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This Gospel text is a resurrection story.  It’s not THE resurrection story, of course, but it 

is about death and new life, nonetheless.   

For the sake of context, let’s zoom out just a bit to see where we are.  As the Gospel of 

John opens, we hear:  “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 

Word was God.  And the Word became flesh and lived among us” (v.1, 14).  In the first 12 

chapters, Jesus—the Word made Flesh—has a public ministry, and themes like light and life are 

the focus.  And we are in chapter 11, very near the end of that segment.  In the chapters that 

follow, Jesus’ ministry shifts from the crowds to the disciples. There are no more miraculous 

signs like this one and the others before it, and the thematic focus shifts to love. 

As one scholar notes, “the raising of Lazarus stands as a hinge between Jesus’ public 

ministry and his private ministry to the disciples” (OV).  It’s a climax to Jesus’ earlier actions—

the ultimate sign, the last in a series of 7.  And it’s also a moment of profound irony because 

here, the one who is the resurrection and the life, the light of the world, begins down the path of 

self-renunciation and vulnerability that will ultimately lead him through the narrow and dark 

valley of death (OV). 

In John, the raising of Lazarus and Jesus' claim that "I am the resurrection and the life" 

(v.25) incite the plot for his arrest and death (11:53, 57).  As the final verse notes, “Many of the 

Jews who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did believed in him.”  Perhaps it is no 

surprise that after word reaches the chief priests and Pharisees, “from that day on they planned to 

put him to death” (v.53).  

“I am the resurrection and the life.”  As I read and re-read these words that lead Jesus to 

death in John’s account, I couldn’t help but wonder: What does that even mean? What is 

resurrection?  Resurrection AND life?  What is the difference? 

Martha is with me in this line of questioning.  When Jesus says to her, "your brother will 

rise again," she initially hears only the promise of a future resurrection. I imagine that Martha 

responds with a hint of impatience: "I know that he’ll rise again in the resurrection on the last 

day," she says (11:24).  And that’s when Jesus says it: "I am the resurrection and the life."  He 

seems to be correcting her misunderstanding (KL). 
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Like Martha, we tend to focus on the resurrection that we situate for ourselves as a distant 

promise: our eternal life with God in heaven.  For Lazarus, though, resurrection does not 

describe his future with Jesus, but his present (KL).  Jesus is literally the resurrection: new life 

now. 

And that’s when it occurred to me: the Bible is full of resurrection stories.  Leading up to 

this point in John, we encounter a couple others. The Samaritan woman at the well. The healing 

of the man born blind.  And now, Lazarus.  Each of them has experienced the new life that Jesus 

offers:  Resurrection is the experience of a conversation with Jesus that transforms you from a 

woman rejected to a witness of God’s love.  Resurrection is the experience of Jesus putting mud 

on your eyes so that you might see.  Resurrection is the experience of being called by name to 

come out of the darkness of your tomb and then sharing a meal with your community.   

In my life, resurrection is the experience of rediscovering my own belovedness and 

unearthing my gifts for ministry after almost walking away from a life of faith.  For my younger 

self—an LGBTQ college student who didn’t know if there was room for me in the church—this 

moment, this calling is resurrection.  You see, I don’t think resurrection is something we can 

simply believe; it’s not something just conveniently confessed or readily comprehended.  

Resurrection must be experienced. Because when we experience resurrection, we start to feel 

resurrected—in our hearts and minds, in our spirits and our bodies. Without the experience of 

being made new, how can we possibly believe that it’s true?!  So I pause here for a moment and 

give you some space to reflect on your own life.  How have you experienced resurrection?  How 

has Jesus transformed you, offered you new vision, or called your name out of the depths of 

darkness? 

Whatever your resurrection experiences are, they’re captured here in the story of Lazarus 

and they are what’s at the very heart of the Gospel.  As one preacher writes, “Resurrection is not 

a theory. Resurrection is not some sort of ambiguous promise. No, resurrection is real. 

Resurrection is relationship with God and with community. Resurrection is now.” (KL) 

And the Greek we encounter in the story, seems to suggest that that’s true.  Anastasis, the 

word for ‘resurrection,’ literally means “raising up; standing up.”  It is active.  And when Jesus 

resurrects Lazarus, he uses the word deuro, which means “come here, to this place or to this 

time”—come to now; live in the present. 
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So, if resurrection is more than an eternal promise or a still heart beating again, then how 

does it happen?  What does it look like in our midst?  How might we live it out? 

I think the text offers us some clues.  First, it seems that resurrection is grounded in love.  

From the beginning of this story, we hear about Jesus’ love for Martha and Mary, for Lazarus, 

and for their family.  And later in the passage, love fills Jesus with tears as he weeps among the 

crowd who also mourns this loss. 

Just after the stone is rolled away from the tomb, Jesus looks upward and prays in 

gratitude, “Father, I thank you for having heard me.  I know that you always hear me…”  And 

then Lazarus is resurrected with Jesus’ voice:  “Lazarus, come out.”  The dead man hears his 

name being called, and he rises up to live again.  First, love.  Then, hearing and being heard. 

And while Jesus calls Lazarus out of the tomb and into new life, he doesn’t unbind 

Lazarus from the burial cloths that he’s been wrapped in. Instead, he calls the community that’s 

gathered to do so:  “Unbind him, and let him go.”  Loving.  Hearing.  Unbinding. 

In a world such as ours—full of pain and division and death, the story of Lazarus seems 

to capture a way for us to bring about new life, for us to work toward the kingdom of God in the 

world. Jesus calls us to live in love, seeing the unseen and calling out to those who are voiceless, 

silenced, and unheard.  Jesus calls us to unbind one another, offering our communities a vision of 

new, resurrected life now.  We are to be voices that say again and again to all people: 

Sister, brother, beloved…come out.  Come out of the tomb.  Come out of your fear and 

isolation, come out of despair and pain.  Come out of the closet, come out of insecurity, 

come out of scarcity.  Come out of racism, come out of privilege, come out of violence 

and hatred.  Come out.   

Come to now, come to the present, hear us call you by name and let us unbind all that 

keeps you from life.   

Come to love, come to hope, come to abundance.  And live.   

 

Friends, we are called to resurrection now.   

May we experience it and live it, today and every day. 

Amen. 


