
Meeting Jesus 

 

John 11:17-44 

 

Roaring at Death 

 

 

 

 Twice the Bible asks the question “What is man?”1 And on both occasions 

the question expresses surprise that God would pay so much attention to us. 

Now, there is hardly anyone who will tell you that the state of humanity is fine the 

way it is. Secular humanists are generally optimistic about our future. Although 

they believe we are the accident of random evolutionary processes, they 

nevertheless believe humans will evolve and one day take grand control of our 

destiny. But such thinking doesn’t take into consideration the human tendency 

for moral perversity, self-centeredness and the lusts and hate that lead to war 

and all kinds of evil. 

 

 Existentialists see no hope. For them there is no God, no absolute morals or 

values. And even if we find the courage to be and work and create, in the end 

our lives have no meaning and purpose. But this kind of pessimism overlooks the 

fact that something is spurring on the love and beauty and heroism we see in 

life. 

 

 What we need to understand mankind is not the false optimism of the 

secularists not the hopelessness of the existentialists, but the realism of the Bible. 

The value of humanity is set forth in the very first chapter of the Bible. There it is 

written, “So God created man in His own image…male and female He created 

them.” And then God said “be fruitful and …have dominion over…the earth.”2 

 

 The trouble is we don’t see mankind living fully in the image of God. All of 

our successes in life are marred by two things: the power of sin and the penalty 

of sin—death. This is why Jesus Christ was born.3 His mission was to reverses the 

effects of sin and death. Jesus Christ’s life, death, resurrection and return are all 

designed to give us victory over sin and death4 and bring us to the full image of 

God.5 
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 Today, as we meet Jesus, he will meet with two sisters, Mary and Martha. 

Along with their brother Lazarus they were close intimate friends with the Lord. 

But our focus will not be so much on Mary and Martha, but on Jesus himself.  

 

 John 11 begins by telling us that Lazarus was very sick and close to death. 

Mary and Martha sent for Jesus hoping he would heal their brother. Jesus was in 

the area of trans-Jordan and Lazarus was in Jerusalem a few miles away. By the 

time the messenger found Jesus, Lazarus most likely already dead. So Jesus 

delayed going to Jerusalem for three days. The delay was not from a carless 

heart, but by divine design. 

 

 Jesus will raise Lazarus up from the dead. And the delay will ensure that 

everyone knew Lazarus was truly dead. When Jesus finally arrived Lazarus was 

already in the tomb and the mourning rituals were in full force. What Jesus Christ 

does in this story shows us what he came to do and God’s heart behind it. 

 

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 away. 19 And many of the  

Jews had joined the women around Martha and Mary,  

to comfort them concerning their brother. 

 
20 Now Martha, as soon as she heard that Jesus was  

coming, went and met Him, but Mary was sitting in the  

house. 21 Now Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if You had  

been here, my brother would not have died. 22 But  

even now I know that whatever You ask of God, God  

will give You.” 

(John 11:17-22) 

 

 When Martha heard that Jesus had arrived she ran to meet him. And her 

pent up emotions poured forth in very blunt words; “Jesus, you came too late!” 

Martha doesn’t understand why Jesus delayed to help her brother, just as we 

often don’t understand a delayed answer to our prayers. Martha’s heart is full of 

pain, but she still has hope.  

 

But even now I know that whatever You ask of God,  

God will give You. 

(v. 22) 

 

 What did Martha mean by this? Was there a glimmer of faith that Jesus 

could give life back to Lazarus? If there was hope it was moved off to the future 

resurrection.  

 



But even now I know that whatever You ask of God,  

God will give You.” 23 Jesus said to her, “Your brother  

will rise again.” 24 Martha said to Him, “I know that he  

will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” 

(John 11:22-24) 

 

 Martha’s theology is correct. She has a sure hope in the future resurrection 

of all of God’s people. She has enough faith that God will make good on His 

promise for the future. But the power of God is right there staring her in the face 

in the person of Jesus Christ! 

