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Lesson 14  Commentary  John 11:1 - 57

Lesson 15  Questions        John 12:1 - 50

THE PROPHESY OF JESUS DEATH

John 11:1-57

I. INTRODUCTION


The raising of Lazarus is the final or the Seventh “sign” in the book of signs which end the first half of the Gospel according to John. It is only fitting that the first half ends with the raising of Lazarus as the book ends with Jesus’ resurrection.


The six previous “signs” were the Wedding Feast of Cana (John 2:1-11), the cure of the official’s son (John 4:46-54), the Sabbath cure (John 5:1-15), the loaves and fishes (John 6:1-15), Jesus walking on the water (John 6:16-24) and the cure of the man born blind that we discussed in lesson 12.


This miracle story is one of the most important in the entire book. Outside of the passion account it is the longest uninterrupted passage in the book. It’s importance gained much attention during the final phases of its construction. Scholars believe that these final editors added much to this story to insure that the meaning remained intact.


This does not mean that the inspired writing of John has been spoiled. Rather, it means the final redactors were inspired also and further inspired to preserve the lesson being taught. None the less, this premier passage is the inspired word of God.


The people introduced in this story are a story in and of themselves. Lazarus as an example was a fairly common name in New Testament times, like Robert, Larry or Bill today. It is significant to note that in Greek the word for Lazarus is Eleazar which translates to “God has helped.” This definition has given rise to the thinking that Lazarus was a fictional character. This idea was disavowed by scholars because if this meaning was the real important issue the author of this part of John would have used the phrase in explanations and he did not. Therefore we, today, believe his name had no more significance than would any other name, unless or until one tries to build an eschatology with the book of John.


Mary is a prominent name throughout the New Testament and some feel there were several Mary’s involved in the life of Jesus. In this story our bible definitely connects the Mary of the story to the anointing of Jesus. This Mary stays true to form. In the Mary-Martha story (Luke 10:38-41) Mary takes the better part. She sits at the Master’s feet to learn from Him. In John 11:20 Martha goes out to meet Jesus while Mary “sat at home.” In verse 32 she is at His feet again and earlier on in the Gospels she dried His feet with her hair. In Matthew 28:9 she is at His feet again. It seems Mary spent a lot of time at the Master’s feet! We have in us both Mary, the one who loves to sit quietly and ponder Jesus’ words, and Martha, the activist who is busy taking care of house and table and guest. Do you let your Mary listen to Jesus?  


Martha seems to portray most of us today. She is always busy doing something. In this chapter Martha “went” to meet Jesus. In Luke, Martha was busy doing housework. How often are we too busy to sit at the Master’s feet and learn from Him? 


The Apostles played their usual role. They didn’t understand Jesus again. (John 11:12 and 13). When they acted, they acted impulsively (John 11:16).

TEXT


As our narrative begins the sisters send word to Jesus that Lazarus “the one you love” is very sick. Some scholars believe that Lazarus is the “beloved disciple,” referred to several times through the New Testament.


Do we send a message to Jesus when we face a great trial; do we tell Him simply of our need, or do we tell Him how we want it answered? Do we trust His wisdom or ours? Do we notice His ways? That He lets us wait, to draw from us even greater trust, then rewards it more grandly? The delay made it possible for Jesus to perform His greatest miracle. Let us trust His timing! Meditate on John 11:3-6, looking for meaning—there are many lessons here for us.


To everyone’s surprise Jesus did not leave immediately but seemed to stall for two more days. It could be that His disciples thought Jesus was afraid to go back. Then when He suddenly says, ‘come on guys it’s time we go’, they protest: “The Pharisees are trying to kill you!”


Jesus was on a mission. That mission was to give glory to God. I suspect that in redaction the words in John 11:9 and 10 are put on Jesus’ lips from Jeremiah 13:15-16. In this way the narrative has been raised to major importance.


