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A God-Glorifying Delay 
John 11.1-16 

 
Intro 
 
Rudolph Karl Bultmann was a German Lutheran theologian who lived from the late 1800s until 
1976 when he died at the ripe old age of 91.  
 
If you are not familiar with Bultmann then you should understand that he is widely considered 
one of the most prominent and influential theologians in modern history and you should also 
know that Bultmann completely rejected the accounts of all miracles in the New Testament.  
 
One of his foremost works of writing is his commentary on the Gospel of John. His approach to 
John as elsewhere in Scripture was to demythologize this written account of the life and works 
of Jesus Christ. His endeavor was to strip away the miracles as myths of a bygone, ancient era 
now that we know better having entered a modern, scientific age of technological innovation in 
which we know better than to believe those superstitious stories.  
 
You may be surprised to learn that he was motivated by a desire to evangelize:  
 
Can Christian preaching expect modern man to accept the mythical view of the world as true? 
To do so would be both senseless and impossible. (Rudolph Bultmann) 
 
The cruel irony of this kind of approach is that to call the miracles described in the life and 
ministry of Christ as myths, things that didn’t really happen does not lead to unbelievers being 
willing to accept the gospel - it is to rob the gospel accounts of their convincing power to 
provoke belief and faith in Christ.  
 
Pro-tip - the Bible doesn’t need your help. Any attempt to modify, adjust, or water down for the 
purpose of making it more palatable to unbelievers will only serve to rob God’s Word of its 
power.  
 
Modern, Western society often assumes that the reality of miracles is in tension with the 
methods of modern science. However, this is a function of modern, naturalistic 
presuppositions, not necessarily with science itself. The miracles of Christ are exercises of the 
power of God, which Christ wielded fully in his incarnation as the divine Son. The Bible 
testifies to these miracles, and the fact that the Bible is historically accurate and divinely 
authoritative should give us pause before rejecting miracles because they are in tension with 
current, naturalistic presuppositions. These miracles were a part of God’s larger plan of 
salvation and testified that the kingdom of God, where God would bring about the climactic 
and definitive salvation of his people, had come in the person of Jesus, who was both divine 
Son and promised Messiah. (Vern Poythress) 
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This week and throughout December we are going to make our way through the familiar, 
precious and preeminent miracle in the Gospel of John - the resurrection of Lazarus from the 
dead. This wondrous miracle account is given to us so that each one of us would read and 
observe and ultimately believe in, trust in the Lord Jesus Christ as we observe an exercise of the 
power of God. A miracle that is part of God’s larger salvation that testis that the kingdom of 
God has come in the person of Jesus and in doing so our whole future is rewritten as we see in 
this story something transcendently important for every one of us who face death.  
 
As we have made our way through this gospel we have seen Jesus doing miracles which John 
describes as signs - signs that reveal who Jesus is and what he came to do - turned water into 
wine at the wedding in Cana, he healed the royal official’s son, he healed the paralyzed man at 
the pool of Bethesda, he fed 5,000 men and untold women and children with a couple of loaves 
of bread and a few fish, he walked on top of the water in the middle of a fierce storm and he 
healed the man born blind  
 
The climax of the first half of this Gospel and the 7th sign 
 
Three points to help us understand this classic story and this miraculous sign  

I. God’s Purpose  
II. II. Jesus’ Obedience  
III. III. The Reason Behind It All 

 
I. God’s Purpose  

A. Theologians divide this gospel into two parts - Ch. 1-12 are called “the book of signs” 
with chapters 13-21 called “the book of glory” as the narrative focuses in on the days 
leading up to and including the death and resurrection of Christ - this is the last of the 
seven signs in “the book of signs”  

B. v. 1 we are told of a man who was sick - Lazarus of Bethany, the brother of Mary and 
Martha - Mary whom we will read about in Ch. 12 when she anointed our Lord’s feet 
with costly perfume and dried his feet with her hair in an act of profound affection and 
appreciation and Martha whom you may recall from Luke 10 when Jesus chides her for 
being busy about serving but neglecting to simply sit in the presence of Jesus  

C. Mary and Martha send a message to Jesus to inform him that Lazarus has fallen ill - 
notice they don’t use his name - they refer to him as “he whom you love” - he whom 
you love is ill. 

1. Clearly Jesus and Lazarus shared a deep bond of loving friendship for him to be 
referred to by this description  

a) A peek into the reality that Jesus had deep, affectionate, abiding friendships as 
he made his way through this world 

Illustration: If Jesus walked the earth today and had an Instagram account, we might image 
Lazarus and Jesus in the Instagram selfie with the hashtag #bros 
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D. Jesus gets the message and declares that Lazarus will not die in from his illness - HUH? 
1. He will pass away but he will not ultimately die because Jesus has glories to show 

us as we make our way through this story  
E. This illness is for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it. 

