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ORPHIR and STENNESS CHURCH, 

Sunday 26th March 2023, Lent 5A 

Morning Service 1100 

Transcript 
 

Welcome and Intimations 

Good morning.  Wherever you come from today, whether you come regularly, or occasionally, 

perhaps even for the first time, you are welcome to our worship.  Your presence enriches us in 

this time of celebration together. 

 

Today we read about the raising of Lazarus, and think a bit about death and mourning. 
Let us take a moment to be quiet and know the presence of God among us. 

Pause 

 

Gracious God, 

Christ is the light of the World, and so we come to walk in his light.  Christ is the resurrection 

and the life, and so we come to enter into his life.  Christ raises us to new life, and so we 
come to surrender our lives to you, and be raised anew.  Speak to us now, that we may hear 

the words of life.  Amen. 

 

Call to Worship: (Ps.29) 

Ascribe to the Lord the glory of his name; worship the Lord in holy splendour.  (Psalm 29) 

Let us worship God: 
 

Hymn 172 Sing for God’s glory that colours the dawn of creation  

 

Jesus said: 

I am the resurrection and the life; all who believe in me, though they die yet shall they live. 

Let us pray: 

 
First Prayer1 and Lord’s Prayer:  

Loving God, ruler of life and death, 

please look with compassion on this congregation as we come before you. 

You are resurrection and life.  Register us among those who commit themselves to the faith 

that we have already crossed over from defeat to victory, from death to life. 

 
We ask your forgiveness for times when, in selfishness, we have opted for the easy ways of 

habit and social convention, rather that the higher and harder ways of Christ. 

Holy God, we thank you that, long before we face up to ourselves and frame our confessions, 

your mercy in Christ Jesus is here waiting for us.  We rest our mortal lives in your immortal 

Life, allowing your grace, mercy and peace to cleanse, refresh and strengthen us. 

 
As we worship you in the glory of all your love, may we be strengthened to live boldly, and 

with good humour, among the scoffers and cynics who mask their own despair with witty 

sarcasm. 

Let us celebrate the heaven that has already come among us through the one who came to 

bring life in all its fulness, and share its fruits with one another, 

that, at the end of this earthly journey, we may die into your arms without dismay or regret. 

For your love’s sake, and through Jesus Christ our Lord, 
who taught us to pray saying: 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  

Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven.  

Give us this day our daily bread.  

 
1 From Bruce Prewer; adapted 



 

 

2 

 

And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.  

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. 

For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever.  Amen. 

 
Readings: Nicol will read for us today: one long reading: 

John 11: 1-45; New Revised Standard Version, Anglicised 

The Death of Lazarus 

Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha.  

Mary was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair; her 

brother Lazarus was ill.  So the sisters sent a message to Jesus, ‘Lord, he whom you love is 

ill.’  But when Jesus heard it, he said, ‘This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s 
glory, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it.’  Accordingly, though Jesus loved 

Martha and her sister and Lazarus, after having heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days 

longer in the place where he was. 

 

Then after this he said to the disciples, ‘Let us go to Judea again.’  The disciples said to him, 

‘Rabbi, the Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are you going there again?’  Jesus 
answered, ‘Are there not twelve hours of daylight?  Those who walk during the day do not 

stumble, because they see the light of this world.  But those who walk at night stumble, 

because the light is not in them.’  After saying this, he told them, ‘Our friend Lazarus has 

fallen asleep, but I am going there to awaken him.’  The disciples said to him, ‘Lord, if he has 

fallen asleep, he will be all right.’  Jesus, however, had been speaking about his death, but 

they thought that he was referring merely to sleep.  Then Jesus told them plainly, ‘Lazarus is 
dead. For your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe.  But let us go to him.’ 

Thomas, who was called the Twin, said to his fellow-disciples, ‘Let us also go, that we may die 

with him.’ 

 

Jesus the Resurrection and the Life 

When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days.  Now 

Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, and many of the Jews had come to 
Martha and Mary to console them about their brother.  When Martha heard that Jesus was 

coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed at home.  Martha said to Jesus, ‘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 said to her, ‘Your brother will rise again.’  Martha said to 

him, ‘I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.’  Jesus said to her, ‘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.  Do you believe this?’  She said to 

him, ‘Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the 

world.’ 