 

 I’m sure we can all identify a little with Martha. How often have we 

thought, “Yes, God has worked in the past and He will fulfill His Word in the 

future. But I expect no miracle today”? Sometimes in the daily grind of life we fail 

to expect great things from God. Jesus will now impress upon Martha that where 

the power of God is in Christ miracles can and will happen. 

 

Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 
24 Martha said to Him, “I know that he will rise again  

in the resurrection at the last day.” 25 Jesus said to her,  

“I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in  

Me, though he may die, he shall live. 26 And whoever  

lives and believes in Me shall never die6. Do you believe  

this?” 27 She said to Him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that You  

are the Christ, the Son of God, who is to come into the  

world.” 

(John 11:23-27) 

 

 Notice that Jesus Christ states the condition necessary to receive 

everlasting life—“He who believes in Me.” To believe in Jesus Christ is to accept 

that what he said is true, it is to accept that his sacrifice washed away all of your 

sins and that his resurrection guarantees your everlasting life. To believe in Jesus 

Christ is to stake your life and future upon him. God has opened only one door 

to life and to receive the full image of God, that door is Jesus Christ. 

 

 Now, the other sister, Mary, comes to Jesus and says word for word what 

Martha said. The only difference is that Mary is weeping. And instead of his bold 

assertion that he is the resurrection and the life Jesus enters Mary’s deep pain.  

 

And when she had said these things, she went her  

way and secretly called Mary her sister, saying,  

“The Teacher has come and is calling for you.”  
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29 As soon as she heard that, she arose quickly and  

came to Him. 30 Now Jesus had not yet come into  

the town, but was[b] in the place where Martha met  

Him. 31 Then the Jews who were with her in the house,  

and comforting her, when they saw that Mary rose  

up quickly and went out, followed her, saying,  

“She is going to the tomb to weep there.” 

 
32 Then, when Mary came where Jesus was, and saw  

Him, she fell down at His feet, saying to Him, “Lord,  

if You had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
33 Therefore, when Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews  

who came with her weeping, He groaned in the spirit  

and was troubled. 34 And He said, “Where have you  

laid him?” 

 

They said to Him, “Lord, come and see.” 
35 Jesus wept. 36 Then the Jews said, “See how He loved  

him!” 37 And some of them said, “Could not this Man,  

who opened the eyes of the blind, also have kept this  

man from dying?” 38 Then Jesus, again groaning in Himself,  

came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone lay against it. 

(John 11:28-38) 

 

 How do you explain Christ’s different responses to Martha and Mary? I 

think Jesus served Martha by providing a ministry of truth. That is what she 

needed most at the moment. He spoke the truth in love saying in effect, “Don’t 

despair. I am the resurrection and the life.” Jesus moved Martha’s faith from the 

distant hope of the last day to right there and then. Martha received a ministry 

of the truth. Mary received a ministry of tears. That is what she needed most at 

that moment; she needed someone to cry with her. 

 

 All of us need both a ministry of truth and a ministry of tears depending on 

our hearts. There are times when we need to put our feet on the bedrock of 

truth. And there are times we just need someone to cry with us. Jesus always did 

the Father’s will and so he always knew what to do. We can walk in the wisdom 

of God too.7 

 

 But there is something in verses 33 and 38 that really bother me, because 

it hides from us the depth of Jesus Christ’s heart and emotions. Here are the 

verses again. 
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33 Therefore, when Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews  

who came with her weeping, He groaned in the spirit  

and was troubled. 

 
38 Then Jesus, again groaning in Himself, came to the tomb.  

It was a cave, and a stone lay against it. 

(vv. 33, 38) 

 

 When Jesus “groaned” the Greek word translated “groaned” does not 

mean that he was merely touched or moved with sympathy. The Greek word8 

always means to bellow or to roar in anger. The Greek word was often used of a 

horse rearing up and snorting in fury when in the heat of battle.  

