarus’s illness. The delay was 
to assure, in people’s minds, that 
the raising of Lazarus from the dead 
was truly a miracle.

Since Jerusalem was no more 
than a few miles from Bethany, a 
number of Jews from the city paid 
their respects to Martha and Mary 
during their time of grief (vss. 18, 
19). Evidently this family had a com-
manding influence or were popular 
among the local people. In any case, 
the closeness between Bethany and 
Jerusalem indicates that news of 
the miracle would have circulated 
quickly throughout the city of God.

When the sisters of Lazarus heard 
that Jesus was approaching their vil-
lage, Martha went out to greet Him 
while Mary remained in the house 
(vs. 20). Of the two sisters, Martha 
appears to have been the more 
active. In Luke’s portrait of them, 
Martha was busy serving people 
while Mary enjoyed learning at her 
Master’s feet (see Luke 10:38-42).

On the surface, Martha’s first 
words to Jesus appear to be a veiled 
rebuke (John 11:21). After all, she 
had scolded Jesus once before for 
her sister’s apparent idleness. Mar-
tha, however, probably knew that 
Jesus could not have come in time 
to heal her brother of his illness. 
Thus Martha’s comment was more 
likely an expression of regret that 
He couldn’t have been present, a 
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John 11:17-37

heal her brother of his illness, but 
now it was apparently too late. Like 
Mary, we should not hesitate to 
worship God, even in times of grief. 

Upon seeing the sadness of Mary 
and her companions, Jesus “was 
deeply moved” (vss. 34, 35). The 
Greek verb John used normally 
meant “to snort like a horse” when 
a person is extremely angry. It is 
unlikely that Jesus was upset with 
the mourners, though He might 
have been furious with the painful 
effects of death in this world. It is 
more likely that John was simply 
describing Jesus’ compassion for 
them.

Yet Jesus was also troubled, quite 
possibly because they had failed to 
grasp the power He held over death 
and the life He had to offer. So that 
He could demonstrate His power 
at Lazarus’s tomb, He asked where 
the tomb was located. As the sis-
ters directed Jesus to the grave, He 
showed His grief by crying (vs. 35). 
The word to describe His tears sug-
gest a quiet mourning, not the loud 
wailing of the other mourners.

In response to Jesus’ tears, some 
of the Jews noted how much He 
loved His friend, while others won-
dered why He hadn’t healed Laza-
rus of his sickness. After all, He was 
able to restore sight to a blind man 
several months earlier (vss. 36, 37). 
None of them, however, were antici-
pating the awesome display of glory 
that was about to take place in their 
presence. God’s glory often shines 
brightest when circumstances seem 
like they couldn’t get darker.

she believed what He was saying, 
He was actually asking her whether 
she believed in Him (vs. 26b). 
Regardless of her fretful nature, 
Martha had amazing faith in Jesus. 
She not only replied positively, but 
was clear about what she believed—
that Jesus is the Messiah, God’s only 
divine Son, and the one who came 
into the world from heaven and 
became a man (vs. 27). Few, if any, 
could have affirmed Christ any bet-
ter than Martha had.

Ask Yourself . . . How would I articu-
late what I believe about Jesus?

Leaving Jesus outside her village, 
Martha went back home and told 
Mary that the Teacher wanted to see 
her. The article “the” is important 
here (vs. 28) because it denotes that 
the sisters regarded Jesus as having 
far more authority than other Jewish 
rabbis. 

Naturally Mary took Jesus’ 
request as a command and hurried 
to the place where Martha had con-
versed with Him. Apparently Mary 
was in such a rush to comply—and 
probably was also anxious to see 
Him—that her Jewish comforters 
took notice and followed her. They 
assumed that she was going to con-
tinue her mourning at her brother’s 
tomb and thought they would join 
in her grieving (vss 29-31).

Although Mary’s words are 
almost identical to her sister’s first 
words to Jesus, her actions departed 
dramatically from Martha’s. Mary 
fell at Jesus’ feet in homage to Him 
and wept as she spoke (vs. 32). She, 
too, believed He had the power to 
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John 11:38-44

the significance of the event—the 
power of God working through His 
Son.

After Martha assented to Jesus’ 
instruction and her friends moved 
the stone, Jesus spoke to His heav-
enly Father. He did not ask God to 
act on His behalf, but He thanked 
God for always hearing Him. Jesus 
had probably already prayed for the 
raising of Lazarus and He was con-
fident that this would be done. God 
always listened to Him and granted 
His requests (vss. 41, 42a).

