
Imagine you are sitting in a dark movie theatre and these four words, “The Resurrection of 
Lazarus.” fill the screen. The camera zooms in on a crowd of people, dusty from their time 
walking on unpaved roads; they are standing in front of a hole in a wall of rock. Many of 
the people present are wailing, crying out in grief. We know, as slow, grave music plays in 
the background, that someone has died. Then the camera zooms in, focusing on one man, 
who is standing in the midst of the crowd. He is nondescript, but there is something more 
to this man than any of the others present. His face is wet and red…clearly this man has 
been crying. Two women stand beside him, they, too, are completely overcome with grief. 
Then the man opens his mouth and speaks, “Lazarus come out”. We hold our breath, with 
all of those in the scene. We wait. The silence is heavy. We wonder…what in the world is 
going to happen? Then we hear this sound, a sound unlike any we have heard before, a 
sound we don’t have words to describe…and then we see…out from the hole comes a 
man… covered in bandages and stumbling. The music changes, from sad slow notes, to 
notes that resound with an air of surprise, joy, delight. The faces of the people change, grief 
fades, tears are wiped away and we realize what has happened…Lazarus, the dead man, 
the man at the centre of all the tears, is alive once more…he, through that simple command 
to “come out”, has been resurrected. 
 
When we hear today’s Gospel, it is easy to focus on the resurrection, to make it the centre 
of how we imagine the reading. And, of course, why wouldn’t we do that? Right now, we 
are looking towards Easter, we know that in a couple of weeks we will celebrate the 
resurrection of Jesus and Lazarus’ resurrection is something of a trailer for that event. That 
is one of the reasons why the lectionary has placed this reading where it has…this reading 
is about “The Resurrection of Lazarus”, that title screen fills our mind, preparing us for the 
Resurrection of Jesus. 
 
But this year, things are different. Guessing, I am not the only one who is thinking about the 
possibility that we will not be able to celebrate Easter together at St. Johns. Easter this year 
is likely not in the forefront of our minds, the same way that hand sanitizer is…Easter this 
year might not be filled with what we are used to…hugging those we love, sharing meals 
together, enjoying what it means to be a church family. So, today’s trailer for the 
Resurrection is likely not causing anticipation, but disappointment…this year, the 
resurrection of Lazarus becomes a reminder that resurrection is coming, but it won’t likely 
be celebrated with the joy of Easters past. 
 
It is this issue that prompts me to ask whether this passage might be interpreted in a way 
that offers us something more. This passage is, undoubtedly, about the resurrection of 
Lazarus and, to an extent, Jesus, but, as biblical scholars are well aware, there is always 
something more that can be said about anything we find in the Bible, especially in John’s 
Gospel. In John, Jesus’ wondrous signs, such as the resurrection of Lazarus, contain 
meaning, but meaning can also be found if we look around them. Today, it is by looking at 
Jesus’ words spoken to Martha, especially his reference to “life” that we find something 
more for us as we prepare for an Easter possibly celebrated in isolation. 
 



After the death of Lazarus, Martha, Lazarus’ sister, goes to Jesus and begins speaking to him, 
saying, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. But even now I know 
that God will give you whatever you ask of him.”  Jesus replies by saying, “Your brother will 
rise again.” Martha then says to Jesus, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on 
the last day.” Jesus replies, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, 
even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.”  
 
Often, we think of Jesus as the resurrection only, an interpretation that we are led to by 
today’s reading and the Easter event itself. We focus on the act of resurrection, the wonder 
of seeing a man come back to life, which is kind of what Martha is doing. Although Jesus 
has not raised Lazarus yet, Martha is expecting it, as we see her speech contains both the 
words rise and resurrection, the verb anistemi in Greek. 
 
But notice Jesus’ response, he confirms that he is the resurrection, he is the one who will 
not only raise Lazarus, but will rise…he repeats Martha’s use of anistemi, but he adds to 
it…life, zoe in Greek. It is almost as if he is saying to Martha, yes resurrection is important 
and that is what I am, I am the one who can cause and will experience resurrection…but 
there is more to it, there is more to me…think about what resurrection leads to and that is, 
obviously, life, zoe. There is no point of resurrection, if there is no life after it. 
 
Evidence for the importance of life, zoe for the Jesus of John’s Gospel comes, not just in this 
passage, but beyond it, throughout John. In John, zoe appears 36 times, starting in John 1:1 
with the famous, “in him was life, and the life was the light of all people”, being repeated 
in 3:15, “whoever believes in him may have eternal life,” appearing also in the phrase 
“bread of life,” “light of life”. Life, zoe, is clearly important for John’s Jesus. 
 
And it is not only the repetition that suggests the importance of life, but also its meaning. 
While we might hear the word life and think of physiological survival, in Greek it means 
more than this. One Greek dictionary defines zoe as “the absolute fulness of life, both 
essential and ethical, which belongs to God.” Additionally, it can refer to life that is “real 
and genuine, a life active and vigorous, devoted to God, blessed, in this world of those who 
put their trust in Christ.” Zoe, is about more than just physical living, but about our being in 
the world, it is about being active, being blessed, giving all we are to God. It is not just a 
hollow term, it is not a throw away term, but it is laden with this sense of more, of living 
with trust in God, through Christ. It is also, as Jesus often states in John, something eternal, 
there is just something more, a gravitas to zoe that our English word ‘life’ can never truly 
convey. 
 
So what Jesus is telling Martha is that resurrection is important, but the life that comes after 
it, that life lived forever in Jesus is vital too. The wondrous resurrection that captures the 
scene is important, but what is also important is what it does…the life it creates.  
 
But what we are missing in John is an indication of what this meant for Lazarus …we read 
in chapter 12 that Lazarus was at a dinner with Jesus, but we do not learn much about the 



man and how resurrection impacted him. What is fascinating, however, is that in this same 
chapter, we are given a glimpse into what the resurrection did for the life of those witnessing 
it. While some of those who witnessed the resurrection were prompted to seek to kill Jesus 
and Lazarus, others were changed to the extent that, as noted in 12:17-18, they began to 
testify. People’s lives were changed by the resurrection of Lazarus, they became believers 
who testified about what they had witnessed. Their lives were in some way made new and 
they spoke about it. 
 
What if the resurrection of Lazarus is not only about the event, but the fact that the event 
leads those who witness it to testify…to testify to their experience of new life, zoe gained? 
If the resurrection of Lazarus could change people’s lives, bringing them to faith and 
prompting them to testify in this way, how much more must Jesus’ resurrection do the same 
for us? What if our call is to testify to the fact that life is more than the physical things around 
us, but it is our existence as God blessed, awesome, Christ-filled people? Could this 
knowledge help us to see beyond the fact that we might, I guess, be missing Easter this year? 
Could this knowledge sustain us, despite the fear and anxiety in the world today? We are 
living, new life, zoe, in this world, because we have witnessed resurrection…not just of the 
man Lazarus, but of Jesus. Our lives are a testimony to this. 
 
The Resurrection of Lazarus. As this scene fills our mind we think about the Resurrection of 
Jesus, which prompts us to look towards Easter. But this Easter, will likely not be like those 
we have experienced. As disappointment starts creeping into our hearts and minds, let’s 
look towards that day filled with the knowledge that while the resurrection in itself is 
important, what is also important is what comes after it…life, zoe. A life that belongs to 
God, “real and genuine, a life active and vigorous, devoted to God, blessed, even in this 
world of those who put their trust in Christ.” Let us go out into the world, despite everything, 
as witnesses to this reality, testifying to this truth. 


