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“I am the resurrection and the life.”  These are words we say and hear at a graveside 
or at the committal in a crematorium, and rightly so: Jesus uttered them near a grave 
and in a situation of death and grief.  They are words which are designed to bring 
comfort, but which can sometimes be the hardest to believe, when emotions are 
heightened and sorrow is strong. 
 
When I read this story, especially when I read it all, and not just highlights as we did 
today, what comes across to me is the chaos of grief.  I don’t know how often people 
who are bereaved have said to me that they can’t concentrate, or can’t remember 
things as they ought.  And I have reassured them that grief, which is a type of shock, 
tends to turn the brain to mince.  We see that here, with the friends of Martha and 
Mary milling around to comfort them, but not able to do anything to bring any real re-
lief.  We see it with Martha’s indecorous, uncharacteristic dash from the house to go 
and meet Jesus on the road.  Good, respectable, conventional Jewish ladies didn’t 
do that, and when she was herself, Martha was good, respectable and conventional.  
Remember how she fulfilled her appointed role of waiting on the men-folk while Mary 
sat at Jesus’ feet?  You might have expected the more unconventional Mary to go 
running out to meet Jesus, but grief can do strange things to a person.  Martha rush-
es out and Mary sits still. 
 
Emotions need to be let out, when they are strong, and sometimes, especially when 
there is a cultural taboo on weeping, those who sorrow most can be those who laugh 
hardest, or who feel the need to clean parts of a home which have been comfortably 
shabby for years.  Grief can make an outdoors person become a still and silent 
home-bird, or can steer the person who never walks a step more than necessary out 
of doors and off for long solitary rambles.  When we are grieving we so often are lit-
erally not ourselves, or not the selves that we usually are, the selves that we and 
others recognise, and some people never realise that they are acting against their 
usual character – not until later. 
 
Jesus stepped into this vortex of emotion and grief, a situation which he had done 
nothing to prevent, and he too is affected by it.  He stands by the grave and weeps.  
And people wonder why, when he might have prevented this death.  Could he not 
have saved him? they ask, prefiguring the questions which will be asked of him as 
he himself hangs dying on a cross, in just a few more weeks’ time.  “He saved oth-
ers, he could not save himself.”  And Martha wonders, and Mary wonders why he 
didn’t save his friend. The disciples have already done their bit of wondering, and 
maybe you have wondered too.  He was Lazarus’ friend, and yet he didn’t help, he 
deliberately didn’t help.  But when the disciples query his inaction he says that it is to 
God’s glory, and when he knows that Lazarus is dead he says that what has hap-



pened and will happen is going to help strengthen the disciples’ faith.  But it is going 
to cost Jesus, and he will also feel the grief.   
 
Jesus might have made the easier choice, to go haring off to Bethany as soon as the 
message came to him, which was what Martha and Mary certainly wanted him to do.  
But his mission and his ministry was proactive, not reactive.  He couldn’t and he 
wouldn’t go rushing all over the country, whenever someone wanted him.  He was 
not possessed of the sort of self-importance that reacts like that.  There is a lovely 
passage in Adrian Plass’s fictional diary where the fictional Adrian is asked to lead a 
Bible study group.  He says to his diary, “I am a study group leader.  I am a study 
group leader.  I am a study group leader.  I am a study group leader.” And then he 
rushes around for days micro-managing his small flock and what he perceives as 
their problems.  In the end, he comes home one day and finds a note telling him that 
there is an abandoned family at a certain café, so he rushes off to help.  At the café 
there is no obviously abandoned family, but his wife and son are there.  They explain 
that they are the family and he is the one who has abandoned them.  Self-
importance can be a real pit-fall, and can lead us to losing our understanding of what 
our true calling is, as we think that we have to be the answer to every problem. 
 
Jesus was not led astray by this brand of self-importance, even though there were 
many who would have been happy to see him dashing around solving everyone’s 
problems, and healing every illness and feeding every hungry person.  He had a 
clear message to give, and he gave it in both word and action, so that his actions 
and his movements were part of what he came to do, part of the new Kingdom he 
came to inaugurate.  He had already shown his power to heal, in body and in spirit, 
but that wasn’t enough.  He also needed to show that with him life changes, and 
death is no longer the end.  And to do that, he used the death of a friend. 
 