When Jesus finally arrived in Judea His beloved friend had been dead for four days. Now we can begin to understand why Jesus waited to start the trip.


Lazarus probably died and was buried on the day the messenger was sent to Jesus. The messenger’s journey would take one day. Jesus waited two days and arrived in Bethany the evening of the fourth day. These details are mentioned to make it clear that Lazarus was really dead. There was an opinion among the rabbis that the soul of a man hovered near his body for three days, therefore on the fourth day no hope remained for the person. By this time decay of the body would naturally have begun and since there was no embalming a foul smell would have been evident.


Martha ran to meet Jesus as He came close to town. He was keeping His distance in deference to the warning of His disciples. Jesus uses this meeting to declare Himself again and to give us one of the most beautiful sayings available to us today, “I AM THE RESURRECTION AND LIFE.” He draws a further testimony from Martha: “You are the Messiah, the Son of God.”


Mary finally got the message that Jesus had returned. She got into high gear and went to Him. What else would she do when she got to Him but fall at His feet, again. The importance of her entry into the scene is more her entourage than her person. She is bringing more witnesses to God’s glory shown through the miracle.


In John 11:33-35 we find a difficult translation problem and therefore it is difficult to get the full meaning. Here are four popular translations of the same verses and their source:



1. “He became perturbed and deeply troubled,” New Revised American, 1986



2. “He was troubled in spirit, moved by the deepest emotions,” First New American, 1976



3. “groaned in the spirit, and troubled Himself,” Latin Vulgate translation, 1899



4. “Jesus was greatly distressed, and with a profound sigh He said...” New Revised Jerusalem, 1985



5. “Jesus said in great distress with a sigh that came straight from the heart,” First Jerusalem, 1968.


Each of these translations has its own nuance. I think the important element to understand is that Jesus was human, just as human as you or I. In His humanity He felt the full range of emotions as you or I. In this case an emotion was felt, whether it was “perturbed, troubled, moved, groaned or distressed.” It brought Jesus to tears, the sadness of death or the sadness of sin. In either case Jesus was to show the power and glory of God by bringing Lazarus back from his sleep of death.


The scene now moves to the sight of the tomb. There is another problem here. An important question is whether the tomb was horizontal or vertical. Most commoners were buried in a vertical position down into the ground. The cave Lazarus was in was most probably horizontal with an opening on the face of the rock and with recesses in the sides in which the bodies were laid. The possession of such a tomb by the family indicates that they were not of the poorer classes. Note, Jesus’ tomb was one provided Him by Joseph, a member of the ruling class.


If this assumption is true, it then firmly establishes that Lazarus, the one Jesus loved, is a different person than the beggar Lazarus of Luke 16:20. Further, he could afford to have Jesus and His disciples visit and stay with him frequently.


In John 11:39 Jesus commands, “Take away the stone.” Could He not just order Lazarus to rise? He could, but the more people He involved in this miracle the more witness there would be of the glory and power of God. This is further proved in Verse 41 and 42.


The remark by Martha in John 11:39 further reinforces the miracle and the four day period we spoke of before. The stench would be further proof of the death and the beginning of the bodily decay. This would further enhance the miracle.


In John 11:43 Jesus “cried in a loud voice.” This could also read “shouted,” which is the verb used in the Greek translation, “kraugazein.” This is the same word used by the crowd when during the passion they cried “Crucify Him.” Is it not ironic that Jesus used the same word to raise Lazarus that would be used to condemn Him to death?


Lazarus came out; he was alive. Notice the different reactions in the crowd of mourners. Some believed and had faith and others, who must have known Jesus’ power, went to report Him to the Pharisees.


John 11:47 presents some real problems to scholars. The Pharisees had no power to be part of a Sanhedrin meeting. The Sanhedrin is made up of priests, elders and scribes. The connection may have been made by the author after the destruction of the temple, when this book took its final form, a time when only the Pharisees survived, and most scribes were also Pharisees.


