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This incident we call “The Raising of Lazarus” is appropriate as the Mass gospel 

on the last Sunday before Holy Week. Saint John tells us why. You didn’t hear it 

today, but John gives us the fallout. The raising of Lazarus was the trip-wire or red 

line that triggered the determination to kill Jesus. The high priest Caiaphas was a 

better theologian than he knew when he declared “it was expedient for us that one 

man should die for the people” But neither forming the Jewish assassination plot 

committee, nor even the raising of Lazarus, was the most important thing that 

happened at Bethany. Reading the Fourth Gospel, it is good to remember St John 

always means more than he says.  

The real story is about Martha, the dead man’s sister. When Lazarus was ill Martha 

and Mary sent word to Jesus. And they kept saying their prayers: “If Jesus were 

here our brother would not die.” And when the Lord’s arrival was delayed, Martha 

did not assume His absence showed unkindness or disregard. Her greeting was not 

one of complaint: “It’s too late now.” If Martha thought about the Lord’s delay at 

all she assumed there was a good reason. But chances are, she didn’t think of His 

delay at all. Martha focused on one marvelous fact: Jesus is here! 

St John’s Gospel allows his readers to be “in the know.” The Lord deliberately let 

the grieving sisters wait until the fourth day after their brother’s death. In this way, 

Christ allowed the miracle to be most helpful to their faith. After four days, no one 

could say Lazarus was only asleep! The King James Version has immortalized the 

horror missed by modern translations: “Lord, by this time he stinketh.” But all of 

the delay in arrival was an indication of how loving is our Master’s work. Even in 

His delay there was loving purpose. So what was that purpose? 

We are getting close to the heart of the matter. For the point is: Jesus did not come 

to console Martha and Mary over the death of their brother. He came to encourage 

their personal response of faith in Him. Jesus used the death of a loved one to draw 

souls closer to Him. (And it can happen that way still.) Martha of Bethany was 

already Christ’s disciple. Proof of that is in the fervent prayer she kept repeating. 

But the Blessed Lord brought her further. 
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Knowledge of Christian doctrine helps us get to Jesus. But it will not help us in 

troubled times unless we get to Jesus. Jesus got Martha thinking about the 

Resurrection. She believed the doctrine, (much like we say we do when we recite 

the Creed.) But possessing doctrine did not provide comfort in her time of need. 

And the Lord knew that. So He said for the first time those words so familiar to us 

now: “I am the Resurrection and the life.” The Lord gave the Resurrection personal 

value when He identified it with Himself. It was no longer something to know 

about as teaching, but because we know Him Who teaches it. It is from Jesus the 

Lord that those who are His receive this life principle death cannot hold. 

That is the most important thing that happened in Bethany that day. When the 

Blessed Lord Jesus arrived, He brought Martha from “I know my brother will rise 

again in the resurrection at the last day” (which was true enough) to “Yes, Lord, I 

believe that you are the Christ.” At the Lord’s command, Lazarus would rise. But 

that was a bit of an anti-climax. Lazarus would be wearing his grave clothes, 

because he would wear them again. But Martha had found eternal life through a 

personal faith in Jesus Christ. And Jesus is the victor over death. 


