
“I am the Resurrection and the Life”
John 11:17-46

Every single person here today would probably say, “I want to experience life.  It’s not 
enough to be physically alive; I want to experience life to the fullest.”  If you’re here 
today, I’ll assume that you’re alive. . . But not all of us are experiencing life.  When you 
experience life, you have a vibrancy, a joy, a purposefulness.  You aren’t merely 
existing; you’re living.  

We have all tried to find “life” in all sorts of ways that haven’t delivered.  Sometimes we 
hope that our circumstances will deliver life.  We think, “When I get out of high school 
(or college), then I’ll really start living.”  Or, “When I get married and have kids, then I’ll 
be satisfied.”  Or, “When I get my dream job, then I’ll start living.”  Then we think, “When 
I retire, that’s life indeed!”  But sooner or later we find out that our circumstances don’t 
deliver life.  This doesn’t mean that our circumstances are irrelevant or that we shouldn’t 
trust God to change our circumstances.  My point is that our circumstances don’t give 
us life.  

Most of us have tried to find life through pleasure - even sinful pleasures.  We’ve found 
that what the author of Hebrews called “the passing pleasures of sin” can make us feel 
alive for a few minutes or a few hours or a few days.  But ultimately the thrill wears off 
and we need something stronger to make us feel alive.  Even though sin promises life, it 
leads to bondage and even addictions.  Ask someone who has an addiction related to 
alcohol, drugs, sex, cutting, eating, or whatever and s/he will tell you that they never 
intended to be enslaved to that behavior when they began.  The behavior that initially 
promised life really led to bondage.  

And so we need to be clear on where we can actually find life.  If you’ve been to church 
very much, you’ve probably heard Scriptures that claim that Jesus can give us life.  For 
example, in John 10:10 Jesus said:

10 “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I came that they may have 
life, and have it abundantly.

Jesus very boldly, directly said that His mission involved bringing people life, abundance 
of life.  Today we are going to consider a passage of Scripture (John 11) which answers 
the question:
Can Jesus really deliver on His promise to give life?  (John 11:17-46)  John 11 
records an incident in the life of Jesus that happened shortly before He entered 
Jerusalem on the first Palm Sunday - the Sunday before His arrest and crucifixion.  

We’re going to consider verses 17-46.  But in the first 16 verses we learn several things 
that will help put today’s passage in context.  Jesus was close friends with two sisters 
and a brother that lived in Bethany (which was a couple of miles from Jerusalem).  Their 
names were Mary, Martha, and Lazarus.  When Lazarus became deathly ill, his sisters 
sent a message to Jesus which simply said, “Lord, behold he whom You love is sick.”  
They didn’t explicitly ask Jesus to come to Bethany, but they were appealing to Him for 



help.  As soon as he heard about Lazarus’ condition, Jesus began explaining to His 
disciples 1) this his sickness wouldn’t end in death, and 2) that God was going to be 
glorified through it.  Verses 5 and 6 are critical:

5 Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. 6 So when He heard that he 
was sick, He then stayed two days longer in the place where He was.

Jesus’ love for Mary, Martha, and Lazarus didn’t prompt Him to rush to Bethany ASAP.  
Rather, for His own reasons, His love for them prompted Him to wait two days before 
heading to Bethany.  Hold this thought in your mind as we go through this passage:  
Jesus’ delay was an expression of His love for them.  You may have noticed that when 
you cry out to Jesus He doesn’t always rescue you immediately; sometimes there is a 
delay for reasons you can’t begin to understand.  

Let’s pick up the narrative in verse 17:

17 So when Jesus came, He found that he had already been in the tomb four days. 
18 Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, about two miles off; 19 and many of the Jews 
had come to Martha and Mary, to console them concerning their brother. 

We learn a couple of significant things here.  First, Lazarus had already been in the 
tomb four days.  The significance of this will be spelled out in verse 39 by Martha.  Ever 
helpful and informative, Martha will tell Jesus, “Lord, by this time there will be a stench, 
for he has been dead four days.”  Lazarus was not only dead; after four days his body 
was decaying.  This eliminates any possibility that Jesus was merely resuscitating 
someone who was close to death.

Second, we see that this family was well-loved.  Many of the Jews from Jerusalem 
made the trip out to Bethany to comfort Mary and Martha.  There are several indications 
that this family was rather affluent (e.g., the fact that Mary could anoint Jesus’ feet using 
a bottle of perfume worth 300 denarii [a years’ wages for a laborer]).  And so this was a 
well-loved and well-connected family.

