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Discipling Others to Love God in Times of Tragedy 

Scripture: John 11:1-45 

1Now a certain man was sick, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha.  2It 
was the Mary who anointed the Lord with ointment, and wiped His feet with her hair, whose 
brother Lazarus was sick.  3So the sisters sent word to Him, saying, "Lord, behold, he whom You 
love is sick." 

 4But when Jesus heard this, He said, "This sickness is not to end in death, but for the glory of 
God, so that the Son of God may be glorified by it." 5Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and 
Lazarus.  6So when He heard that he was sick, He then stayed two days longer in the place 
where He was. 

 7Then after this He said to the disciples, "Let us go to Judea again." 

 8The disciples said to Him, "Rabbi, the Jews were just now seeking to stone You, and are You 
going there again?" 

[ 9Jesus answered, "Are there not twelve hours in the day? If anyone walks in the day, he does 
not stumble, because he sees the light of this world. 10"But if anyone walks in the night, he 
stumbles, because the light is not in him."  11This He said, and after that He said to them, 
"Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep; but I go, so that I may awaken him out of sleep." 

 12The disciples then said to Him, "Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will recover." 

 13Now Jesus had spoken of his death, but they thought that He was speaking of literal sleep. 
 14So Jesus then said to them plainly, "Lazarus is dead, 15and I am glad for your sakes that I was 
not there, so that you may believe; but let us go to him." 

 16Therefore Thomas, who is called Didymus, said to his fellow disciples, "Let us also go, so that 
we may die with Him."] 

 17So when Jesus came, He found that he had already been in the tomb four days. 18Now Bethany 
was near Jerusalem, about two miles off; 19and many of the Jews had come to Martha and 
Mary, to console them concerning their brother.  20Martha therefore, when she heard that Jesus 
was coming, went to meet Him, but Mary stayed at the house.  21Martha then said to Jesus, 
"Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not have died. 22"Even now I know that whatever 
You ask of God, God will give You." 

 23Jesus said to her, "Your brother will rise again." 

 24Martha said to Him, "I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day." 
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 25Jesus said to her, "I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me will live even if he 
dies, 26and everyone who lives and believes in Me will never die. Do you believe this?" 

 27She said to Him, "Yes, Lord; I have believed that You are the Christ, the Son of God, even He 
who comes into the world." 

 28When she had said this, she went away and called Mary her sister, saying secretly, "The 
Teacher is here and is calling for you." 

[Notice that Jesus is homing in on something that makes Martha uncomfortable.   The teacher, 
Jesus, was not calling for her sister – he was getting at a misunderstanding of Martha’s.  In 
essence she was saying – “You go deal with him.”] 

 29And when she heard it, she got up quickly and was coming to Him. 

 30Now Jesus had not yet come into the village, but was still in the place where Martha met 
Him. 31Then the Jews who were with her in the house, and consoling her, when they saw that 
Mary got up quickly and went out, they followed her, supposing that she was going to the tomb 
to weep there.  32Therefore, when Mary came where Jesus was, she saw Him, and fell at His 
feet, saying to Him, "Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not have died." 

 33When Jesus therefore saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, 
He was deeply moved in spirit and was troubled, 34and said, "Where have you laid him?" They 
said to Him, "Lord, come and see." 

 35Jesus wept. 

 36So the Jews were saying, "See how He loved him!" 

 37But some of them said, "Could not this man, who opened the eyes of the blind man, have kept 
this man also from dying?" 

 38So Jesus, again being deeply moved within, came to the tomb. Now it was a cave, and a stone 
was lying against it. 39Jesus said, "Remove the stone." Martha, the sister of the deceased, said to 
Him, "Lord, by this time there will be a stench, for he has been dead four days." 

 40Jesus said to her, "Did I not say to you that if you believe, you will see the glory of God?" 

 41So they removed the stone Then Jesus raised His eyes, and said, "Father, I thank You that You 
have heard Me. 42"I knew that You always hear Me; but because of the people standing around I 
said it, so that they may believe that You sent Me." 

 43When He had said these things, He cried out with a loud voice, "Lazarus, come forth." 
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 44The man who had died came forth, bound hand and foot with wrappings, and his face was 
wrapped around with a cloth. Jesus said to them, "Unbind him, and let him go."  45Therefore 
many of the Jews who came to Mary, and saw what He had done, believed in Him. 

Introduction – why do I need to know this 

This has been a very tough week for the life of our community.  Back to back tragedies.  Two 

kids taken from us with no warning.   

Memorial services for loved ones tragically taken from us can be uplifting but they are deeply 

emotional experiences.  We not only feel deeply for the family but a lot of emotion is spent 

thinking “What if my son or daughter were taken?   

We all respond to tragedies in a lot different ways.  Some of us go into service mode – but we 

don’t allow the situation to touch our heart. And although we are helping, if someone asks 

“Why did they have to die?” we are helpless to comfort.   Some of us withdraw and pull back.  

