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DO YOU BELIEVE THIS?                                                                        JOHN 11:17-44 
 
Sometimes revealing things can be said in mundane, everyday moments.  A 
conversation occurred between a husband and wife in a small country store on a 
steamy afternoon in August.  They were there buying a few groceries.  He was on one 
side of the store and she on the other.  Over the shelf of breakfast cereals and cake 
mixes, the husband said, “Don’t forget the cream.”  His wife responded, “Well, all right, 
but don’t forget you’re trying to lose weight.”  He replied, “Oh, well, you only live once.”  
Now, that little store was nearly empty.  The woman at the checkout counter heard the 
conversation between husband and wife easily enough.  She’d been working hard all 
day long.  It was a hot, muggy afternoon.  She looked flushed and rushed standing 
there behind her cash register and the racks of lifesavers, chewing gum, and celebrity 
news magazines.  When the man said, “Oh well, you only live once,” she broke into the 
conversation.  She asked a question, “Don’t you think once is enough?” 
 
It was a joke really – mild, harmless, but revealing just the same.  “Don’t you think once 
is enough?”  It revealed something about the quality of that woman’s life at that 
moment.  A bit tired… a little disillusioned… kind of cynical… sort of defeated.  It was as 
if she was saying, “One day is pretty much like every other day for me.  I’ll live out my 
life and I expect to have some good days as well as some bad ones.  If this is all life is, I 
won’t complain when it comes to an end.  One life will do me very nicely indeed.”   
 
Let’s read a wonderful Bible story this Easter morning.  It’s about the death of one of 
Jesus’ closest friends – a man named Lazarus – and what Jesus did about it.   For 
several weeks we’ve been considering questions Jesus asked.  “Holy Curiosity” has 
been the title of this message series.  Jesus asked questions – not so much to gain 
information He lacked – but instead to teach, to inspire, to reveal, and to prompt people 
to think about God and life differently.  Jesus made an amazing statement in this story 
there in v. 25-26 (NIV), “‘I am the resurrection and the life.  The one who believes in me 
will live, even though they die; and whoever lives by believing in me will never die.  Do 
you believe this?’”  That’s the question I want us to focus on today.  Now, Jesus posed 
that question to Martha, Lazarus’ sister, originally.   But it’s also a question He asks you 
and me today some 2,000 years later:  “Do you believe this?”   
 
True, this story is about Jesus restoring physical, biological life back to Lazarus.  But it 
seems to me Jesus was also addressing the quality of life He can provide everyday 
because He is the Resurrection and the Life.  It was as if Jesus said, “I’m giving Lazarus 
his natural, physical life back again so that you will see I also have the power to give 
spiritual, supernatural life as well.  Yes, I have the power to give quantity of life – 
everlasting, eternal life that literally goes on forever and escapes the power of death 
literally.  But I also have the power to give a quality of life right here and right now today 
that you can’t obtain anywhere else but from Me.”   Jesus is the ultimate answer, then, 
to that “Don’t you think living once is enough” attitude we’ve all experienced sooner or 
later.  Yes, this story is about a literal resurrection.  Absolutely!  But, it also points to a 
quality of spiritual life that’s the direct result of a relationship with the risen Jesus.  That 
kind of life is offered to us and should be experienced by us on Easter Day and every 
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other day of our lives.  So, I’d like us to reflect on the meaning of this great story for our 
lives by considering three commands Jesus gave.  Here’s the first one:   
 
COMMAND #1:  “TAKE AWAY THE STONE.”  (v. 39) 
 
Lazarus was dead.  Whenever Jesus visited Jerusalem, he apparently stayed at the 
home of three siblings:  Lazarus, Mary, and Martha. They lived in the nearby suburb of 
Bethany.  When Jesus arrived on the scene, Lazarus had been dead four days.  His 
body had already been buried in a cave-like tomb where a large stone had been rolled 
into the opening to seal up the grave.  So, Lazarus was dead before Jesus arrived. 
 
Every person is spiritually dead before Jesus arrives as well.  Did you know you have a 
spiritual grave site or tomb in your life?  But for some of us that inner grave is empty 
while for others it’s still occupied.  The Bible makes it clear all of us are born physically 
alive, but spiritually dead.  In that sense, every person is born dead!  We all start out life 
separated from God and buried away in a tomb built by our own sin.  When John Owen, 
a great Puritan leader, lay on his death bed, he dictated a letter to a friend, “I am still in 
the land of the living.”  But then he paused and said, “Stop.  Change that and write, ‘I 
am yet in the land of the dying, but I hope to be in the land of the living.’”  That’s exactly 
the Bible’s point of view.  We’re in the land of the dying because of sin. 
 
