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John 11: God’s Sovereign Goodness 

My title for this morning’s sermon is “God’s Sovereign Goodness”.  As I was thinking about that 

title this week, I was also realizing that really should be the title of every Scripturally-based 

sermon.  That is the message of the Bible – God’s displayed Sovereignty and His glory 

manifesting Himself in the person of Jesus Christ.  It’s a message of God pouring out his 

goodness on His chosen people.   It’s about God’s goodness and mercy in justifying wicked 

sinners because of His provision of Jesus’ perfect sacrifice.  When the rich young ruler calls 

Jesus “good Teacher”, what is Jesus’ response?  He says, “Why do you call me good?  No one is 

good except God alone”.   

What is goodness?  God is the definition of “good”.  What does it mean for God’s goodness to 

be shown to us?  It means to see Him – to get a better glimpse of Him.   The person of Jesus  

Christ is the best revelation, the best “glimpse” we ever see of God, at least in our present 

humanity.  As Colossians 1 says (verse 15) “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of 

all creation.”  Christ is the imprint, the exact likeness of the Father.  Then in verse 19, “For in 

him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell and through him to reconcile to himself all 

things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross”.  As this verse 

points out – the absolute best display of God’s goodness was Jesus reconciling all things to 

Himself, or making peace – by His shed blood on the cross.  However, there are also other 

demonstrations of God’s goodness – a thousand ways that He is good to us day – not separate 

from the cross but they are meaningful to us because of the cross.  Throughout Jesus’s life, he 

demonstrates so many characteristics that reveal much about who God is.  Through reading the 

gospels, we see so many demonstrations of Jesus’ displaying the characteristics of His Father.  

He even tells his Philip, in John 14, when he asks “Lord, show us the Father, and it is enough for 

us”.  Jesus answers him: “Have I been with you so long, and you still do not know me, Philip? 

Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, 'Show us the Father'? Do you not 

believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me? The words that I say to you I do not 

speak on my own authority, but the Father who dwells in me does his works.  Believe me that I 

am in the Father and the Father is in me, or else believe on account of the works themselves.”  

The passage we are going to look at this morning shows us a great example of how Jesus’ life 

and ministry demonstrates God’s great Sovereign goodness.   

Read John 11:1-44 



We won’t have time this morning to talk about the entire passage so I will be jumping around a 

bit.  I’m sure this is a story that is familiar to just about all of us.  Jesus is currently across the 

Jordon River with his disciples.  If you look at the end of John 10, it tells us that is where he 

escaped to, to avoid the stoning that the Jews intended to give him for claiming to be just what 

we read earlier -  claiming to be one with the Father (John 10:30).  So that is where Mary and 

Martha find Jesus and come to him with the news of their brother.  We find out in verses 3 and 

5 that there was already a close relationship between Jesus and their family.  Mary and Martha 

call Lazarus “he whom Jesus loves” and verse 5 tells us that Jesus loved Mary and Martha and 

Lazarus.   

Let’s pause and look for a moment at the simple way in which Mary and Martha’s request is 

made: “Lord, he whom you love is ill”.  It’s not a specific request for Jesus to do anything as 

much as it is an informing of Jesus of the problem.  I believe this is useful and instructive of how 

we should bring our petitions to God.  We don’t map out solutions, but simply present to Him 

the cry of our hearts.  In our selfish human flesh, we often present our requests as detailed 

plans for how we want our problems to be solved.  Even in this instance, I am confident that 

Mary and Martha had ideas of how they wanted Jesus to respond to their request – and He did 

respond but certainly not in the way they expected.  That is instructive for us – as we bring our 

petitions before God, we should bring them humbly and without some preconceived notion of 

exactly how God should answer our request.  What presumption and pride there is on our part 

when we do this.   

God’s Sovereignty in Suffering 

So Jesus is at least 1 or 2 days journey away from Bethany, where Lazarus is laying extremely 

sick.  So Jesus hears that his close friend is sick and immediately goes to see him and heal him.  

Right?  No.  Does he perform a miracle and heal him remotely, as he does for the centurion’s 

servant in Matthew 8?  Of course Jesus could have done any of these but he doesn’t.  Instead 

he simply responds “This illness does not lead to death.  It is for the glory of God, so that the 

Son of God may be glorified through it”.  On the surface, this looks like an incredibly shallow 

response.  Jesus’ friend is laying very sick, his sisters sent him a message that would have taken 

at least one day and possibly up to 4 depending on how we understand Jesus’ present location 

(which is a separate question that I won’t attempt to answer this morning),and that is Jesus’ 

response.   