Jesus in his divine foreknowledge knows what is going to happen ahead of time.  
1. This whole situation is being orchestrated by God for the glory of God through the 

Son of God being glorified by what is going to come. This may sound familiar as we 
looked at chapter 9 some weeks ago where we read: 

[1] As he passed by, he saw a man blind from birth. [2] And his disciples asked him, “Rabbi, 
who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” [3] Jesus answered, “It was not 
that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be displayed in him.” 
(John 9:1-3) 
 

a) Healing the man born blind was an opportunity for the works of God - the glory 
of God to be displayed in him just as he will be glorified in the resurrection of 
Lazarus  

2. The first thing we learn is that God is not surprised by sickness and death - he is 
sovereign even over sickness and death and he uses even the worst kinds of things 
for his glory. This is not separated from our joy in him - it is in God glorifying himself 
in our lives that we find our deepest and most profound satisfaction and joy  

3. Jesus is aware of and explains that this illness - this fatal illness is still under his 
control - all things must work for his glory - either in judgment or in our story - as a 
stage upon which his love and power are displayed - He is glorifying himself - he is 
glorifying the Lord Jesus Christ - that’s his purpose in all of this and that is the 
highest good any of us could long for 

 
II. Jesus’ Obedience  

A. Sweet description in v. 5 Jesus loved the Bethany family - clearly a mutual affection and 
friendship which makes v. 6 most surprising - he loved Martha and Mary, and Lazarus 
SO he stayed two days longer after hearing that Lazarus was ill - he delayed coming to 
Lazarus because he had something much bigger in view than simply alleviating the 
temporary suffering of Lazarus - he is going to shock the world with what he does in 
raising Lazarus from the dead - revealing his glory and grace and power so that all who 
observe might believe in who he is  

1. This is not disconnected from God glorifying himself - he knows that the way he will 
show Lazarus and his sisters how much he loves them is through them experiencing 
the glory of God in this miracle 

What does it mean to be loved by Jesus? Love means giving us what we need most. And what 
we need most is not healing, but a full and endless experience of the glory of God. Love 
means giving us what will bring us the fullest and longest joy. And what is that? What will 
give you full and eternal joy? The answer of this text is clear: a revelation to your soul of the 
glory of God — seeing, admiring, and marveling at and savoring the glory of God in Jesus 
Christ. (John Piper) 
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B. He delays his trip to Lazarus but finally after two days he says to his disciples all right - 
it is time - let’s go to Lazarus  

C. v. 8 the disciples are taken aback - we just got away from the Jewish crowds who tried 
to stone you to death, and you want to head back into that mess?  

D. V. 9-10 Jesus teaches them are there not twelve hours in a day? In that culture day and 
night were divided into 12 - if anyone walks in the day they don’t stumble because they 
see the light of this world - if anyone walks at night he stumbles because the light is not 
in him - reiterating: 

We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day; night is coming, when no one 
can work. (John 9:4) 
 

1. In response to their reluctance to head back into danger, Jesus essentially says that 
the day is short, and the great urgency is to walk into the light - IOW to walk in 
obedience to God - faithfulness - obedience is what is most important, and time is 
limited he is all about doing the will of God - setting us an example 

E. v. 9 - having explained this he tells them what that good work is that he aims to 
accomplish in light of his Father’s will and the glory of God that will be revealed in his 
action - “Our friend” - intimate - Lazarus has fallen asleep but I go to awaken him. This 
is the will of God for the glory of God - in obedience to God and for the glory of God he 
delays his visit to his sick friend - and according to the will of God and the glory of God 
he will go to raise him from the dead  
 

III. The Reason Behind It All  
A. v.11 Jesus informs them - demonstrating his omniscience - he informs them that 

Lazarus has fallen asleep, and he will go to wake him up - the disciples are confused 
1. Oh, he fell asleep? That’s great! A good night’s sleep should do the trick in helping 

him get over this illness  
B. v. 14 Jesus corrects them and without analogy informs them plainly that what he 

means is that Lazarus is dead. He was using language that was common in the OT to 
describe someone dying for instance 1 Kings 2:10 King David slept with his fathers and 
was buried 

C. v. 15 unexpected - for your sake I am GLAD that I was not there to heal him, SO THAT 
you may believe - Now we understand the reason behind all of this - what he intends to 
do in the lives of those who observe this miracle - those who perceive the glory of God 
in this miracle -  

D. Jesus wants his disciples to grow in their faith and trust in him - and he is glad because 
he knows that what they will see - what we will see as we make our way with Jesus to 
the mouth of the tomb of Lazarus will increase our faith - will deepen our belief  

It is worth noting that this verse offers unparalleled insight into a source of joy for God. With 
this verse, the reader learns that the faith his disciples place in him is what brings joy to God. 
God rejoices when we trust him. (Edward Klink)  
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E. 20:31 The inspired apostle wrote this gospel so that we would believe, and Jesus 
informs his disciples that their belief is about to be deepened and strengthened as they 
observe Jesus in his resurrecting power  

F. Text ends with Thomas called the Twin - He was assigned the nickname Doubting 
Thomas by many after the fact - Thomas had a nickname - the Twin - YO TWIN! 