Spiritually speaking, all of us have this grave – this tomb – in our lives created by our 
sin.  All those things we’ve done or failed to do that have caused a break in our 
relationship with God.  That’s precisely why our everyday lives can have a kind of 
deadness to them.  “Don’t you think one life is enough?”  We pursue success, we seek 
out relationships that we believe will bring us happiness, we chase pleasures of different 
kinds, and we fill up our lives with lots of things.  But that sense of deadness persists. 
 
This Easter morning I invite you to hear Jesus speak into our spiritual deadness with the 
same words He spoke into Lazarus’ physical deadness:  “Take away the stone.”  Some 
of us have an occupied tomb inside of us spiritually.  Others of us have an empty tomb.  
The difference truly is the risen Jesus.  His resurrection makes your resurrections and 
mine possible.  Resurrections?  Yes, you’re invited to experience a spiritual resurrection 
right now today and a physical resurrection some day in the future.  God wants to empty 
that inner grave in us through the power of His Son, the risen Lord Jesus.  When you 
turn to Him in simple, personal trust – asking Him to forgive your sins, committing to 
being His follower from now on, being born again by the Holy Spirit – Jesus comes and 
empties out that inner, spiritual tomb in us, so to speak.  How does that happen? 
 
You golf aficionados are missing out on what would have been the last day of the 
Masters because of this pandemic crisis.  Some of you might know the name Harvey 
Penick.  He wrote his first book at the age of 90 entitled “Harvey Penick’s Little Red 
Book.”  It sold more than a million copies becoming one of the best selling books about 
a sport ever written.  Penick began jotting down his observations about the game of golf 
in a red spiral notebook way back in the 1920s.  He never showed the book to anyone 
except his son until 1991.  Penick finally showed it to a writer friend who encouraged 



 3 

him to seek out a publisher.  Eventually, the publishers, Simon & Schuster, agreed to an 
advance of $90,000 to publish Penick’s little red book about golf.  His writer friend went 
to see Penick soon after, but found the old man deeply troubled.  Why?  Penick 
explained.  He had a number of unpaid medical bills, he said, so he didn’t know how he 
could advance Simon & Schuster all that money!  The writer friend had to explain to 
Harvey Penick that he would be the one to receive $90,000 not give it.   
 
People often have the same reaction to the incredible gift of eternal life offered in and 
through Jesus.  We ask, “What must I do?”  God says, “It’s a gift.  You can’t do anything 
to earn or deserve it.  Just receive it.”  Jesus asked, “Do you believe this?”  Well, that’s 
the question, isn’t it?  Do you?  My friend, you have a spiritual grave in your life.  Is it 
empty or occupied this Easter Day?  The answer depends on whether you’ve 
responded to Jesus’ second command in John 11.   
 
COMMAND #2:  “COME OUT.”  (v. 43) 
 
Can you imagine a more dramatic scene that the one described here?  Imagine with me 
the looks of disbelief and confusion as that great stone was rolled away from the 
opening into Lazarus’ tomb.  Can you see everyone take a big step back?  What must it 
have been like to see Lazarus emerge – stumbling, walking stiffly, all wrapped up like a 
mummy?  No one there on that day ever forgot that moment for the rest of their lives.   
 
As spectacular as Lazarus’ physical resurrection happened to be that day, spiritual 
resurrection might be even more awesome.  What happens when a person is spiritually 
resurrected?  The Bible says, “This means that anyone who belongs to Christ has 
become a new person.  The old life is gone, a new life has begun!”  (2 Cor. 5:17 (NLT) 
Your life is never the same again.  Something new and wonderful has happened.  
You’re moved from being lost to being found, from darkness to light, from death to life.  
To be made spiritually alive through Jesus is just as miraculous – even more so - as 
what happened to Lazarus physically.  Do you believe this?   
 