Shutting down to protect us from our own pain.  I don’t think any of us are ever comfortable 

being a support / an encourager / a comforter to those who have experienced a tragedy. A few 

of us jump in with trite platitudes. 

Sean has cast a vision for us this year to learn how to strengthen ourselves in the Lord, to 

disciple others to love God and to love others.  The kind of week we experienced exposes our 

need for all three of these.   I know that times like these expose my shallowness.  Expose my 

fears.  Expose my inability to be a good friend.  Expose my need for the Lord’s strength. 

I love the point Sean made a couple weeks ago that “We are always discipling people just by 

being with them.”  We are always modeling values and ways of living.  That takes some of the 

pressure off those of us who are afraid of the whole idea of “making disciples.”  So the question 

for us is not “Will we disciple?” But “Will we make disciples of Jesus?”   

How do I disciple others to love God in times of tragedy?  I thought today it would be good if we 

looked at how Jesus discipled those who had experienced tragedy.  Certainly that is the kind of 

situation Mary and Martha were in.  Their brother got sick and was quickly taken.  Both Mary 

and Martha said: “Jesus – if you were there – he would not have died.”  How many of us ask 

that question when a young person is taken.  “Jesus – where were You?  You could have 

prevented this.” 

If you are here today and are not quite sure about where you are with this whole Jesus thing or 

God thing or discipleship thing, even though all of what I share today is not applicable for you, 

there are a number of take-aways.  So hang with me.  We all encounter people who are in the 

midst of tragedies and it would be good for us to get better at coming along side. 
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I want to look at 5 things we see from this story about how Jesus discipled others to love God in 

times of tragedy 

1. He was dependent upon the Holy Spirit for timing (vs 6-7) 

2. He confronted prevailing myths and lies that we all believe (vs 14, 23,26) 

3. He was not afraid – even when he was at risk of physical harm (vs 8-9) 

4. He was real and entered into their pain (vs 33, 35, 38) 

5. He prayed confidently (vs 41-42) 

Jesus depended on the Holy Spirit’s leading for the timing 

I’m not very good at this.  There is no formula to tell us when to go and minister to someone 

who is in the midst of the tragedy.    In some cases we need to move immediately and in other 

cases we need to give people space.  Jesus did not make disciples based on needs but based on 

the Holy Spirit’s leading.  We see this in verses 6 and 7.  Lazarus needed Jesus now! Mary and 

Martha needed Jesus now.   Jesus delayed. 

Why did he delay?  Isaiah 50 verse 4 tells us that Jesus learned how to encourage people by 

Listening.  And Following.  Listening to the Holy Spirit AND following His father everywhere.  

This is not something you are going to learn to do in one sermon.  It is a life-long process that 

we are going to talk more about next week.  But let me leave you with one thought about this.  

Jesus learned to follow the Holy Spirit’s leading in non-tragic times so that He was prepared to 

following Him during times of tragedy.   

Jesus confronted prevailing myths and lies that we all believe 

In our lives there are a number of lies and myths that we believe that keep us from being able 
to disciple others in times of tragedy.  When Jesus was making disciples of Mary and Martha, he 
had to address some prevailing myths of the day.  Those Jews that believed in the resurrection 
believed that it was for the end of time.  Jesus wanted them to know that the resurrection life 
was for now.  That He was the resurrection.  As we learn to disciple others in times of tragedy 
we need know the prevailing myths and lies that we believe before we can be effective.  Let’s 
look at just a few of them. 

Myth #1If I am truly following God; if I am truly walking in His ways and raising my kids in His 
ways, then nothing bad will happen to my family.   

Truth: This can be a subtle lie that we believe without even knowing that we believe it. But 
there is something inside me and I suspect inside you as well that has this “quid pro quo” thing 
with God.  If I do this – God you must do that.  I have been faithfully following You, therefore I 
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am immune to tragedy.  The truth is - You cannot read the New Testament and believe that.  
Let me give just two examples – but there are many. 

Jesus was the perfect son of the perfect parent.  He followed God all the way to the cross.   

Paul exposes this myth when he writes to the Corinthians in Chapter 1 verse 5 of his first letter 
to them that the sufferings of Jesus are ours in abundance.i   As faithful followers of Jesus we 
are not immune to tragedy.  Jesus wasn’t.  Paul wasn’t.    Neither are we. 

Myth #2: Christians have a logical answer to this statement: If the God you serve can allow an 

innocent child to die, then I don’t want to follow your God.  