 

Jesus Weeps 

When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told her privately, ‘The 
Teacher is here and is calling for you.’  And when she heard it, she got up quickly and went to 

him.  Now Jesus had not yet come to the village, but was still at the place where Martha had 

met him.  The Jews who were with her in the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly 

and go out.  They followed her because they thought that she was going to the tomb to weep 

there.  When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, 

‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.’  When Jesus saw her weeping, 

and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply 
moved.  He said, ‘Where have you laid him?’  They said to him, ‘Lord, come and see.’  Jesus 

began to weep.  So the Jews said, ‘See how he loved him!’  But some of them said, ‘Could not 

he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?’ 

 

Jesus Raises Lazarus to Life 
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Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb.  It was a cave, and a stone was lying 

against it.  Jesus said, ‘Take away the stone.’  Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, 

‘Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead for four days.’  Jesus said to her, 

‘Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?’  So they took away 
the stone.  And Jesus looked upwards and said, ‘Father, I thank you for having heard me.  I 

knew that you always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, 

so that they may believe that you sent me.’  When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, 

‘Lazarus, come out!’  The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, 

and his face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, ‘Unbind him, and let him go.’ 

 

Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did, believed 
in him. 

Amen.  Thanks be to God 

 

Hymn 691 Be still, my soul 

 

Message: 
When did you last say, ‘If only ....’?  How often have you said, ‘If only ..’? 

If only I had known then what I know now ... 

If only she hadn’t gone there that day .. 

If only he’d studied harder and not failed that exam.... 

If only he hadn’t stepped out in front of that car... 

 
I’m sure you get that point.  If only we could turn the clock back.  Wishing we could change 

the past.  The present would have been so much better, if only the past had been just a little 

different. Here is Martha saying it: 

‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.’  If only.  

 

John tells the story of the raising of Lazarus so well that I hardly need to comment, but there 

are lots of lessons here. 
 

Remember the background.  Martha, Mary, and Lazarus are among Jesus’ best friends.  John 

mentions that Mary is the one who anointed Jesus with perfume – but of course he doesn’t tell 

us about that until the next chapter, chapter 12.  (Scholars suggest that the pages of the 

manuscript got mixed up!)  John tells us repeatedly that Lazarus is ill: 

“Lord, he whom you love is ill.”  Yet Jesus waits for two days before going. 
John says, “Though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus, after having heard that 

Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was.” 

Jesus could surely have saved a lot of grief and pain by going to Martha and Mary 

immediately, but he didn’t. 

 

Lots of commentators have made suggestions about why Jesus waited.  Maybe he wanted it to 
be clear beyond any doubt that Lazarus was indeed dead, so that, when the witnesses saw life 

reappear from the stench of putrefaction, they couldn’t deceive themselves that this was 

simply someone reviving from a faint or some kind of coma; not resuscitation like CPR and 

defibrillator in our times.  Maybe he wanted to make the miracle even more impressive, or to 

show that he acted on his own initiative, not because he was pressed into doing it.  Maybe he 

wrestled in prayer with God about what he was about to do.  We don’t know, and it doesn’t 

really matter. 
 

John means to demonstrate beyond any doubt who Jesus is, and that he has mastery of that 

last great enemy, death; that, even for God Incarnate in Jesus, death is not trivial: death is 

costly. 
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‘If only you’d been here, my brother would not have died’.  But Jesus urges Martha to look to 

the future, and a special kind of future.  It’s about faith, about exchanging ‘if only’ for ‘if 

Jesus’. 

 
One of the biggest cultural differences in today’s world is the way we handle funerals.  In 

many parts of the world, people still mourn their dead as they did in Jesus’s time, with 

processions carrying the coffin, and loud weeping and wailing and sad music.  One person’s 

grief spreads to another; the sadness spreads to everyone, whether or not they knew the 

deceased.  They show - even demonstrate - their emotions. 

 

In our times and places we are not like that.  We have learned to hide our emotions.  At times 
of grief and bereavement, we put a brave face on it.  We ‘get on with it’.  Orkney folk are 

good at that.  That’s the way things are: carry on as best you can.  Not wanting anybody else 

to be upset. 

 

But maybe the older way, the way of most of the world today, is kinder.  Psychologists 

suggest that it is better to share your grief with other people and work through it with their 
help.  It doesn’t do any good to hide our grief, or pretend it doesn’t exist.  When Paul says he 

doesn’t want us to grieve like people who have no hope (1 Thess. 4:13) he doesn’t mean don’t 

grieve at all.  He means that there are two kinds of grief – a hopeless grief and a hopeful grief 

- even though hopeful grief is still grief, and it can be bitter indeed. 