When Jesus said in our passage that He is the “life,” what did He mean?  He meant that 
He possesses the same life by which God Himself lives or exists eternally.  It’s not 
biological life, but it’s more real than any other kind of life out there in the universe.  
Jesus went on to say He can give you and me this kind of life.  It’s available to us.  It’s 
available to us right now.  It’s available to us right now when we become His followers.  
We don’t have to wait to die and go to Heaven to get it.  It’s a kind of life that doesn’t 
end when we experience biological death.  Yes, you and I will still physically, biologically 
die one day.  But the Bible tells us everyone who puts their trust in Jesus will experience 
death very differently than those who have not.  Paul, the great Christian leader, 
expressed it like this, “We are confident and would prefer to be away from the body and 
at home with the Lord.” (2 Cor. 5:8 NIV)  For a follower of Jesus, physical death 
becomes a doorway into God’s eternal presence.  This offer comes to us from the One 
who Himself rose from the dead – who not only proclaimed but demonstrated that He is 
the Resurrection and the Life.  You and I can experience His life both today and forever.  
Do you believe this?   
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How do you and I get this life?  By responding to Jesus’ command spiritually like 
Lazarus did literally.  The risen Jesus still stands and calls out to us, “Come out!  Come 
of that that tomb – that grave of sin – in your life.” When you do that, the Bible calls it 
faith.  Faith is simply putting all of your trust in what Jesus has done for you.  You stake 
your life upon Him both now and for all eternity.  Here’s another thought.  The command 
of Jesus is always personal, isn’t it?  Jesus said, “Lazarus, come out!”  Only Lazarus 
responded because only Lazarus was called.  Otherwise, if there were other people 
buried in other graves nearby, they might well have responded, right?  After all, this was 
Jesus!  When Jesus calls you, my friend, only you can respond.  Your parents can’t 
respond for you.  Your spouse can’t respond for you.  Your friend can’t respond for you.  
It’s personal.  “Jim, come out.  Debbie, come out.  Mike, come out.  Mary, come out.”   
 
Consider again the One who is doing the calling.  This is the risen Jesus.  He has 
conquered the greatest enemy human beings have ever encountered.  Death.  And not 
only does He have the power to deliver us from both spiritual death and the ultimate 
effect of physical death, but He is deeply compassionate toward us.  Don’t miss Jesus’ 
compassion in this story.  He was more than upset by Lazarus’ death. The Bible says 
Jesus gasped and wept as He stood there in front of the tomb of his friend.  The word 
translated in v. 33 as "deeply moved" comes from an ancient Greek word that describes 
a horse snorting.  Imagine a horse's nostrils flaring out, and the animal letting out an 
involuntary gasp.  Jesus was experiencing such deep emotion - he was so sad, so 
upset, and so angry - that it made His body tremble like a horse in great distress.  It’s 
appropriate to grieve deeply when loved ones die physically.  Jesus did.  And aren’t you 
glad we don’t worship an insensitive, unfeeling, matter of fact Lord?  No, instead, we 
worship One who still enters fully into our grief, our sorrows, and our heartaches.  But 
only He is the great I AM.  Only He is the Resurrection and the Life.  Only He has the 
power to change our lives and our destiny today and forever.  And He’s the One who 
calls, “Come out.”  Do you believe this?   
 
Some years ago at a church just outside Philadelphia, the congregation had purchased 
an old, abandoned house right next door to the church.  They knocked it down in order 
to expand the church’s parking lot.  Now, the house was torn down in the fall and a new 
parking lot was constructed complete with 8 inches of asphalt.  Then a huge roller 
compacted that asphalt down to four inches of rock hard pavement.  Now, for many 
years, a bed of daffodils had bloomed in the garden of that old house every spring.  But 
everyone enjoyed the new parking lot and soon forgot about the old house and its 
garden.  Until the next spring that is.  An area of that brand new asphalt parking lot 
started to crack upward.  Then, just in time for Easter Sunday, those dormant, buried, 
and forgotten daffodils burst forth right up through the pavement.  Happy Easter!  If a 
daffodil buried under asphalt can do that, imagine what Jesus – the Resurrection and 
the Life – can do in you, my friend, if you obey His command and come out.  Remember 
the One who calls you.  Do you believe this?  Here’s a third command. 
 
COMMAND #3:  “TAKE OFF THE GRAVE CLOTHES AND LET HIM GO.”  (v. 44) 
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Picture Lazarus with me this morning.  When he responded to Jesus’ command to get 
up and live again, he was very much alive.  Nevertheless, we’re told that “the dead man 
came out, his hands and feet bound in grave clothes, his face wrapped in a head cloth.” 
(Jo. 11:44 NLT)  Even though he was alive, Lazarus still had the look of death all over 
him.  I wonder if he resembles you and me today, spiritually speaking.  This is where 
this story about Lazarus’ resurrection speaks to followers of Jesus perhaps the most 
clearly.   How so?  Well, like Lazarus, that stone of unbelief and separation from God 
has been removed from the spiritual tomb in our lives.  Like Lazarus, we’ve heard 
Jesus’ personal call to come out and live spiritually.  We’ve been born again by the 
Spirit of God.  But, perhaps just like Lazarus, the look and feel of our old, spiritually 
dead life is still very much with us.   
 