When Martha meets Jesus and accuses him, and when Jesus tells her that her 
brother will rise again, she replies with what had become the orthodox Jewish posi-
tion, “I know that he will rise in the resurrection on the last day.”  This belief was a 
fairly recent development in Jewish thought, and indeed, there were still those, 
known as the Sadducees, who vehemently opposed this doctrine, and who believed 
that after death there was nothing, or nothing comparable to life.  But most Jews be-
lieved, and believe, that there will be a resurrection on the last day, at the end of 
time.  But Martha’s response, though orthodox, is a little flat.  There is no sense that 
she derives any comfort from the truth that she states. 
 
Jesus was fine with that belief.  But he wanted to take it further.  By raising Lazarus, 
by declaring himself to be the resurrection and the life, he was not confirming the 
majority Jewish position, he was saying that life itself was and is to be found in him, 
and the new life he gives is for now as well as for later.  Life in Jesus is seamless, 
with the resurrection life beginning, not after death, but after we learn to die to self 
and accept the gift of God’s forgiveness and of being made one of his family. 
 
So Martha asks her question, her “if only” question – and which of us has not had 
some if onlies in our lives, things which had they not happened, or had they hap-
pened differently, the future which has become the present would be better.  Martha 
voices her if only, and Jesus does not hide from it, and does not apologise.  He says 
“I am the resurrection and the life.”  Resurrection is not just a doctrine, to which in 
grief you can drearily cling.  It isn’t just a future fact.  Resurrection is a person, and 
he is standing in front of Martha, willing her to make the huge jump of trust and hope.   
She is to make the switch from “if only” to “if Jesus.”   



If Jesus is the one who she says she believes he is….   
 
If Jesus is the Messiah, the one who was promised by prophets, God’s special per-
son who was to come into the world…. 
 
If he is God’s own Son, in whom the living God is absolutely present… 
If he is the resurrection in person, life come to life… 
 
Surely it will make a difference?  Surely it will make a difference to Martha’s if only 
(and it will).  Surely it will make a difference to yours and to mine.  We all have in on-
lies in our hearts, regrets, accusations we might want to level at God.  The only thing 
to do with these is not to hide or ignore them – that way they can fester and poison 
our lives.  No, the only thing to do is what Martha did, to run to Jesus and tell him.  
Ask him why he didn’t come sooner, why he didn’t do as you hoped or asked, why 
he allowed this awful thing to happen.  Raise your eyes to him, as the people in our 
Psalm did, asking and watching and waiting for the response. 
 
And wait for a surprising response.  No one can tell you what the response will be, 
because it is always a surprise.  But the shape of it, the pattern is known, known 
from the day of Martha’s if only.  Jesus will meet your problem with some new part of 
God’s future, bursting, or sliding into your present time, into mess or pain or grief 
with good news, with hope, with new possibilities.  If we have faith, even as Martha 
did, faith that trusts Jesus enough to ask questions, faith that believes that despite 
everything, Jesus is the Messiah, coming into the world, and into our pain and sor-
row and death, then we will find what it means that the resurrection is a person and 
the life he gives begins now. 
 
Jesus did not go around raising the dead all the time.  In compassion, he raised the 
newly dead daughter of Jairus and the son of the widow of Nain, but it was not a fo-
cus of his ministry, not nearly so much as healing people was.  He knew that if he 
raised someone, they would have to die again, sometime.  He healed to show that 
God’s concern is for fullness of life, but resurrection life begins when we follow Jesus 
as his disciples.  But when he raised Lazarus, he did an extraordinary thing.  Obvi-
ously.  Lazarus was four days dead.  Martha knew that putrefaction should have set 
in, and there should be a smell.  But there was no small, and when the tomb was 
open Jesus knew all he had to do was call the dead man out.  In coming to Bethany, 
two miles from Jerusalem Jesus knew – as Thomas pointed out to him – that he was 
most likely coming towards his own death.  He too would lie three days in a tomb.  
His disciples needed to know, and he maybe also needed to know, that this would be 
no bar to his resurrection.  Of course, there are differences, and Lazarus was raised 
to ordinary human life, and would have to die again.  Jesus, though, went through 
death to the other side, and when he was raised it was to a new kind of life, the kind 
that when we stand at a grave, we can be sure that he offers to us, beginning now. 
So bring to Jesus your if onlies and regrets.  Dare to be honest with him.  And ask 
that he who is the resurrection and the life pour his new kind of life into your troubles.  
There is no one else who can.  Amen. 
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