
1 
 

Sermon for March 26, 2023—“Do You Believe This?” 
Fifth Sunday in Lent, Year A—Texts: Ezekiel 37: 1-14; John 11: 1-6, 17-44 

“Don’t let the bastard win.” 

These are words uttered by Benjamin Franklin “Hawkeye,” played by Alan Alda, on the 

TV show M*A*S*H, as he operated on a severely injured soldier during the episode The 

General’s Practitioner (Season Five, Episode Twenty, aired on February 8, 1977). Later 

in the episode, it’s referenced again, by General Korshak, who wants Hawkeye to be his 

personal physician. The general says to Colonel Potter, “In the operating room, when 

Pierce was trying to save that man’s life, he said ‘Don’t let the bastard win.’  Who was he 

talking about?” Colonel Potter’s reply? “Death. When it comes to death, Pierce is a sore 

loser.” 

Death is indeed the great enemy, though many of us live in denial of it. Our culture tries to 

hide death. We don’t see bodies in the streets as you do in some parts of the world. Corpses 

go straight to the morgue or the funeral home. Out of sight and out of mind.  

Many of us have never seen a dead body. Fewer have witnessed a person actually die. We’d 

rather not think about death. We don’t like to talk about it. Most of us would prefer that it 

not happen to us and like to pretend that it won’t happen to us. 

But it will happen to us. Oh, yes. In fact, in one hundred years from now, everyone in this 

room will be dead. Does that sound harsh? Of course it does, because it is harsh! But it’s 

also true. The thing is that only as we confront the reality of death will we appreciate the 

hope and the reality of resurrection. There’s nothing like death to make us desire 

resurrection. 

Our gospel reading begins with a sick Lazarus. His sisters, Mary and Martha, sent word to 

Jesus to come to Bethany. But Jesus does not go right away. He delays. In fact, he waits 

two days until Lazarus is dead, because he knows exactly what he’s about to do. As soon 

as Martha heard that Jesus was approaching the village she went to meet him, while Mary 

remained at the house. Does this sound a little strange to you?  

I mean, why does Martha go out to meet Jesus while Mary stays put? Is it simply that 

Martha’s the more active of the two? Is it because she’s the do-er, the one who gets things 

done, while Mary likes to sit? Maybe. Or maybe there’s something else going on. Let’s 

take a look shall we. 

Martha’s words to Jesus must have been hard to hear: “Lord, if you had been here, my 

brother would not have died.” Given his great power and the signs he has performed 

already, Martha believed that Jesus could’ve prevented Lazarus’s death. And I’m sure most 

of us would agree that she was probably right. But what she says next is extraordinary: 

“But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.” Martha doesn’t 

know the end of this story as we do. She has no idea what Jesus is about to do and she does 

not expect him to raise Lazarus from the dead. And yet she expresses hope, even after death 

has occurred.  
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It’s as though she’s saying, “I don’t know what you can do now, Jesus, but I have hope that 

you can do something.” Jesus immediately comforts Martha by saying, “Your brother 

will rise again.” He tells her exactly what he plans to do, but Martha misunderstands, “I 

know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.”  

While she misses Jesus’s direct meaning her response is a good one. She expresses hope 

through theology, and what I mean by that is a) her understanding of God and b) how she 

believes God works. Martha holds to the Jewish belief in the resurrection of the dead—a 

belief held most notably, and somewhat ironically, by the Pharisees—that will occur on 

the last day. But look at what Jesus does. 

He takes Martha’s belief in resurrection on the last day and redirects it toward himself. He 

utters some of the most powerful words in all the gospels and one of the seven “I am” 

statements sprinkled throughout John’s gospel: “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.” I love that! 

I don’t think Martha understood at that moment what Jesus had said. I’m not entirely sure 

we do either. Seriously, how could Jesus be the resurrection? What does that mean? Why 

does resurrection occur for those who believe in Jesus? While she may harbor such 

questions she responds again with belief when Jesus asks, “Do you believe this?”  

“Yes, Lord,” Martha says, “I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one 

coming into the world.” But why does Martha respond this way? Jesus says he’s the 

resurrection and the life. Martha says yes, you are the Christ. She gets what so many others 

don’t. She gets that there’s a connection between the Christ and resurrection.  

In 2 Samuel (7:12–13 to be exact), God promises David that one of his offspring will rule 

on the throne that God will establish forever. So, it would logically seem to follow that if 

this Messiah is to rule forever, then surely his reign won’t be ended by death. Either he’ll 

never die, or if he does die he won’t stay dead. There’s thus a connection between 

resurrection and the Messiah, and Martha, bless her heart, seems to understand that. 