Jesus worded His prayer so that 
those present might believe in Him 
(vs. 42b). By showing that He was 
dependent on God to perform the 

Jesus Restores 
Lazarus to Life 
(11:38-44)

Jesus called in a loud voice, “Laza-
rus, come out!” The dead man came 
out, his hands and feet wrapped 
with strips of linen, and a cloth 
around his face. 
 —John 11:43, 44a

When Jesus arrived at Lazarus’s 
tomb, the people’s sorrow again 
touched Him deeply. Yet He knew 
He would soon turn their sorrow to 
joy. As He gazed at the cave before 
Him, He ordered the people to 
remove the stone that blocked its 
entrance (vss. 38, 39a). 

In order for the people to comply 
with Jesus’ command, Martha, as 
the elder sister of the deceased, had 
to approve. She hesitated, noting 
that after four days in the tomb 
Lazarus’s decaying body would 
have filled the cave with a repul-
sive smell (vs. 39b). 

Jesus could have responded to 
Martha’s protest by telling her that 
He would bring her brother back to 
life, but instead He reminded her 
that she must believe in Him as she 
had previously declared (see vs. 
27). By having this faith in Him she 
would be able to see “the glory of 
God” (vs. 40). Many people would 
soon see the miracle of Lazarus 
walking out of the tomb, but only 
believers would see God’s glory. 
Only by faith could people perceive 

c

The traditional site of  
Lazarus’s tomb in Bethany
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darkness of the cave into the light 
of the day (vss. 43, 44a). He had 
returned from death by the power 
of God.

The people were probably 
stunned by what they had just 
witnessed. Jesus roused them by 
instructing them to remove the 
strips of grave clothes from Laza-
rus’s body (vs. 44b). By doing this 
they would know that Lazarus was 
truly alive and that his appearance 
was not merely a magic trick.

By this amazing act of God’s 
power, Jesus showed that He alone 
has the power over life and death. 

miracle He was about to do, they 
might believe that God had sent 
Him into the world. He was not 
some miracle worker seeking glory 
for Himself. All that Jesus did was 
for the glory of God.

Ask Yourself . . . What can I do this 
week that would bring God glory?

Jesus turned His attention to the 
dead man. In a loud voice He com-
manded Lazarus to leave the tomb. 
To the astonishment of the crowd, 
including Lazarus’s family, Jesus’ 
disciples, and the Jewish visitors, 
Lazarus obeyed. With his hands, 
feet, and head still bound in burial 
clothes, Lazarus came out of the 

A Place for the 

DEAD
 During Jesus’ day, well-off people were commonly placed 

in family tombs. These sepulchers were either natural caves or 

imitations of them. The tombs contained an antechamber that 

led to the room where the bodies were deposited. Many tombs 

could hold as many as eight bodies, some larger ones as many 

as thirteen. Either a large stone or a door blocked the entrance.
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John 11:45—12:11

with expensive perfume. Judas 
Iscariot, one of His twelve disciples, 
protested that the money spent on 
the perfume could have been given 
to the poor. Judas didn’t really care 
about the poor. In fact, Judas stole 
money from the coffers, which 
he was able to do because he was 
responsible for their money bag. 
Judas later betrayed Jesus for thirty 
silver coins.

Jesus rebuked Judas, saying that 
Mary’s act was special because it 
honored His coming death. While 
Jesus’ friends pondered the sig-
nificance of His statement, a large 
crowd came to Lazarus’s home to 
see Jesus and the one he had resur-
rected from the dead. Because this 
miracle had caused many more Jews 
to believe in Jesus, the chief priests 
decided to kill Lazarus as well.

John 11:45—12:11 in Brief

After Jesus raised Lazarus from 
the dead, a number of Jews put their 
faith in Him. The Jewish religious 
leaders then convened a meeting of 
the Sanhedrin in which they plotted 
Jesus’ death. They feared that Jesus’ 
activities would disturb the Romans, 
who would in turn strip them of 
their authority. Knowing their inten-
tions to arrest Him, Jesus temporar-
ily ceased His public ministry and 
withdrew to a remote village with 
His closest disciples.

Six days before the Passover, 
however, Jesus and His disciples 
returned to Bethany, where He 
visited with Lazarus, Martha, 
and Mary. While they ate dinner 
together, Mary anointed His feet 