When Jesus saw [Mary] weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was 

greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.  To emphasise the point, John tells us simply: 
‘Jesus wept’, better translated as ‘Jesus began to weep’ or ‘burst into tears’.   

 

For the first readers, that short sentence, ‘Jesus wept’ would be the most astonishing part of 

an astonishing story, one of the most remarkable moments in the whole Gospel story.  It 

points to the historical accuracy: nobody in the early church, venerating Jesus, and 

celebrating his victory over death, would have invented such a thing. 

 
John shows us the humanity of Jesus.  Jesus reacts as we all do to a life cut short, to the 

desolation of losing someone we love, and sharing in the pain of others who mourn.  This is 

the man who would weep over Jerusalem (Luke 11:41), who would weep over his own 

approaching fate in Gethsemane.  Here he weeps over the death of a friend, and he is moved 

by the grief of two other friends, Martha and Mary. 

 
In the face of grief and bereavement sometimes there are no words, and we can only share 

our tears.  You may have heard the story of an old man whose wife had just died.  The lady 

next door realised that her small boy had gone, all on his own, to visit the old man.  When he 

returned, his mother asked him: “What did you say to him?”  “I didn’t say anything,” said the 

little boy, “I just helped him to cry.” 

 
There are people in this congregation, this community, every community, who need to be 

helped to cry, and there are people who, like that peedie boy, can help them to cry. 

The expression, ‘Tea and sympathy’ sounds cynical, but, in reality, it can mean care and 

compassion wrapped in sincerity.  Our pastoral care and concern for one another is a 

fundamental part of our Christian commitment.  How can we ensure that the Church is a place 

of healing and of life within our communities? 

 
More than this, in Jesus, John shows us, not just a flesh-and-blood human being, but the 

Word, the Word made flesh, through whom the world was made, weeping at the grave of his 

friend.  The Word who is God can cry with the world’s crying.  Here John points us forward to 

Jesus’s own death, telling us that it is only through Jesus’s death, through his sharing in the 

common fate of humanity, that the world can be saved. 
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We know the rest of John’s story.  Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb, a cave, 

with a stone lying against it.  They take away the stone.  Astonishingly, there is no stink.  

Jesus looks upwards and says, ‘Father, I thank you for having heard me.  I knew that you 

always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they 
may believe that you sent me ..... ‘‘Lazarus, come out!” 

 

And Lazarus came out. 

 

“Lazarus, come out!”  Words for us today.  Jesus calls to life what has died in us. 

Nothing, not even death, is as powerful as God’s love.  No shame, no failure, no suffering or 

evildoing, no past or present can hold us from living in God.  No power can stop God from 
setting us free.  “Unbind him, and let him go.” 

 

The Lazarus story isn’t just about God’s miraculous intervention in a terrible situation.  It’s 

about how God raises us up out of old, deadened - deadly - ways of living; out of the illusion 

that we’re confined to the life of our mortal bodies; raises us into new lives, new ways of 

living, living “in the Spirit,” living as members of the crucified and risen Body of Christ. 
 

Of course, we know what happened later.  We know that the resurrection demonstrates that 

the reason why Jesus came in the flesh among us was to bring to us the hope that love is 

stronger than death. 

 

John has one final irony.  As Jesus demonstrates the loving and life-giving power of God, at 
the same time he sets the final seal on his own death.  Among those professional mourners 

that day were some who were waiting to see what Jesus would do, how he would react to the 

death of his friend; looking for reasons to report him to the Pharisees, who regarded him only 

as a nuisance and a threat to their power and position.  If we read on into Chapter12 we see 

that Jesus’ miracle, and his words, “Unbind him, and let him go” led directly to the plot to kill 

him – even to kill Lazarus as well.  We remember the words of Caiaphas the High Priest: “It is 

better to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed”. 
 

Today’s take-home message? 

We can’t know exactly what happened on that day, but it doesn’t matter.  As Prof. William 

Barclay put it: 

‘It does not really matter whether or not Jesus literally raised a corpse to life about AD 30, but 

it matters intensely that Jesus is the Resurrection and the Life for every man [and woman] 
who is dead in sin and dead in God today. .... We may never know what happened in Bethany 

so many years ago; but we do know for certain that Jesus is still the Resurrection and the Life.  

That is what the story tells us – and that is what really matters’.2   

Amen. Soli Deo Gloria. 