1. Far from doubting - Thomas declares let us also go, that we may die with him v. 8 - 
grim but in solidarity with Jesus  

Thomas looked death in the face and chose death with Jesus rather than life without him. 
(Leon Morris) 
 

G. This story is unfolding so that we may believe - believe what?  
[24] Martha said to him, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” 
[25] Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he 
die, yet shall he live, [26] and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you 
believe this?” (John 11:24-26) 
 

1. God is orchestrating this whole story so that we will believe in the Lord Jesus Christ 
and have everlasting life in him. 

2. The resurrection of Lazarus is a foretaste of what we will observe as we move 
through this Gospel when the sinless Savior will head to Jerusalem and there be 
beaten and ridiculed - a crown of thorns savagely pushed down on his head, laid 
upon a cruel wooden cross, nails pounded through hands and feet, bearing our sin, 
absorbing the wrath of God that we have earned for our sin, buried in another 
man’s tomb -  

3. Rising from the dead on the third day 
[9] But we see him who for a little while was made lower than the angels, namely Jesus, 
crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God 
he might taste death for everyone. (Hebrews 2:9) 
 

4. He can declare - I am the resurrection and the life whoever believes in me though 
he die yet shall he live - that’s what he wants them to believe - that’s what he 
wants us to believe - we are included  

a) Call to unbelievers  
I told you that you would die in your sins, for unless you believe that I am he you will die in 
your sins.” (John 8:24) 
 

5. If you will turn from your sin and believe upon the lord Jesus Christ, you will live 
eternally forgiven and loved and cared for by God forever  

H. How is this text relevant for our lives?  
1. God uses the hardest, the saddest, the most tragic things in our lives for his glory to 

be displayed in our lives which is our highest good: 
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Are you willing for God to use your life for his glory and the salvation of others? Or do you 
hold lesser agendas more dear? If we resent God’s glorifying himself through our trials and 
affliction, we will miss out on the joy and wonder that ought to be ours. God will glorify 
himself in our lives for his glory is his chief end as well as ours. How much better for us to 
rejoice in all situations, knowing that God’s glory is going forth through his sovereign grace 
for and through us. (Richard Philipps) 
 

a) We often wrongly assume that sickness, suffering, and death in our lives means 
that God has abandoned or forgotten us but he intends in his sovereign wisdom 
to glorify himself in our suffering which is our greatest joy - joy and trust in 
suffering displays the goodness of God - just as it did through the suffering and 
death of Lazarus 

Lazarus shows us what a difference we can make simply by showing the power of Christ in 
our lives. (Richard Philipps) 
 
My path is far from easy.  I was never more happy in Jesus, and I am very sure He will not fail 
us; but never from the time of the foundation of the Mission have we been so utterly cast 
upon God. 
It is well, doubtless, that it should be so. Difficulties afford a platform upon which He can 
show Himself.  Without them we could never know how tender, faithful, and almighty our 
God is. 
How much we may and ought to trust Him! (Hudson Taylor) 
 
[7] But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to 
God and not to us. [8] We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not 
driven to despair; [9] persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; [10] 
always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be 
manifested in our bodies. (2 Corinthians 4:7-10) 
 

2. Speaks to when we cry out to God, and he delays in answering our prayers - maybe 
you are experiencing a delay 

God’s delays…are not final. He will come, in his own time and way. No doubt that will 
frequently be later than we would have chosen. From his divine perspective, however, it will 
be the right time. God is the best of time-keepers. He created time; he is never late for his 
appointments. (Bruce Milne) 
 
You’re Late - A wizard is never late, Frodo Baggins. Nor is he early. He arrives precisely when 
he means to. (Gandalf) 
 

3. We remember that In Christ - death is transformed from a terrifying enemy into the 
doorway into eternal joy in his presence  
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Illustration: Venn diagrams - John Venn 
I have some of the best news to impart. One beloved by you has accomplished her warfare, 
has received an answer to her prayers, and everlasting joy rests upon her head. My dear wife, 
the source of my best earthly comfort for twenty years, departed on Tuesday. 
 

4.  You will pass away but you will not die  
 
Whatever affliction the Lord may be pleased to allow us to endure, Jesus knows that it leads 
not to death but to eternal life. There is a resurrection waiting every believer. Even our 
bodies will be raised in glory. Whenever a Christian dies, fellow believers can and should 
respond, “This will not lead to death!” “He will be raised!” (Richard Philipps) 
 

5. To be away from the body is to be with Christ and we look forward to his return  
6. He will come to awaken us! Resurrected to eternal joy in a new heaven and new 

earth   
Close  
 
Oh, the miracles of Jesus Christ are not unfortunate impediments to believing in Jesus Christ for 
modern men and women - how we need to see and experience that miraculous power of God 
in every generation  
 
May God bless this examination and application of this story of the resurrection of Lazarus in 
this Christmas season to provoke and produce fresh hope and fresh joy all for the glory of God.  
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