 Truth:  No religion or philosophy has a good answer to senseless suffering.  I don’t have time to 

demonstrate that to you, but I can say that I have looked at how every religion and philosophy 

that I know looking for good, solid, rational answers in this area – and none of them, including 

Christianity provide me a satisfactory response to this.  The way this plays out for us, is that we 

know we don’t have good answers to these questions so we are afraid to engage – we are 

afraid to “Go and make disciples.”   We are afraid that they are going to ask this question which 

we know we don’t have a good answer. 

In versus 8 and 9 we see that Jesus faced real dangers in going to Bethany.  But He was not 

afraid to go.  We are terrified to go into a tragic situation. What will I say? What if I say the 

wrong thing? What can I do?  

Our fears are not unfounded.  We don’t know what to say.  Saying the wrong thing can do real 

damage.  But in spite of the risk, Jesus went.  And if we are following Him, we will take the risk 

and follow Him into many tragic situations. 

There is no religious system or philosophy of belief that we can go to – to explain tragedy or 

comfort us in times of tragedy.  But there is a Person we can go to in times of tragedy who does 

bring us comfort -  Jesus through the Holy Spirit can comfort us in times of tragedy.  Christianity 

is not a system of beliefs or a philosophy.  It is a relationship.  And we need to learn how to 

bring Jesus into one another’s lives. 

We may not be able to convince others that there is a purpose in what appears to be 
purposeless suffering, but there is one thing that is undeniable.  If we look at the cross, we 
don’t get the answer to the question of why there is suffering.  But the cross tells us that God 
not only cares about the world's suffering but entered into it Himself.  On the cross He 
experienced every pain that the world ever has experienced or will ever experience.  When we 
go to those who are experiencing tragedy, we don’t go with convincing arguments of God’s 
purposes or His love or His sovereignty.  We go with God Himself in Jesus Christ.   
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I got a note from Nickel whose baby suffered life threatening spinal meningitis this week. 
 

Thank you for your prayers - as I believe I've mentioned before, this whole experience 
has truly reinforced my belief in the power of prayer - not necessarily because my child 
is now healthy, but because of the overwhelming sense of peace that I've had 
throughout the entire experience.  Through the ups and downs, I truly felt that our 
family was firmly in God's grasp regardless of the circumstances, and I cannot credit this 
to my own weak faith.   

 
Jesus came to Nickel in the midst of devastating circumstances.  We can trust that when we 
step into these circumstances, we don’t have the answers but we have Jesus the source of all 
peace and comfort. 
 
Myth #3:  If I show that I am hurting, it will be a bad witness to the power of Jesus.  Truth The 

cross was a “bad witness” to the love of God.  How could a loving God allow that to happen to 

such a good man.  Many people lost their faith when they saw Jesus die on the cross.  Yet, 

paradoxically the cross was the greatest demonstration of God’s love.  It is not for us to 

interpret how people will take our “witness.”  God calls us to be real.  And to be real involves 

being hurt.  We see this three times in the passage today.  In verse 33 and 38, “He was deeply 

moved in spirit” In verse 35, he wept.  And weeping as used in the Bible is not just a little sniffle 

or a tearing up and a breaking of the voice.  Weeping in the Bible is loud and deep.  Jesus 

discipled others to love God by entering into their pain and showing it.   He was real with his 

emotions.  We have already said that in most cases our words will not bring relief when we are 

affected by tragedy.  But to learn to truly walk with someone else in their tragedy will be a help.  

Jesus was not being a “bad witness” to the love of God by crying in the face of tragedy. 

Conclusion 

But there is one other thing we can learn from Jesus from this passage: 

Jesus prayed confidently in verse 41 – 42 “Thank You Father that you have heard me. I knew 

that you always heard me.”  This is one of our greatest fears.  That God isn’t listening.  He didn’t 

stop this tragedy.  Why will He listen now? To learn to disciple others in times of tragedy means 

we need to trust that He is not going to be silent during these tragic times.  And the way we 

build trust that He will speak during the tragic times requires us build a history with Him in the 

quiet and peaceful times.  Jesus spent much time with His Father before this.  Notice that He 

says:  “you heard me. I knew you always heard me.”  Past tense.  Jesus is thanking God that God 

has heard him in the past and by implication – Father I know that You will hear me now. 

So we see that Jesus depended upon the Holy Spirit for timing.  He confronted prevailing lies 

and we should confront them in our own lives first.  He was not afraid to go into a tragic 



7 
 

situation. He entered into their pain. And He built a history of hearing God in the non-tragic 

situations.  If we are going to help others to become disciples of Jesus, we too need to learn to 

confront the lies in our own lives; to not be afraid to go, to be real with our emotions and 

follow Jesus, who is the resurrection NOW, not in the future, into the tragic situation.  

 

                                                             
i  1 Cor 3Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort,  4who 
comforts us in all our affliction so that we will be able to comfort those who are in any affliction with the comfort 
with which we ourselves are comforted by God.  5For just as the sufferings of Christ are ours in abundance, so also 
our comfort is abundant through Christ.   