 

Let us pray: 
Gracious God, like Lazarus in the tomb, our hearts are still and waiting for your call. 

Speak to us now. 

May your Word call us out of our death, out of old lives, into the light of your grace and your 

presence, and the loving companionship of Christ.  Amen.  (from Steve Garnaas-Holmes) 

 

During the next hymn please bring the Offering to the Chancel 

He speaks, and, listening to his voice, 
new life the dead receive, 

the mournful broken hearts rejoice, 

the humble poor believe... 

Hymn 352 O for a thousand tongues to sing ....  

 
2 William Barclay: Daily Study Bible, John (2), 103 
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Dedication of Offering:  

Gracious God, 

All that we have comes from you.  With our offerings of money we offer our lives, 

believing that your name will be glorified and our faith increased, 
through Christ Jesus our Lord.  Amen   

 

Prayers of Intercession3: 

 

Let us pray: 

War in Ukraine and many other places; earthquakes in Turkey and Syria; floods in Malawi and 

elsewhere.  In our own country, duplicity and self-seeking in high places; changes in 
Holyrood; murders, child abuse – Loving God, where do we start? 

God of all, 

the clamour of this world’s injustice and suffering is too much for us. 

Its cries hurt our ears; its sad faces haunt our eyes.  From television and telephone, Mail 

delivery and Emails, it begs for our charity. 

God, we cannot cope with it all! 
The gravity of it all pushes us down into laborious, guilt-driven activity, or towards the self-

protection of unseeing indifference. 

 

Saviour God, deliver us, on the one hand, from trying to do everything, or, on the other, from 

evading our responsibilities. 

From among the multiplicity of righteous works that need to be done, 
help us to recognise the few that we can do, and help us to do them well. 

Give us the humility to leave the management to you 

and to those others whom you enlist in your service. 

 

God of love, 

we bring to you the ever-widening gap between the advantaged and disadvantaged. 

We pray for all victims of this injustice; for the sick and injured and maimed with no access to 
skilled medical care; the millions who starve, while others live in abundance; 

minorities whose prospects for education and health care lag behind the rest; 

the unemployed, cast aside by advances in industry and commerce; 

refugees trusting themselves to unscrupulous criminals and unseaworthy boats. 

 

As each day’s news seems to bring us more details of dishonesty and duplicity in high places; 
news of a culture ‘institutionally racist, sexist and homophobic’ among people we thought we 

could trust, we pray for people who daily face discrimination; 

we pray for return to the honesty, integrity, and concern for others exemplified in the life and 

teaching of Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 

In a few moments of silence, we bring to you our private prayers for the things that weigh 
heavily upon us today. 

 

Pause 

O Lord, hear our prayer. 

 

God of justice and mercy, keep your church faithful and compassionate.  Let us not be so 

concerned with our own weaknesses that we neglect to love our neighbour as Christ Jesus has 
loved us.  In his name we pray.  Amen. 

 

4th Hymn 595 O Breath of Life, come sweeping through us  (Tune St Clement, 220)  

 

 
3 Based on Bruce Prewer: Jesus our Future: Prayers for the Twenty-first Century, pp. 87-88. 



 

 

7 

 

Choir: Holy spirit living breath of God 

 

Afterthought: 

An American army chaplain tells how the story of the raising of Lazarus affected one marine.  
There was a Bible study group aboard a troopship returning from Japan.  After studying this 

passage, a marine said, ‘Everything is pointing at me’.  He went on to describe how he had led 

a wild life and got into bad trouble.  No one knew, except God.  He felt guilty.  He said that his 

life was ruined, and he could not face his family.  He felt that he was a dead man.  ‘But, after 

reading this chapter’, he said, ‘I have come alive again.  I know that this resurrection that 

Jesus was talking about is in the here and now, for he has raised me from death to life.’ 

 
No doubt this man’s troubles were not over, but, in meeting Jesus, he experienced the 

resurrection and the life.  (From David Adam: Sermon Illustrations) 

 

Closing Hymn: 200 Christ is made the sure foundation  

 

Closing Words and Benediction:  
 

God will bless you and keep you, 

the Spirit will smile upon you and be gracious unto you. 

the Christ will send his own light upon you 

and give you his peace. 

And may the blessing of God almighty,  
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  

be with you, and remain with you,  

now and always. Amen. 

 

Doxology: 

(Hy. 786) May the God of peace go with us as we travel from this place; 

May the love of Jesus keep us firm in hope and full of grace. 
............................................................................. 

 


