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“Death-Defying Love” 

Text: John 11.1-45 

 This scripture passages is one that we most often hear in the context of a funeral.  And 

it’s a great text for that context.  In that moment—while 

we wrestle with loss and grief and the meaning of 

death—this speaks of the reality of the resurrection and 

a life that simply cannot be held captive by death.  But 

there’s also something here that speaks beyond just that 

setting.  There’s something here that speaks to us—or 

should speak to us—in the context of our everyday 

lives... and that’s what I want to get at today. 

 So here’s my question: “what do you think life was like for Lazarus after his four days of 

death?  What do you think life was like for him after the rock was rolled away from the tomb and 

he heard Christ call him to come out, and he rose back to life and shuffled out of the tomb and 

the bandages were removed?  Do you think he just got right back to business as usual?  Or do 

you think he might have lived in a new way? 

 Do you think he might have taken a bit more time to enjoy the beauty of this world?  Do 

you think he might have been a little quicker to tell his sisters and friends that he loved them?  

Do you think he might have been a little more appreciative, a little more kind, a little more 

daring?  I do.  That’s how I imagine it... because I think dying and coming back to life in this 

dramatic fashion would have to change you.  It would have to remind you of what’s important 

and what is trivial, what’s permanent and what is transitory, what’s sacred and what is 

regrettable. 

“What do you think 

life was like for 

Lazarus after his 

four days of death? 
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 I think dying and coming back to life like Lazarus must be an experience that fills you 

with thoughts of second chances and missed opportunities that you’re not going to miss this time 

around... And I’d think it would also fill you with a sense of the wonder and power of the God 

who could do even this for you... And wouldn’t that give you something like courage to face the 

hardships—the challenges of life—with a boldness you might not have known before? 

 We’re not told exactly how Lazarus changed through this experience.  But John does tell 

us that—at least from his perspective—this was the pivotal event, the last straw that broke the 

proverbial camel’s back, and drove the religious and political leaders to kill Jesus.  And we’re 

told they also tried to kill Lazarus on the way.  They wanted to get rid of the evidence that Jesus 

had this kind of power; silence the witness to Jesus’ love and compassion and might.   

 And, if I was Lazarus I’m not sure how I’d have responded to that.  I guess part of me 

would be thinking: “Not so fast!  I’ve just been brought back to this beautiful life and I don’t 

want to give it up so quickly.”  But maybe I’d also be thinking: “Death?  You want to kill me?  

Okay, bring it on, no big deal... been there, done that, and I’m here to say there’s nothing to be 

afraid of.  If Jesus can bring me through it once I have no doubt he can do it again.” 

 So here’s what I’m thinking: We who are followers of Christ Jesus—we who have been 

baptized in his name—are called to the life of Lazarus.  The early liturgies emphasized that in 

baptism we die to ourselves and rise to new life in Christ.  In Romans, Paul puts it like this:  “Do 

you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his 

death? Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was 

raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.” 

 But we seem to skim over this today.  Nobody likes to talk about death—but there’s 

something we miss when we ignore this truth.  When we simply think of baptism as “the bath” or 
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“a cleansing” or something like that we miss the power that comes when we see in it that we’ve 

actually entered the tomb with Lazarus, that we’ve been bound like he was in the grave clothes, 

the stone has been placed over the entrance, and for all intents and purposes we have died... only 

to find ourselves called out of the tomb—by the voice of our Lord; 

called out into the fresh air, the bright light, the new life of a new 

day.  Called from death into life; called to live with a new attitude, 

a new compassion, a new intensity, and a new power. 

 And I think that’s one of the gifts of Lazarus for us.  It 

reminds us that not only are we offered the hope of the 

resurrection somewhere down the line in our distant—or not too distant— future, but we’re 

offered this new lease on life in our now; right now, right today, right this moment. This is the 

gift of God to us.  This is salvation.  Too often we think of salvation only—or at least 

primarily—in terms of what happens to us after we’ve died and been buried: that heavenly 

afterlife.  And I don’t want there to be any doubt: I absolutely believe in that afterlife and I 

believe that it will be heavenly.  But I think it’s such an incredible and regrettable shame that so 

many of us put all of our eggs in that basket and miss the 

fact that this is salvation too.  

 Friends, being a Christian—being “saved” if you 

will—is not just about the fact that we believe we will 

be allowed through the pearly gates after we’ve died.  Being saved in the Bible is about all sorts 

of things: it’s about being saved from fear, saved from rejection, disease, blindness (both 

physical and spiritual), and danger... and yes, saved from eternal separation from God.  In fact in 

this story, when the disciples say, “If he’s fallen asleep he will be all right.” A more literal 

Called from death into life; called to 
live with a new attitude, a new 
compassion, a new intensity, and a 
new power. 

we’re offered this new lease on life in 
our now; right now, right today, right 
this moment. This is the gift of God to 

us.  This is salvation. 
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translation would say “If he’s fallen asleep he will be saved.”  In the Greek that’s the word John 

uses.   

 And Lazarus was saved—he was dead but through the power of God he rose to newness 

of life.  And as John often does, this story of Lazarus works on a couple levels.  Just as the man 

who was born blind and was given his physical sight becomes a story of God’s readiness to give 

those of us who are spiritually blind new sight, this story of raising Lazarus from physical death 

into physical life is also the story of God lifting us from our spiritual death into spiritual life. 

 And I’m hoping we will embrace that.  I’m hoping it won’t just become another nice little 

thought to float through our minds every now and then, but that it will take hold of us and fill us 

with the strength to rise up in this life with a power and compassion and vitality that can face 

whatever is out there with courage and hope... and maybe even something like humor.   

 I can’t help wondering what the world would be like if Christians didn’t just see their 

Christianity as a kind of superfluous label, a box they check on survey forms, the name of the 

church they attend once or twice a year.  I wonder what the world would be like if Christianity 

wasn’t just another activity we participate in from time to time like PTA or Rotary or the Jelly of 

the Month Club.  I wonder what the world would be like if instead of our Christianity being just 

an interesting trivial detail about our interests it was the central factor that defines every other 

thought, activity, and pursuit we enter into. 

 And I think that might be what our lives would be like if we ever really caught hold of 

what it means to be called out of the grave by Jesus—to be baptized into his death—and raised to 

new life in him. 
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I imagine a world where 

Christians are known for this 

unstoppable death-defying love, 

that hesitates at no borders, no 

challenges where Christians 

miss no opportunities to reach 

out, to go to the edges, to face 

the powers of darkness on 

behalf of the lost and lonely and 

powerless and broken and 

unfairly condemned of this 

world. 



 

 I imagine a world where Christians face the challenges of this world—physical, and 

social, and emotional—with a fearlessness that makes others stop and look on with amazement.  

I imagine a world where Christians enter the gaps where others feel powerless, feel betrayed, 

afraid, ashamed and unwanted and helpless.  I imagine a world where Christians are known for 

this unstoppable death-defying love, that hesitates at no borders, no challenges; where Christians 

miss no opportunities to reach out, to go to the edges, to face 

the powers of darkness on behalf of the lost and lonely and 

powerless and broken and unfairly condemned of this world. 

 Death-defying love... because we’ve already died and 

been called out of the tomb, we’ve drowned in the waters and 

been dragged up on shore, and given new life in Christ.  Not the 

same old life of fear and timidity... a new life, a rich life, a life 

empowered by the God of all of creation who sends us to those 

in need with a message of hope and grace and life for all 

people. 

 May we embrace this death-defying love through the power of the Spirit, for the sake of 

our neighbors, to the glory of God, now and forever.  Amen.  


