John 11:1-37 Sermon - Jesus Wept

Let’s Pray. Almighty God and Father, we ask that by your Word you would give us the ability
to love you, to love your most gracious gift of eternal life as fully as possible here on earth,
and so allow the things of this fleeting age to fall away from our hearts, so that our desires
would be for you and you alone, the one true eternal God. Amen.

Last week, | encouraged you to look over the past year and take stock in what God had
done in your life. It is essential for our spiritual lives to admit that we do not understand
exactly what or why he does what he does, but that he does it, and we can trust him. All
thatis true, but it can leave us feeling a bit detached from God, who is so far above us, and
his ways so incomprehensible to us. We might be left with the question, if God orders all
things, even if to our good, but allows us to go through this pain, is he hard-hearted? Does
he in fact love us?

God does not want us to be left feeling that way. It is true that he is immeasurably greater
than we, and we will never understand him completely, his ways are not our ways, but that
does not mean we will not understand him at all. One of the reasons Jesus came, is to help
us understand God better. Jesus says, “If you have seen me, you have seen the Father.” In
becoming a man, a man free from sin, God gives us a picture of himself that we can
understand. We can trust that he who orders our lives also loves us.

You might remember that in Genesis, it says that God created humans in his image, and
while what that means has many layers, humanity being in God’s image is perfectly
pictured in Christ. Humans, though made in God’s image, are sinful, and so that image is
marred.

Jesus shows us what it means to be made in God’s image, uncorrupted by sin. In our story
for this morning, he shows us how to properly use the emotional life that God has given us.
Our emotions are also made in God’s image, and in Christ we see something about God’s
own emotional life, at the very least an analogy of God’s emotional life to help us trust him,
and put our faith in him. Let’s hear God’s Word.

John 11:1-37:

Now a man named Lazarus was sick. He was from Bethany, the village of Mary and her
sister Martha. 2(This Mary, whose brother Lazarus now lay sick, was the same one who
poured perfume on the Lord and wiped his feet with her hair.) So the sisters sent word to
Jesus, “Lord, the one you love is sick.”

“When he heard this, 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.” *Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister



and Lazarus. *So when he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was two more
days, “and then he said to his disciples, “Let us go back to Judea.”

8«“But Rabbi,” they said, “a short while ago the Jews there tried to stone you, and yet you are
going back?”

°Jesus answered, “Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Anyone who walks in the daytime
will not stumble, for they see by this world’s light. "It is when a person walks at night that
they stumble, for they have no light.”

" After he had said this, he went on to tell them, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep; but |
am going there to wake him up.”

2His disciples replied, “Lord, if he sleeps, he will get better.” '*Jesus had been speaking of
his death, but his disciples thought he meant natural sleep.

4So then he told them plainly, “Lazarus is dead, "*and for your sake | am glad | was not
there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him.”

Then Thomas (also known as Didymus) said to the rest of the disciples, “Let us also go,
that we may die with him.”

70n his arrival, Jesus found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days. "®* Now
Bethany was less than two miles from Jerusalem, 'and many Jews had come to Martha
and Mary to comfort them in the loss of their brother. 2 When Martha heard that Jesus was
coming, she went out to meet him, but Mary stayed at home.

21“Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 2> But
| know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.”

2 Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.”
24Martha answered, “l know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.”

25 )Jesus said to her, “l am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live,
even though they die; 2 and whoever lives by believing in me will never die. Do you believe
this?”

27“Yes, Lord,” she replied, “I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, who is to
come into the world.”

28 After she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary aside. “The Teacher is
here,” she said, “and is asking for you.” * When Mary heard this, she got up quickly and

went to him. **Now Jesus had not yet entered the village, but was still at the place where
Martha had met him. ' When the Jews who had been with Mary in the house, comforting



her, noticed how quickly she got up and went out, they followed her, supposing she was
going to the tomb to mourn there.

32When Mary reached the place where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said,
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”

33When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping,
he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. 3* “Where have you laid him?” he asked.

“Come and see, Lord,” they replied.
35 Jesus wept.
3%Then the Jews said, “See how he loved him!”

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

This is the Word of the Lord.

As | said in the introduction, Jesus gives us a perfect picture of a human, what it means to
be made in God’s image. What sort of emotional life do we expect of perfect people? We
certainly see it as a mark of maturity to have one’s emotions under control. We expect
children to have emotional outbursts as they learn to figure out how to regulate
themselves, but this is unacceptable for adults. None of us desire to be pulled by every
whim, even if we recognize the importance emotions for our lives.
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In history, those who desire to fully regulate their emotions to their reason were the Stoics.
Stoicism is making something of a comeback in popular philosophy these days. As anxiety
and depression skyrocket in our society (doubling in the past ten years by some
estimates'), especially among men, many have looked to the Stoics to learn to regulate
their emotions and accept their situations. Stoicism is easily digestible in the Meditations
of Marcus Aurelius, or Epictetus. It is also the root of the most prevalent counseling
therapy, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, or CBT.
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Stoicism is a complex movement that looks different in different places, but the most basic
teaching of Stoicism is that you can’t control the world, but you can control your response
to it. Marcus Aurelius, says, “You always own the option of having no opinion. There is never

" https://thehub.ca/2023/10/04/jonah-davids-sobering-new-statistics-show-canadas-mental-health-crisis-
is-only-getting-worse/



any need to get worked up or to trouble your soul about things you can’t control.”? This is
something that | tell myself and my kids all the time. It seems pretty commonsensical, but
itis something we all need to be reminded of. You can’t control others, but you can control
your reaction, or as our Lord says (Mt.7:3-5), “take out the plankin your own eye...” The
world is full of annoyances, many of them walking around us daily in our own homes (to be
fair, | am the chief annoyance in my home, but | do it to teach them patience).