Picture for a minute that one of your friends was ill and someone sent you a message to come 

to him or be with him, and your response was “well, he won’t die from it” and did not go right 

away, what kind of friend would you be?  What a callous and indifferent response!  Your mutual 

friends would wonder – what is wrong with you?  Why would you be so heartless and respond 

so flippantly?  I am pressing this point a bit because I think we often miss this.  We know how 



this story ends.  We understand what Jesus means because we’ve read verse 44 and know that 

although Lazarus dies, he is raised to life again.  But Mary and Martha didn’t know that.  The 

disciples certainly didn’t know that at the time.  At the time, in the midst of this going on, this 

had to seem like a very strange and unexpected response.  Of course the difference in the 

analogy of your friend being sick is that ultimately you have no power to make him well.  You 

may visit him and comfort him but ultimately you can do nothing about it.  But Jesus could.  All 

He needed to do was speak one word and Lazarus could have been cured, his friend made well.  

Depending on what Jesus’ hearers believed about his deity at this point in time would probably 

determine what they really thought of this verbal response.  Maybe they took it as his divine 

foreknowledge telling that Lazarus would eventually recover, it’s hard to say.   

My point this morning is this: we serve a Sovereign God – the creator of the entire universe that 

continues to hold all creation in place by the power of His will.  Everything that He ordains 

comes to pass and there is nothing that is not under His power or His control.  We as his people 

bring our petitions before Him.  And we often get answers that we don’t understand.  It is at 

this point of not understanding, we must ask ourselves one question – do we still believe that 

God is good?  That is the ultimate question.  The state of not understanding our Sovereign 

God’s will in some ways should only increase our belief in Him.  If we, as frail and weak humans, 

could understand the purpose and reason for why God does things the way he does them, he 

would not be a very impressive God.  But God is an impressive God, perfect in all His ways.  As 

Isaiah 55:8-9 says, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, 

declares the LORD.  For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than 

your ways    and my thoughts than your thoughts.”  Our lack of understanding cannot call into 

question His goodness – instead it simply points out His sovereignty and our weakness and 

frailty and need of Him. 

Now in John’s writing of His gospel, he is quick to point out that Jesus’ response was not 

insensitive or callous because he immediately follows his verbal response in verse 4 with the 

affirmation in verse 5 that Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus.  But then we also 

learn in verse 6 that Jesus stayed two days longer at the place where he was before starting the 

journey to go and see Lazarus.  He was going to go, but he waited two days to start out.  And 

why?  The answer is also found in verse 6 and depending on your translation it may be hard to 

see.  Some translations including the NIV start verse 6 with “Yet” or “and yet”.  This is a 

confusing thought compared to the reality of the author’s intent.  This seems to say that Jesus 

loved them but despite that love he waited two days.  If we look at the Greek here however, 

verse 6 would start instead like this “When therefore he heard” or “Therefore when he heard”.  

The ESV that we are reading this morning translates it as “so when he heard” which is a very 

similar idea to “therefore”.  This literal translation of the Greek seems to give a very different 

meaning.  John is now saying that Jesus loved Mary, Martha and Lazarus and therefore he 



stayed two days longer where he was.  It is because Jesus loved them that he has waited to go 

and see Lazarus.   

So the question we need to ask next is: how does Jesus’ love for them motivate his delay in 

responding?  I think the primary answer is found at the end of verse 4, when Jesus explains the 

purpose of Lazarus’ illness.  He says “This illness does not lead to death.  It is for the glory of 

God, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it”.  As we think more about what Jesus is 

really saying here and have the benefit of the entire storey before us, we understand this 

statement better.  Jesus is not saying that this sickness will not take Lazarus’ life, but he is 

saying that it will ultimately end in death.  In fact the exact opposite is true, it will lead to 

resurrection from the dead and that will display God’s glory all the more. This statement by 

Jesus is reminiscent of what he explains about the man born blind two chapters earlier in John 

9.  The disciples had asked “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born 

blind?”  And Jesus tells them “It was not that this man sinned or his parents, but that the works 

of God might be displayed in him”.  So in both of these cases, the man born blind and Lazarus’ 

death – in both cases the reason that God has ordained these circumstances is that God’s glory 

may be displayed through these hardships and trials.   