This irregularity aside, Jesus had aroused and disturbed the religious leaders of the area. They feared Rome, for they had developed a tenuous relationship with Rome. They felt that if this new Messiah was allowed to continue gaining followers He would attempt an overthrow of the Roman rule. If this occurred their own privileged position would be placed in danger. In fact the very temple itself could be destroyed. This stranger must be stopped!


When, and how, does Jesus’ teaching “arouse and disturb” our interpretations for our lives and times?


Caiaphas unknowingly reveals the divine plan, for he prophesied that Jesus would die for the people. He wanted Jesus, a danger to the establishment, sacrificed for the people. Better one should die than many. There is a double irony in this. Not only did Jesus die to save all of mankind, but the temple and all its worship and laws were destroyed anyway. To further add salt to the wound, the followers of Christ refused to fight in the destructive war over Jerusalem.


The end of this chapter begins the end of Jesus’ mission on earth.

CONCLUSION


In our search of scripture, John 11 finds for us the gift of life itself. We can connect easily to this story. We are Lazarus who has died, parallel to Jesus, but different. He who died of natural causes. We don’t know the cause of his death, but we do know that Jesus died for the natural cause of death, sin. Lazarus rose from his tomb with his burial garments. Jesus left His in the tomb.. Lazarus will die again, Jesus lives on forever.


Jesus as Son of God gave Lazarus new life. Jesus as Son of God gives us new life, spiritual and eternal life. All we need do is trust.


We are Mary. We want the better part, to sit at the Master’s feet and learn.


We are Martha. We want to do for Jesus, sometimes we forget, Jesus does not need us to do for Him. He needs us to do His work, for His people in this His world.


We are the Sanhedrin, afraid to let Jesus have His way with us. We are afraid to let go. When this fear takes over we can destroy (crucify) Jesus in us.


Finally, we are the disciples sneaking into action behind Jesus, witnessing Him, searching Him out in our Bible. We have found or will find Him in this book, if we stay faithful to it.



“Behold a man raised up by Christ!


The rest remaineth unreveal’d;


He told it not; or something seal’d


The lips of that Evangelist.”





Tennyson (In Memoriam, Canto XXXI.)

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 15

JOHN 12:1-50

Day 1

Read all notes and Scripture references.


a.
What helped you?


b.
What was new to you?

Day 2

Read John 12:1-11, Mark 14:3-9, Matthew 26:6-13, Luke 7:36-38.


a.
Compare John with Mark’s account. Remember that Mark’s was written first and that he was not an apostle and that John’s was written last and could have been an apostle.


b.
Ask yourself: In John 12:3, is my repentance as whole-hearted as Mary’s and does mine fill the house of the Church with fragrance?

Day 3

Read John 12:12-19, Matthew 21:1-16, Mark 11:1-10, Zechariah 9:9.


a.
When Jesus triumphs in your life, do you respond with praise? Comment on this.


b.
How close is the prophet Zechariah’s text to this event?


c.
What did the crowd’s welcome cause in the Pharisees? When we have such a reaction how can we counter it? 

Day 4

Read John 12:20-36, Acts 11:20, Isaiah 53:10-12, 1 Corinthians 15:36.


a.
Why had the Greeks come?


b.
Give two points from John 12:24-25 that teach us.


c.
In John 12:35, how does “walk in the dark” happen in our society? In some lives that you know? How can we bring light to them?

Day 5

Read John 12:37-41, Revelation 21:21-27, Deuteronomy 29:2-4, Romans 10:16.


a.
The Revelations text is a description of the “New Jerusalem”; what is the meaning of the word “glory” here?


b.
What does Jesus do when He is troubled at the thought of “this hour” (John 12:27-28)?


c.
Do you also do this? Describe an experience of a troubled hour and your reaction.

Day 6

Read John 12:44-50. How does John 12:47-48 show us the importance of hearing and keeping the words of Jesus?
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