From everything we know about Mary and Martha, we aren’t surprised that Martha 
takes the lead in going out to meet Jesus.

20 Martha therefore, when she heard that Jesus was coming, went to meet Him, 
but Mary stayed at the house. 21 Martha then said to Jesus, “Lord, if You had been 
here, my brother would not have died. 22 “Even now I know that whatever You ask 
of God, God will give You.” 

This probably wasn’t a rebuke to Jesus for not showing up sooner.  It’s actually a 
touching expression of her faith in Jesus.  She really believed that if Jesus had been 
there, He would have healed Lazarus and he wouldn’t have died.  And Martha believed 
that even now God would give Jesus whatever He asked.  She probably wasn’t thinking 
in terms of a resurrection (see verses 23 and 24); it’s more of a statement that she still 
believes that God will do amazing things through Jesus.
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In verse 23 Jesus makes a statement that could be interpreted a number of different 
ways:

23 Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 

Martha interpreted Jesus’ statement as meaning that Lazarus would be resurrected at 
the end of the age.  First-century Jews understood that when you died, you didn’t cease 
to exist; they understood that “at the end of the age” God would bring about the bodily 
resurrection from the dead.

24 Martha said to Him, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last 
day.” 

Martha’s statement was orthodox and true.  But that’s not what Jesus was talking about 
when He said, “Your brother will rise again.”  The following narrative will make clear that 
Lazarus “rising again” meant that he would soon rise bodily from the dead.  But instead 
of assuring Martha that she would have the joy of seeing her brother alive later that day, 
Jesus takes the conversation a very unexpected direction.  Jesus makes a bold, direct 
statement about Himself.  

25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me will 
live even if he dies, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in Me will never die. 
Do you believe this?” 

Jesus doesn’t merely say that He gives resurrection and life (although that’s true).  
Jesus says that He is the resurrection and the life.  This is one of seven “I am” 
statements found in the gospel of John; each of these statements tells us something 
important about Jesus and what we experience through Him.  When Jesus says “I am 
the resurrection and the life,” He is saying that resurrection and life are inseparable 
from Him.  Resurrection is really a specific form of life; when you are resurrected, life 
extends even to your body.  You can go looking for life in a hundred different places, but 
Jesus says that it can only be found in Him.  In John 14:6 Jesus will say, “I am the way, 
the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father but through Me.”  

Jesus clarifies when He says, “he who believes in Me will live even if he dies, and 
everyone who lives and believes in Me will never die.”  Jesus says a staggering thing 
here: when you believe in Him you begin to experience a type of life that transcends 
physical death (“you will live even if you die”).  There’s even a sense in which those who 
believe in Him “will never die” - even if you die physically you will still have eternal life.  
And when Christ returns, the life He gives will extend even to your body: you will be 
raised bodily from the dead.  Instead of having a mortal body (one that is subject to 
weakness, disease, and death), you will be raised immortal (you’ll have an incorruptible 
body that will never die).  

At the end of verse 26 Jesus asked Martha a very simple question:  “Do you believe 
this?”  This is a question that Jesus asks every one of us.  In essence Jesus is asking, 
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“Do you believe that I will give you life through faith in Me?”  Jesus wants to know our 
heart-response to His claims about Himself.  Here’s Martha’s response:

27 She said to Him, “Yes, Lord; I have believed that You are the Christ, the Son of 
God, even He who comes into the world.” 

Martha stated very plainly that she believed that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God 

28 When she had said this, she went away and called Mary her sister, saying 
secretly, “The Teacher is here and is calling for you.” 29 And when she heard it, she 
got up quickly and was coming to Him. 30 Now Jesus had not yet come into the 
village, but was still in the place where Martha met Him. 31 Then the Jews who 
were with her in the house, and consoling her, when they saw that Mary got up 
quickly and went out, they followed her, supposing that she was going to the tomb 
to weep there. 

In verse 32 we read that Mary makes a statement very similar to the one her sister had 
made earlier:

32 Therefore, when Mary came where Jesus was, she saw Him, and fell at His feet, 
saying to Him, “Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not have died.” 