We’re still struggling, Christian, with things like ungodly lifestyle choices, unresolved 
resentments, attitudes that have never been surrendered fully to Jesus, addictions that 
keep us enslaved, bitterness toward people who hurt us in the past, relationships with 
other people in our lives that are either sinful or damaging, and inaccurate ideas about 
God that prevent us from fully enjoying our relationship with Him.  All that spiritual junk 
is still tightly wrapped around our lives much like Lazarus’ burial clothes were still 
clinging to his body even though he was now alive.  You can be alive spiritually, but still 
look dead – sadly enough!  We followers of Jesus are the ones who need to respond to 
Jesus’ final command this Easter Day:  “Take off the grave clothes and let him go!”   
 
If we want to live a truly resurrected life, we need to become increasingly free from the 
grave clothes of our old life without Jesus.  This is all about experiencing and enjoying 
the full dimensions of Jesus’ resurrection on a daily basis.  May this Easter Day be the 
opportunity, Christian brother or sister, when by God’s grace we start to take off those 
attitudes, priorities, values, and behaviors that dishonor God and hold us back from 
enjoying fully all that God has for us.  Some of those death rags are things others have 
helped us to wrap around our lives.  Others are our own doing.  Regardless, all they do 
is just slow us down spiritually.  They obscure our vision.  They hamper our walk.  They 
restrict our living.  They leave us defeated.  Christian, right now the Holy Spirit is putting 
His gracious, loving finger on those very unique, personal death rags in your life and 
mine – those vestiges of our old lives without Jesus - that still cling tightly to us 
preventing us from experiencing Jesus’ resurrection as fully as we might.  I need to hear 
– you need to hear – the risen Lord Jesus speaking into our lives saying, “Come on!  
Take off the grave clothes.  Be free.  Experience My resurrection fully!”   
 
Do you believe this?  Is this possible?  Can the risen Jesus do that?  If there’s any 
lesson from this story about Lazarus’ resurrection, it’s this one:  never underestimate 
Jesus.  Martha, Lazarus’ sister, underestimated Jesus, didn’t she?  “‘Lord, if only you 
had been here, my brother would not have died….  Lord, he has been dead for four 
days.  The smell will be terrible.’”  (Jo. 11:21, 39 NLT)  Martha, did you forget who was 
standing before you?  This is the great I AM.  This is the One who was, who is, and who 
will be the Resurrection and the Life.   He’s the One who Himself rose up from the grave 
on Easter Day.  “Up from the grave He arose with a mighty triumph o’er His foes.  He 
arose a victor from the dark domain, and He lives forever with His saints to reign. He 
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arose! He arose!  Hallelujah, Christ arose!  So, take away the stone!  Come out!  Take 
off the grave clothes and live!   Do you believe this?   
 
Early in his career, the great American playwright, Eugene O'Neill, wrote an imaginative 
play.  It was entitled Lazarus Laughed.  It's about Lazarus' life after Jesus raised him 
from the dead.  Wouldn’t that be interesting to know more about?  Anyway, near the 
beginning of O’Neill’s play, guests from Bethany are gathering for a banquet in Lazarus' 
honor.  They’re all desperate to hear what Lazarus has to say about his experience of 
being raised from the dead.  As they take their seats, one guest says about Lazarus, 
"The whole look of his face has changed.  He is like a stranger from a far land.  There is 
no longer any sorrow in his eyes.  They must have forgotten sorrow in the grave."  
Another guest, one who had actually helped roll the Lazarus’ tombstone aside, recalls 
the scene after Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead in even more beautiful terms:  “And 
then Lazarus knelt and kissed Jesus' feet, and both of them smiled, and Jesus blessed 
him and called him ‘My brother’ and went away.  And Lazarus, looking after him, began 
to laugh softly like a man in love with God.  Such a laugh I never heard!  It made my 
ears drunk!  It was like wine!  And though I was half-dead with fright, I found myself 
laughing, too." 
 
C. S. Lewis said this about the risen Lord Jesus Christ: "If we let him - for we can 
prevent him, if we choose - he will make the feeblest and filthiest of us into a … 
dazzling, radiant, immortal creature, pulsating all through with such energy and joy and 
wisdom and love as we cannot now imagine."  That’s true – both in this life and the next, 
both today and forever.  The man in the little country store said, “Oh, well, you only live 
once.”  The lady at the cash register asked, “Don’t you think once is enough?”  Jesus 
said, “‘I AM the Resurrection and the Life.  He who believes in Me will live, even though 
he dies and whoever lives and believes in Me will never die.  Do you believe this?’”  
(John 11:25-26 NIV) 
 