Now, contrast Martha’s interaction with Jesus with that of her sister, Mary. While Martha 

shows remarkable theological insight, Mary’s interaction with Jesus is noticeably 

different. While Martha immediately went out to meet Jesus, Mary doesn’t go until Martha 

comes and gets her. Then it’s striking that Mary says the same thing to Jesus as her sister: 

“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” Mary utters 

the exact same words as Martha. But do they mean something different? Notice what 

Mary doesn’t say.  

She does not follow up this statement the way Martha did, with the words, “But even now 

I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.” No, Mary just says that Jesus 

could’ve prevented Lazarus’s death. Period. But now he’s dead, so that’s that. There’s no 

hope expressed. It seems that Mary, unlike Martha, did not entertain the idea that Jesus 

could do anything now that death has come. Death is––after all––the great enemy. Jesus 

might be able to heal the blind, turn water into wine and prevent death; but no one can do 

anything about death once it comes. Right? That’s what Mary seems to think. 



3 
 

Mary’s lack of hope in the face of death, however, is understandable. Sure, Jesus is 

powerful and can do amazing things, but even today, no one can do anything about death. 

With all our advanced science and medicine, the best we can do is delay death. We can put 

it off a while, but we cannot prevent it from happening in the end. And once it happens 

there’s nothing we can do about it. The finality of death is clear to all humanity past and 

present. Mary accepts this finality and has no hope. 

Jesus’s response to Mary also contrasts what he said to Martha. After Martha expressed 

hope, Jesus comforted her with the amazing words that Lazarus would rise again, and that 

he is, himself, the resurrection and the life. But his response to Mary? There is no word of 

comfort. There is no promise. He just says, “Where have you laid him?”  

It’s also interesting to note Jesus’ nonverbal response to Mary. The text tells us that, 

“when Jesus saw her weeping and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was 

greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.” Now, some translations say “He was 

upset...” Some say, “He was angry...” Some say, “He was indignant...,” which is probably 

the most accurate. Most try to just smooth it over. 

So, what’s going on here? Why would Jesus angry? Why would he be indignant? Well, 

truth be told––it’s not clear. Why is he angry when he sees Mary’s grief? Well, some will 

say that Jesus is angry at the tyranny of death. He’s angry to see what death does to 

relationships and to those left behind. It’s awful. It’s wrong. This reason for Jesus’s anger 

makes sense, but there might be another explanation.  

Well, I think there is and I’d say that Jesus is angry––indignant, troubled, disturbed––at 

the absence of hope; at the fact that faith is in such short supply here, both Mary’s and the 

others there referred to only as “the Jews.” Think about it. 

I mean, he didn’t seem at all troubled in his encounter with Martha, who expressed hope. 

In fact, Jesus gets angry a second time, this in response to some of “the Jews” there. Some 

said, “See how he loved him!” Others said, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the 

blind man have kept this man from dying?” Jesus’s immediate response is again to 

become disturbed––indignant, angry––perhaps because they too lack hope in the face of 

death.  

Yes, the crowd knows Jesus is powerful. He opened the eyes of the blind man. So, yeah, 

he could very well have prevented Lazarus’s death. But once death has occurred? Not 

even Jesus can do anything about that, right? 

Wrong. 

Neither Martha nor Mary knew that the story would end with a resurrected Lazarus.  

Mary saw death as the end and not even Jesus could fix that. But Martha saw differently, 

hoping and trusting that Jesus could do something. And that he was as moved by Lazarus’ 

death as he was troubled by the reaction of some of the mourner’s to the point of tears 

cannot be ignored. “Where have you laid him?” “Lord, come and see.”  

So he does and began to weep.   
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What further proof do we need that Jesus grieves with us? Our Savior stands alongside us 

and weeps with us. How incredible is that?!?! 

He tells them, “Take away the stone.” Whoa! Take away the stone? Even Martha, the 

beacon of hope, reacts to this: “Lord, already there is a stench, because he has been 

dead four days.” Doesn’t matter. “Take away the stone.” And the stone is rolled away.  

Eyes lifted heaven-ward, Jesus prays: “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.” Then, all eyes fixed on the tomb he shouts: 

“Lazarus, come out!” And he does, and that very first promise Jesus makes to Martha, 

the promise that, “Your brother with rise again” is kept. Lazarus walks out of the tomb. 

Brothers and sisters, here’s the thing: We should be more like Martha. A week from now 

is Palm Sunday, the beginning of Holy Week. We will enter into it, a period of remembered 

and renewed grief, knowing what will happen. Knowing that Good Friday is coming. 

Knowing that shouts of “hosanna,” will turn to shouts of “crucify him!” 

But we go too with these words ringing in our ears, “On the third day, he will rise again.” 

And the promise rings true for also for us as well: “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?” Well, do you? 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