We’ve already been told that Jesus loved Mary, Martha, and Lazarus greatly (v. 5).  If 
you ever wonder whether Jesus is moved by your sorrow and your heartache, soak in 
the next few verses.  Even though He knew that their sorrow would soon be turned into 
joy, Jesus entered into their pain and grieved along with them.  

33 When Jesus therefore saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also 
weeping, He was deeply moved in spirit and was troubled, 34 and said, “Where 
have you laid him?” They said to Him, “Lord, come and see.” 35 Jesus wept. 36 So 
the Jews were saying, “See how He loved him!”

Jesus was probably troubled and “deeply moved in spirit” over the tragedy of death 
(death is an “enemy” [1 Cor 15] that separates us from those we love) and over the grief 
of Mary and Martha.  Those present interpreted Jesus’ weeping as an expression of His 
love for Lazarus also.  Jesus embodied Paul’s command, “weep with those who weep.”  

In verse 37 some of the mourners voiced a thought that Martha and Mary wouldn’t 
voice.  It reflects how we are sometimes confused by God’s lack of action.  

37 But some of them said, “Could not this man, who opened the eyes of the blind 
man, have kept this man also from dying?” 

This is an expression of faith, right?  They believed that since Jesus could make blind 
people see, surely He could have intervened and kept Lazarus from dying.  But it’s also 
an expression of disappointment with Jesus.  The subtle insinuation is that if they had 
Jesus’ powers they certainly would have kept their friend from dying.  I’ve thought the 
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same thing on many occasions: if I were God and had the power to heal, I would have 
intervened and preempted all sorts of suffering.  But we often don’t understand (or even 
care about) God’s deeper purposes and how His delays are an expression of His love 
for us.  

38 So Jesus, again being deeply moved within, came to the tomb. Now it was a 
cave, and a stone was lying against it. 39 Jesus said, “Remove the stone.” Martha, 
the sister of the deceased, said to Him, “Lord, by this time there will be a stench, for 
he has been dead four days.” 40 Jesus said to her, “Did I not say to you that if you 
believe, you will see the glory of God?” 41 So they removed the stone. Then Jesus 
raised His eyes, and said, “Father, I thank You that You have heard Me. 42 “I knew 
that You always hear Me; but because of the people standing around I said it, so 
that they may believe that You sent Me.” 

With the stone removed from the entrance of the tomb (which reminds us of another 
stone being rolled away) Jesus prays a prayer in the hearing of those gathered.  His 
prayer reflects the same thing He urged upon His disciples: confidence that the Father 
hears our prayers.  

43 When He had said these things, He cried out with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come 
forth.” 44 The man who had died came forth, bound hand and foot with wrappings, 
and his face was wrapped around with a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, 
and let him go.”

Lazarus stumbled out of the tomb still bound hand and foot.  Jesus simply tells them to 
unbind Lazarus so that he could get on with his life.  There are a dozen things we’re not 
told in this account:  What was Lazarus’ experience during those four days?  Did he 
even want to come back to life into this world?  [If this had happened today, he’d 
probably write a book about his experience, right?]  How long did Lazarus live before he 
died for good?  We aren’t told the answers to any of those questions.  What we are told 
is significant:

45 Therefore many of the Jews who came to Mary, and saw what He had done, 
believed in Him. 46 But some of them went to the Pharisees and told them the 
things which Jesus had done.

At our Good Friday service we’ll talk about the Pharisees conversation when they heard 
about Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead.  I hope you can join us back here at 7 p.m. 
on Friday.  But notice that “many” of those who saw Jesus raise Lazarus from the dead 
“believed in Him.”  Raising Lazarus from the dead gave validity to what Jesus had said 
about Himself.  This miracle confirmed that He is indeed “the resurrection and the life” - 
that genuine life is inseparable from Jesus Himself.  

In this account we see (at least) three things.  First, we see:  
A Conclusion:  Raising Lazarus from the dead confirms that Jesus gives life to those 
who believe in Him. 
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Jesus didn’t do miracles merely to impress people.  His miracles met real needs, but 
they were also a “sign” that pointed people to the reality that He is the Messiah, the Son 
of God.  When you go on a trip “signs” tell you all sorts of things.  Ultimately signs point 
you in the right direction so that you get where you need to go.  This sign points us to 
Jesus and confirms that if we want life we need to go to Him.  It confirms that Jesus 
really can deliver on His claim, “I am the resurrection and the life.  He who believes in 
Me will live even if he dies.”  