In general, the Stoics believed that the world was directed by fate. There was a kind of
necessary cause and effect to the world, and all of us, God (or the gods), included, are
wrapped up in it. We can’t control this chain of cause and effect, so the key to a happy life
is to resign to allowing it to be what it is, to detach yourself. The more emotionally invested
you are, the more miserable you will be.
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Here's an example. How many of you cheer for a certain sports team, maybe a hockey team
that hasn’t won the Stanley Cup in 35 years? Well, | cheer for ateam that has never won
once! Cheering for a team like that teaches you something, the more time and energy you
invest in the team, the sweeter the wins, but the more painful the loss. This is generally true
of all things, the more you love it, the more it can hurt you. So, the Stoic says, don’t bother.
The happy life is a matter of going with the flow.
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While there is much truth to this, and throughout the history of Christianity Stoic ideas have
been used in various ways and can even be seen in the Apostle Paul’s letters, this is not the
whole story of our emotions. This desire to ignore our emotions can have a disastrous
impact on us. God did not create us to be robots, there is something wonderful and
beautiful about our emotions. We can see something of that beauty through pain in this
story.

In this passage, maybe more than any other, we see a vivid portrait of God’s emotion, as
Jesus is God in flesh. We hear of Jesus loving Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, having
compassion on their pain. It is not simply God loving ‘the world’, but particular people. We
see Jesus’ empathizing with Mary and Martha as they grieve, weeping and being “deeply
moved.” Jesus’ emotional response to the effects of sin and death instruct us to what our
own emotional response should be, and it gives us a picture of how God feels about our
pain.

2 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations: A New Translation, p.75.
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The story begins with Jesus just having fled Judea after healing the man born blind and
ensuing the encounter with the Jewish leaders. Jesus was hanging out in the wilderness
where John the Baptist had been baptizing when he gets news that a friend of his, Lazarus,
has fallen deathly ill. This was no mere acquaintance of Jesus, but someone he loved.

That Jesus loved this family does not mean that Jesus simply let his emotions run wild. In
the story, when he is told about Lazarus’ sickness, he waits two days before going back to
Judea to see him. This is not because he didn’t care about Lazarus, it says several times in
this passage that he loves him, but because he knows that there is something greater at
work. He says, “This sickness will not end in death. No, it is for God’s glory...” ‘Glory’ literally
means light, revelation, self-disclosure. Lazarus’ death will bring God glory, because it
reveals something about God himself.

When Jesus says, “are there not twelve hours of daylight? Anyone who walks in the daytime
will not stumble...” He means that so long as he is following the will of God, he is safe. Not
safe in the sense that nothing can happen to him to bring him discomfort, as we often
think, but safe in the way that he is following God’s will. Jesus seemingly knows already that
Lazarus is dead, but he is not going to be driven by his emotions to leave when he knows
that he is still being hunted by the Pharisees after the ordeal with the man born blind. The
disciples are concerned to go back to Judah, but Jesus knows this is what God wants, and
so he goes.
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Jesus says in v.15, “for your sake | am glad | was not there, so that you may believe.” The
whole point of this event, as Jesus says, is for us to believe, so that, as John says in v.4,
“God’s Son may be glorified through it.” When Jesus says to Martha, “do you believe this?”
Itis like a spotlight goes on him and focuses us on his, as he is asking that to us as well.
Whether we believe is central, but what we believe is the question.

Now we might assume that what we are to believe in order to glorify God is that he can raise
people from the dead. Martha herself proclaims belief in the general resurrection, a
common belief of Jewish people at this time. Of course, this is important to know, but
anyone who knows what God is, knows the being that created all of life can raise it back
from the dead. We imagine that this is an easier feat to raise the dead than creating life to
begin with. That God can raise the dead is one thing, but what we are to believe from this
passage is that God wants to do this. And why he wants to do this because he loves us,
because the effects of sin and death grieve him, even if they are necessary.



When Jesus finally does get to the house of Mary, Martha, and the now-deceased Lazarus,
he finds many mourning Lazarus’ death. When Jesus gets there, he is, as the NIV translates
it, “deeply moved.” This is a bit of an understatement of the Greek word, which elsewhere
refers “to the snorting of horses” and when “applied to human beings... it suggests anger,
outrage or emotional indignation.”® John says that Jesus not only felt this when he first sees
their grief but feels this indignation once more when he went up to Lazarus’ tomb.
Mentioning this twice emphasizes Jesus’ turmoil over this event. The whole story seems to
be centered on Jesus’ reaction to Lazarus’ death. Jesus wept.

