
The Fifthh Sunday in Lent
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John 11:17-27;38-53

Still in the Trappings of Death, We Come
Out Alive
Dearly beloved in the Lord: Grace to you and

peace from God our Father and from the Lord

Jesus Christ.  Amen.

Thiis week we hear the familiar account of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead in 

the Gospel according to St. John.  Thiere are actually three dead persons whom 

Christ restores to life in the Holy Scriptures.  First, a twelve-year-old girl, when 

Jesus was alone in a house, behind closed doors, and in the presence only of the 

parents of the deceased girl and his intimate disciples (Matt.. 9:18–26).  Second, the 

only son of a widow, who was being carried out through the gate in the presence of 

all the people (Luke 7:11–17).  But I would wager that the story of Lazarus is most 

well known to us, when Jesus is surrounded by mourners near Jerusalem.  So it is 

fittitt.ing that as we move closer to Easter, even amid all the uncertainty surrounding 

how we will observe Holy Week celebrations this year, we turn our att.ention to the 

resurrection of the dead.  

But wait: is Lazarus resurrected in the sense that we confess in the Creed – “the 
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resurrection of the body and the life everlasting”?  Or is it something else, perhaps a

resuscitation?  Maybe it’s a “near death” experience like we read about?  Today we 

might be familiar with how electric defittibrillators can be used to restart the 

heartbeat of a person who has for all intents and purposes stopped functioning in a 

biological sense.  For a person who is in cardiac arrest every second counts, and the 

point of no return from a medical standpoint is really not that long.  We are talking 

minutes, not hours, and certainly not days.  

Lazarus is certainly beyond that.  Thie fact that Lazarus has been in the tomb for 

four days gets our att.ention.  And the fact that he’s been in there four days had 

some signifitticance to the Jewish society in which this is taking place.  Thie general 

belief was that the spirit of the deceased hovered around the body for three days in 

anticipation of some possible means of reentry into the body.  Thie passing of the 

third day, the arrival of the fourth day, signalled to the mourners that the last hope 

was gone.  Thie person really was dead, there was no resuscitation at hand.  And we 

also hear that many people had come to console Mary and Martha concerning their 

brother.  Thiey wouldn’t have made the journey if he was still with them.  But he 

wasn’t.  He was dead. 

Everyone there that day would have rationally believed that there was no way that 

Lazarus was coming back.  But look at Martha.  She still has hope, grounded in 

faith.  She says, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.  But 
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even now I know that whatever you ask from God, God will give you”1  She still 

holds out hope when there is apparently no reason for having any.  Her words are 

of a grieving person.  She has just lost her brother.  Death is not easy.  We should 

not sentimentalize what she is going through.   We should not sentimentalize any 

facet of the claim that death has over all of us.  I’ve been following the accounts of 

this current pandemic in Northern Italy where the virus has taken a heavy toll.  No 

doubt today there are many who similarly grieve for lost loved ones, those who 

have lost brothers and sisters, husbands and wive, fathers and mothers.  Death 

stares us in the face.  

But still she holds out hope because she is in the presence of her Lord who holds 

power over life and death.  Her hope is well placed, because this is why Jesus has 

come into the world.  Thie fancy word is “Incarnation.”  Jesus is fully human – and 

also fully divine.  In Jesus, the second person of the Trinity takes on human fleesh 

and blood.  God is with us in our fleesh and blood.  And He takes on that fleesh and 

blood in order to confront the power that has laid Lazarus in the grave for four long

days.  Thiat power is death, the consequence of sin.  Thie confrontation is about to 

happen, on Good Friday.  But on that day, with Martha and all the mourners at the 

grave, the power of death is right there.  It’s there at the tomb where Lazarus is laid,

with a stone rolled in front.  Here we see the Law in its awesome and accusatory 

1 Jn 11:21–22.
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power as it “reveals inherited sin and its fruits.”2  But also on that day the antidote 

to the darkness of sin and death is there, Jesus.  He brings this promise: “Your 

brother will rise again.”3  And so he did, for Jesus called him up out of that cave, and

he came out.  

Over these past few weeks we have witnessed how St. John likes to talk in “twos.”  

Remember what we heard when Jesus was talking to Nicodemus?  Two births – 

“unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”4  Thien we heard about

two waters, the kind that come from a well, and the Living water Jesus brings in 

Holy Baptism, “a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”5  Now when Jesus says, 

“Your brother will rise again” He speaks here also of a double meaning.  For indeed 

that very day Lazarus came up out of death, he rose again.  But is this a 

resurrection?  Here’s the thing about Lazarus: there will come a day in the future 

when once again he will face death.  No, there is another day that Lazarus will look 

forward to, along with all who are in Christ.  Thiat day is heralded with Jesus 

Himself is risen from the dead as the fittirstborn of the dead, at another tomb outside 

Jerusalem, when another stone will be rolled away to reveal “a living hope through 

the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.”6  So Jesus proclaims this truth: “I am 

the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he 

2 SA III.2.4
3 Jn 11:23.
4 Jn 3:3.
5 Jn 4:14.
6 1 Pe 1:3.
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live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die.”7

So what happened to Lazarus that day was not his resurrection to eternal life, for 

that will come on the last day.  We can’t really say it was like a resuscitation either, 

a near-death experience like being shocked with a defittibrillator, because he was 

really and truly dead and decaying.  But come back to life he did indeed, a miracle 

beyond reason.  St. John tells us Jesus “cried out with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come 

out.’ Thie man who had died came out, his hands and feet bound with linen strips, 

and his face wrapped with a cloth.”8  He comes out alive, but still he bears the 

trappings of death.  Thie cloths that would have been used to prepare the body for 

burial are still hanging on.  Lazarus overcomes the grave, but it is a recovery that 

stands in hope of something much greater.  

Perhaps that is also how we can understand our own experience of moving from the

death of sin and darkness into the new life of our Baptism.  We rise up out of those 

waters forgiven and cleansed, and yet still we are burdened with a sinful nature in 

our fleesh that works against the renewal of the Holy Spirit.  Still the trappings of 

death cling to our mortal bodies.  We’re walking around entangled.  With St. Paul 

we “see in [our] members another law waging war against the law of [our] mind 

and making [us] captive to the law of sin that dwells in [our] members.”9  When 

7 Jn 11:25–26.
8 Jn 11:43–44.
9 Ro 7:23.
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Lazarus walks out Jesus says “Unbind him, and let him go.”10  And likewise your sins

are loosed when in faith you hear this: “I forgive you all your sins in the name of 

the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Do you believe this?  Thiose things

which still cling to us are stripped away with those Words, and those Words belong 

to Christ Jesus.  “If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand? 

But with you there is forgiveness, that you may be feared.”11

Thie trappings of death no longer have hold on us for eternity, for Christ has 

redeemed us from sin, death, and devil, all that could harm us.  For “God raised him 

up, loosing the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be held by it.”12

It was impossible for death to claim Jesus; for He comes to make a claim against 

death for you on the cross.  Thianks be to God for the assurance and hope we have 

in a Saviour who goes before us, and thanks be to God for the sureness of our 

salvation through His Word.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and 

your minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.   Soli Deo Gloria✠

10 Jn 11:44.
11 Ps 130:3-4.
12 Ac 2:24.
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