Second, we see:
A Foreshadowing: Lazarus’ resurrection foreshadows Jesus’ bodily resurrection from 
the dead.

If you keep reading the gospel of John you will read how Jesus too was put in a tomb 
with a stone over the entrance.  On the third day the stone would be rolled away and 
Jesus would be raised bodily from the dead.  The only thing that the women would find 
in the tomb would be grave clothes.  Lazarus’ resurrection foreshadows Jesus’ 
resurrection.  Of course, Jesus’ resurrection was unique.  Lazarus was raised with a 
mortal body; he would eventually die again.  Jesus would be raised immortal; His 
resurrected body wouldn’t be subject to death and decay.  Jesus’ resurrection would be 
unique.  But Lazarus’ resurrection did foreshadow Jesus’ resurrection.  And Jesus’ 
resurrection would be the ultimate confirmation that what He had said about Himself 
was true.  That’s what we’ll talk about next week in John 20.

Third, this passage leave us with a question, the one we saw back in verse 26:
A Question: “Do you believe this?”  

Ultimately Jesus asks the same question to us that He asked Martha.  The question 
isn’t, “Hypothetically, do you believe that one can experience life through Jesus?”  The 
question is, “Do you believe that Jesus will give you life as you trust Him - even given 
your circumstances, your personality, your past, and your pathologies?”

If you’ve trusted in Jesus as your Savior and Lord, in a foundational way you’ve 
experienced life.  But it’s easy to get busy living your life (even living the Christian life) 
and begin thinking, “Yeah, I believe in Jesus . . . but if I’m going to experience life I need 
to fill in the blank. . .” I need to try harder, be more committed, to sin less, to pray 
more. . . Those things have their place; and our effort is involved in living out the life 
Jesus gives.  But those things are not “the resurrection and the life.”  Jesus is the 
resurrection and the life.

You’ve probably heard the story of the Sunday school teacher asking her class, “Do 
anybody know what you call that small, brown, furry animal with a bushy tail that climbs 
across telephone lines and jumps around in the trees?”  After a few seconds a little girl 
raises her hand and say, “I think it’s a squirrel, but I’m gonna say Jesus.”  At church the 
right answer is always Jesus, right?  When it comes to experiencing life, the answer is 
always Jesus.  You have to go directly to Jesus if you want the life He offers.  And so 
the question is “Do you believe this?  Do you believe that Jesus is the resurrection and 
the life?”
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When you read through the gospel of John, you will see that all sorts of people believed 
in Jesus and experienced life.  You can probably identify with specific people who found 
that Jesus can deliver on his promise of life.  Let me give you examples on each end of 
the spectrum.

On one end of the spectrum were those who “had everything wrong with them” - and 
they knew it.  In John 4, for example, we read about the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s 
well.  She apparently believed that being with a man would give her life.  She had 5 
husbands and was living with a man to whom she wasn’t married.  After a fascinating 
conversation, she believed in Jesus and experienced the “living water” that He offered.  
Maybe you can relate to her: you feel like everything is wrong with you, like you’ve 
messed up too many times, etc.  If you’ve been looking for life in all the wrong places, 
take courage from her experience of life!

On the other end of the spectrum were the Pharisees.  They had everything wrong with 
them but the didn’t know it.  Most of them didn’t believe in Jesus and didn’t experience 
life.  But some of them did.  Nicodemus heard Jesus’ offer to receive life and to be born 
from above.  You may be a 21st-century Pharisee: you find that you’re judgmental 
toward others because of their theology, their morality, and their convictions on all sorts 
of issues; and you just can’t turn it off.  The good news is that Jesus offers life even to 
Pharisees.  

Whatever your condition, I’d encourage you to ponder these things this coming week - 
between now and Easter.  Allow your desperation to drive you to Jesus.  Desperation is 
a key element of faith.  In the gospels desperate people pushed through crowds to 
touch the hem of Jesus’ robe; they climbed up in trees to see Jesus; they sought out 
Jesus at night; they got in boats and crossed seas just to get to Jesus.  If you’re 
desperate for life, go to Jesus for life.  This week ponder Jesus’ statement, “I am the 
resurrection and the life.”  And hear Him asking you, “Do you believe this?”

Palm Sunday 2013 - John 11, 3/24/13! 7
Steve Ratliff 