Benjamin Warfield says, “What John does for us in this particular statement is to uncover to
us the heart of Jesus as he wins for us our salvation. Not in cold unconcern but in flaming
wrath against the foe, Jesus smites in our behalf. He has not only saved us from the evils
that oppress us; he has felt for and with us in our oppression, and under the impulse of
these feelings has wrought our redemption.”*
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The question then is, why did he feel this way? What is he so outraged with? There is a
mystery in this passage. Jesus knows that he is going to perform the miracle, he already
said that Lazarus would not remain dead before he even went to see his friends, so why is
he so emotionalin this time?

The answer lay in Jesus’ own anger at death itself. He knows that death is necessary and
just sentence given to all humanity since Adam and Eve, he himself deals the
consequence, and yet he also hates and mourns it. Humans are at the same time objects
of God’s righteous wrath, and objects of his gracious love. In Jesus’ emotional response to
the death of Lazarus, knowing all the while that his death serves the purpose of giving glory
to God, he is still able to mourn.

And this is where we see the famous verse, “Jesus wept.” It is famous for being the shortest
verse in the Bible, but it is also famous for being very profound. Everyone around says, “see
how he loved him!” This is true, but others say, “could nor he who opened the eyes of the
blind man have kept this man from dying?” Again true, but points to something beyond us,
we are incapable of knowing the mind of God, how events in this life ultimately bring him
glory. What we do see here is that Jesus weeps with us in our pain and as we face death and
the consequences of our own sin and rebellion against him.
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3D. A. Carson, The Gospel according to John, 415.

4 B.B. Warfield, The Emotional Life of our Lord, 67.



Thomas Aquinas says that Jesus shows us this display of deep emotion for three reasons,®
first, to show us how he feels about the condition of our sinful nature. That humanity has
fallen is something to be mourned. We were made for something much better than what we
see around us today. It is not the way it is supposed to be. Only God knows what human life
would look like if we had not fallen into sin, and what our lives would look like if we did not
continually fall.
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These are things to mourn. In mourning our sin we put it in perspective, and maybe will
avoid perpetuating it. Augustine says, “For why did Christ weep if not because he was
teaching man to weep? Why did he groan and trouble himself if not because of the faith of a
person who is justifiably displeased with himself ought somehow to groan by accusing
himself of bad deeds, so that the habit of sinning may give way to the vehemence of
repenting?”® Mourning our sin, the effects of our sin, can lead to repentance.
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Second, Jesus teaches us how we ought to appropriately respond to death. Jesus does not
refuse to mourn. He acknowledges death for the tragedy it is.

And last, Jesus shows us that it is good to weep and mourn physical death. Paul says to us,
that we are not to mourn as those without hope (1Thess.4:13), but this does not mean we
should not mourn. Our emotions are responses to needs that we have as humans. Sadness
is often “a signal...that something needs to heal, and you need to tend to or protect it.”’ To
simply ignore the sadness will not help, the loss must be acknowledged. Emotional pain is
like physical pain, if you simply ignore it, it can cause greater damage. A broken finger will
calcify if left untreated, grief will do the same. Sadness and grief can become an identity,
someone can take pride in being a melancholic person (guilty!). When ignored it can
become depression, even fatal. We need grief.

The Stoics were famous for their courage in the face of death. Epictetus says, “l cannot
escape death, but at least | can escape the fear of it.” We too should not be ruled by a fear
of death, but recognize it for what it is. The Stoics were also famous for refusing to mourn.
The problem with refusing to mourn is that it doesn’t allow us to see the temporary nature
of this life. Another thing the Stoics were famous for was their acceptance of suicide, this is
not surprising as the repression of grief leads to depression.?

5 Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Gospel of John Ch.9-21, p.90.
5 Augustine, Homilies on the Gospel of John 41-124, p.123.

7 Ibid., p.109.

8 Collins, Why Emotions Matter, p.118.
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The Stoics tried to get above their grief because they thought that this world was all there is,
or at least all that could be guaranteed. But Jesus says, “l 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.” Our grief, which we need to be healthy human beings, points us to our
greater need for God, and our eternal rest in him. This comes through putting our faith in
Christ.

God created us for relationships; for relationships with him and with each other. These
things do bring pain, but they also bring great beauty and joy. Jesus teaches us that
relationships are worth investing in, even if they might bring us pain. This is no truer than in
our relationship with him. While like the Stoics we can recognize the need to control our
emotions, not being dragged along by them like children, but give them their proper place.
They were created by God for our good.

In this situation, Jesus knows that he will raise Lazarus, but he also sees the day when
everyone will have to face death. Lazarus too will one day be back in the grave. Getting
people to believe that Jesus is God is one thing, getting people to love the God that we see
in Jesus, is another. Remember, this event is happening to give God glory, to cause his
creation to rejoice in him in all circumstances. As we see Jesus’ indignation at our death,
we not only see one with power, but one with power who loves us. Not just one with power,
to be worshipped out of fear, but one who is good, who we worship because we love him.



