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John 11:1-16 

 

 

One of my favourite children’s tv shows was Sesame Street. It wasn’t around when I 

was young, but looking after the children enabled me to see what they saw. Some 

programmes were pretty awful, as far as I was concerned, but others were good. 

 

Anyway, in case you don’t know, Sesame Street came from the same people as the 

Muppet Show, but it had a mix of short sketches, songs, education and jokes. It was 

the home of Big Bird, the Cookie Monster, Bert and Ernie and many more, but it was a 

song of theirs that came to mind while I was reading through our passage from John. 

 

My computer looked up the song, and I spent two and a half minutes watching and 

listening to it again. It’s called, ‘Every story has a beginning, a middle and an end’, should 

you want to check it out. To save you doing that though, it’s about someone called 

Seymour who wakes up one morning, gets a ride on a pterodactyl back to the time of 

cavemen and sets up an ice cream stand that does really well. He enjoyed that day! 

 

But there’s no mention of dinosaurs, cavemen (at least by name), or anyone called 

Seymour in the Bible. So what is included in the Bible? 

 

The Bible has a beginning, a middle and an end. Genesis, of course, means beginning, and 

it gets it’s name from the very first word of that book. The middle, the main story, we 

could say, is very long, and still going on. For the end we may get an occasional glimpse 

within the pages of the Old Testament, but the real conclusion is found within the last 

couple of chapters, in John’s Revelation. 

 

Every story has a beginning, a middle and an end. The Bible story, and my story. 

 

Today, in my life, I woke this morning, I did and continue to do ‘stuff’ through the day, 

until it finishes this evening. Many of us choose to begin and finish each day with a 

prayer or two, but then it is gone. Another day. 

 

But stories, whether total fiction like Seymour’s, or total fact like mine, are often 

longer than a day. Yes, we can have a special, even a very special, day, but this day, 

today, is part of a longer story. 

 

We have been formed into who we are today, mainly, by the story of what has happened 

in the past, and how we view tomorrow can also have been shaped by our yesterdays and 

today. 

 



 

And as we read through John chapter 11 we see reference to the past, the present and 

the future. 

 

The very recent past, indeed the end of the previous chapter, has seen Jesus cross the 

Jordan and many people becoming believers. But then comes the news of His friend. 

 

In the past, as we read in John 11, there has been love and hate.  

 

It almost seems as if verses 7 to 10 don’t belong here. The main story of the chapter is 

Jesus’ friend, Lazarus, who is sick and dying. But then we have this reference to Jesus’ 

returning to Judea and the animosity that was experienced there.  

 

Of course, Bethany was in Judea, so He could have been referring to going to visit 

Lazarus, but it’s not necessarily the population of Bethany that the disciples are 

meaning here. 

 

In the past the Jews, as the disciples call them in verse 8, tried to stone Jesus, to kill 

Him. We can probably remember that being described for us in the previous chapter. 

And what we see here is how that experience affects the disciples.  

 

Serious danger in the past suggests keeping out of the way now. We have that phrase 

that we use today, ‘Fight or flight’, being the two obvious responses to danger. But for 

the disciples there was no right to fight, so flight it is; staying away is best. And, if it 

were up to them, there would be no going back, especially not straight away! 

 

But there are other past experiences that are mentioned here. We have reference to 

the love that Mary had for Jesus, expressed in the washing of Jesus’ feet, verse 2.  

 

This foot washing, interestingly, is not described by John until chapter 12. Clearly 

everything is not actually in date order within this Gospel, but John does make sure he 

includes all that is important for us to be aware of. 

 

The other thing, for me, that relates to the past is the friendship that exists between 

Jesus and this family of Lazarus and his sisters.  

 

We know that John describes a certain disciple, whom we believe to be himself, as the 

‘disciple whom Jesus loved’ (John 13:23; 19:26; 20:2; 21:7, 20). We also know from 

John’s Gospel that Jesus loved the disciples as a group, shown, again, in the washing of 

feet (John 13).  

 

Other than this Jesus’ love for individuals is mentioned in only two places. One was the 

rich young man who was unwilling to give his possessions away (Mark 10:21). The other is 

here. 



 

 ‘Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus’ (John 11:5). 

 

Their relationship of the past had brought them really close, which is probably why 

Jesus was willing to return to Judea (verse 7). His love for the family was clearly 

stronger than His fear (if He had any), or at least His disciples’ fear, of His 

persecutors, even enemies. 

 

So, what had gone before affects the here and now. Every story has a beginning, a 

middle, and an end. 

 

And, of course, Jesus is given the opportunity to see the future in a way that we never 

will. He speaks of Lazarus living on.  

 

Jesus says the sickness will not end in death (verse 4), but it does (see verse 11, 13 and 

14). This clear statement is picked up by Thomas in verse 16 where he suggests that 

they could all join him in a sort of death pact. 

 

We know the end of this particular story, although we haven’t read it today. We know 

that death was not to have the last word, but that part of the story is for another 

week. 

 

But the misunderstanding of Thomas highlights the point that we don’t know clearly 

what the end will look like, not for our lives anyway. 

 

We may hear of fortune-tellers, and some may even get a name for themselves on 

television, but if fortune-tellers exist why do they not win the lottery every week?  

 

Anyway, we are told very clearly in the Bible that we should not consult mediums or the 

like in order to see what the future has in store for us. 

 

We can have plans, even goals, but we are in God’s hands. We need to remain committed 

to Him and allow Him to guide our paths. 

 

We can believe in healing, and pray for healing, or in this case bringing someone back 

from the dead. Our faith declares that God is able, but I don’t think that it’s for us to 

know whether the person will definitely be healed or raised from death. God knows; we 

don’t. 

 

Anyway, that’s the end, and the disciples are not there yet. They remain well and truly 

in the middle of their story. 

 

And sometimes being in the middle of the story means uncertainty.  

 



 

There is a message from Mary and Martha calling for haste, yet they go nowhere for 

two days (verse 6). 

 

In the disciples’ minds Judea meant danger, yet they would be returning there anyway 

(verse 7).  

 

As mentioned, Thomas misunderstood what was being said (verse 16). 

 

So how does this apply to us today? 

 

Consider, if you will, your own Christian faith. 

 

There was a beginning, whether it happened at a particular moment, or over a length of 

time. 

 

There will be an end, or at least we know what the ultimate end will look like – being 

with God, forever. 

 

And the challenge is to live for God and to walk with God in the present. It may not be 

always clear what that looks like or where that’s going. There may be times of 

uncertainty, hardships, disappointments, even misunderstandings. That was true for the 

disciples while Jesus was with them in person, so no surprise if there are challenging 

times for us occasionally. 

 

We are all living our story, shaped by the past and with an eye on the future. 

 

We may have to go to scary places, if God so calls. But just like the disciples of Jesus’ 

day, the question is, ‘What is God’s plan for my life?’ 

 

Just like the book of Acts could be seen as ‘The Acts of the Holy Spirit’ rather than 

‘The Acts of the Apostles’, so our days should be guided by God. 

 

I mentioned previously starting each day with prayer. May a few words from a Psalm be 

a prayer over our lives: 

 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart 

be pleasing in your sight, 

Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer. 

          Psalm 19:14 

 

Lazarus’ sickness, Jesus says, is for God’s glory (verse 4). 

 

May my life, and your life, be the same. 