 

 When Jesus saw Mary and all the people weeping he roared and 

thundered in anger! He was absolutely furious and enraged! Why the deep 

anger? Jesus Christ bellowed and was snarling mad at death. Jesus didn’t 

comfort Martha and Mary and say, “I’m so sorry for your loss. But death is a part 

of the circle of life.” No! Jesus looked full face at our greatest enemy and as the 

Lion of the tribe of Judah—he roared in battle against it! 

 

 What a stunning, explosive picture this is! Can you see him? Tears in his 

eyes, then his head held high, his chest fills with air and then Jesus roars 

ferociously! John’s theme in his gospel is that in Jesus we see the Logos, the mind 

and heart of God. One of the things that Jesus shows us is that God cares 

deeply about our anguish.  

 

 Death robs us all of glory and honor. It is not how God intended for life to 

be. And so you might ask if this was not how God created the world, why 

doesn’t He simply put a stop to all of it? Why doesn’t God just end all evil? That 

question reveals a lack of self-understanding. The Scripture says (and deep 

down we all know this) that so much of what is wrong with the world is because 

of the human heart.9 

 

 All of us have sinned against God and all of us have either hurt someone 

in some way or thought about hurting someone. Therefore if God were to 

instantly end all unrighteousness and sin, not a one of us would be left alive. And 

so God planned to reverse the power of sin in all of our lives by the righteous life 

of another man.10 Jesus Christ did not come with a sword in his hand to execute 

sinners. He came to have nails pounded through them to save us. 
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 Lazarus had died. Jesus will raise him back to life. But Lazarus will die 

again. For Lazarus to live forever, for Mary and Martha to live forever, for 

Abraham, Sarah, David, all the Old Testament believers; for you and me to live 

forever Jesus will have to die a horrific death on the cross. So he roars at death! 

 

Then Jesus, again groaning in Himself, came to the  

tomb. It was a cave, and a stone lay against it.  
39 Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the  

sister of him who was dead, said to Him, “Lord, by  

this time there is a stench, for he has been dead four  

days.” 

 
40 Jesus said to her, “Did I not say to you that if you  

would believe you would see the glory of God?”  
41 Then they took away the stone from the place  

where the dead man was lying. And Jesus lifted up  

His eyes and said, “Father, I thank You that You have  

heard Me. 42 And I know that You always hear Me,  

but because of the people who are standing by I  

said this, that they may believe that You sent Me.”  

 
43 Now when He had said these things, He cried with  

a loud voice, “Lazarus, come forth!” 44 And he who  

had died came out bound hand and foot with  

grave clothes, and his face was wrapped with a cloth.  

Jesus said to them, “Loose him, and let him go.” 

(John 11:38-44) 

 

 Some final thoughts. Jesus knew that raising Lazarus up from the dead 

would nail him to a cross. Look at what Scripture says about the religious leaders 

later in the chapter.  

 

Then, from that day on, they plotted to put Him to death. 

(John 11:53) 

 

 Secondly, only the love and power of God in Jesus Christ can give 

someone everlasting life. So Jesus called Lazarus out of the tomb, but he asked 

others to loose Lazarus of his grave clothes. You are I are fellow laborers with the 

Lord. And we can help to free people from whatever is holding them captive 

and bound by loving them, serving them, teaching them, praying for them, and 

yes, even crying with them. 

 

 Finally, this is not just a story of a miracle that happened long ago. If we 

do not grasp the significance of this story for our lives, then we’ve missed the 



point altogether! Like Martha we need to know that God’s power is active not 

only in the past or in the future, but right here and now. Perhaps God is delaying 

the answer to your prayer. Perhaps you are having your faith stretched. Wait on 

God, hope in God; expect the miracle. 

 

 Or perhaps you are like Mary in deep loss and emotional pain. For 

whatever reason you are hurt and broken. If so know that Jesus Christ mingles his 

tears with yours as he presents them to God our Father. Jesus Christ is with you to 

lead you through whatever you are facing. And remember Jesus Christ always 

carries out the will of God, our Father. Ultimately it is He who loves you. 

 

 God will wipe away your tears and fortify your faith. Let’s expect great 

things from God and attempt great things for God. Behold the heart of God in 

the face of Jesus Christ. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