We affirm this morning that the entire purpose for this world, the reason for God’s creation of 

the entire universe is solely to display and proclaim his glory.  We must also affirm this not just 

when we see an impressive mountain vista that displays God’s power and beauty in nature or 

even only when we feel  Him especially near us and have sweet times of worship of Him.  This is 

true in the hard circumstances of life as well.  God’s glory and goodness is being displayed in 

the daily struggles and pains of life just as it is in the larger struggles and crises and most painful 

times in life.  Unbelievers and doubters (and even Christians!) often question this aspect of 

God: how can a good God who is sovereign over all of his creation somehow let there be pain 

and suffering and then somehow claim that it is there to glorify Him.  How can that be a good 

God they would ask?  In this passage, how can Jesus claim that it was love that made Him wait 

to go to see Lazarus?   

The answer to this question is wrapped up in what it means to truly love someone.  If you love 

them, you want what is absolutely best for that person, no matter the cost to yourself.  So the 

question in this situation is: what is best for Mary, Martha and Lazarus?  If Jesus loves them, he 

will seek what is ultimately best for them.  The answer to what is best for them is also the 

answer to why God ordains (allows?) pain and suffering – what is best for us, what is best for all 

of creation, is that we behold the Glory of God.  That is exactly what Jesus says in Verse 4 – this 

is “for the Glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it”.  If God alone is 

good, then the absolute most loving thing he can do is to reveal Himself to His people in a way 

that they behold His glory.  This is not a selfish act on God’s part, this is not Him unduly seeking 



attention or seeking praise that is not His.  Some react against this idea that God is doing that, I 

think because we are so used to doing that ourselves.  We want credit or attention or praise 

and so we do things that try to magnify ourselves and make ourselves look good.  But the 

difference is: God is good!  We are not good – when we bring attention to ourselves and seek 

our own, we do not love anyone but ourselves.  That does not truly benefit anyone else but 

ourselves.  But when God displays His glory in so many ways, He is displaying the One ultimate 

good in the Universe.  This is exactly Jesus’ purpose in John 11 – to display the Ultimate Good of 

the universe in raising Lazarus.   

This is Jesus’ constant purpose – to display God’s glory and goodness.  This is why he waited to 

go and see Lazarus, and this is why he ultimately died on the cross, to display God’s goodness 

and mercy and grace and in doing so redeeming His people.  No matter what earthly 

circumstances are around Him, Jesus remains steadfast on that purpose.  In this case, going to 

see Mary and Martha and Lazarus meant returning to Judea, the very place He and the disciples 

just escaped from in order to avoid being stoned by the Jews.  This point was not missed by the 

disciples first asking in verse 8 “Rabbi, the Jews were just now seeking to stone you, and are 

you going there again? “ 

Jesus’ answer again parallels how Jesus answers in John 9 concerning the man born blind.  

There he says, “We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day; night is coming, 

when no one can work.  As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world”.  And here in 

verse 9 of our passage this morning Jesus also tells the disciples “Are there not twelve hours in 

the day?  If anyone walks in the day, he does not stumble, because he sees the light of the 

world.  But if anyone walks in the night, he stumbles, because the light is not in him”.  In days 

before accurate time-pieces existed, the Romans and the Jews divided the daylight period into 

twelve hour increments, which varied in length with the changing seasons.  During the twelve 

daylight hours was when most people would do their work.  Once the darkness came it was 

time to stop their work.  But Jesus’ work is to do the work that the Father has sent Him to do.  

He knows that his time on this earth is short and yet he is focused on doing the works God has 

sent Him to do while there is still time.   

So often we are like the disciples, worrying about and getting distracted by the temporary cares 

of this world.  Our purpose too, as believers, is to glorify God in all we do.  And yet so often we 

become fearful as the disciples did and get distracted from our purpose.  Jesus was resolute in 

his purpose in His entire earthly ministry and greater than that in all that He does still today as 

an intercessor for His people.   

A Picture of Regeneration 



As I said when we started, we will not nearly cover all of this passage this morning.  I want to 

jump now to the resolution of this account.  And what a display of God’s power and glory it is!  

If you’ve studied the gospel of John, you know that John records 7 signs or miracles in hopes 

that these would persuade his readers that Jesus is the Christ.  He says this in chapter 20:30-31: 

“Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in this 

book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and 

that by believing you may have life in his name”.  So that is John’s purpose in writing and his 

account of Lazarus being raised from the dead is the climax of the seven signs.  Jesus’ raising of 

Lazarus is a perfect display of Jesus’ deity, that he is one with the Father, and also that God is 

sovereign over all creation.  Even death is under His control. 

Let’s think specifically how he raises Lazarus.  Jesus returns life to His body that has been dead 

for 4 days simply by calling him – simply by speaking.  Nothing else is required but the Word of 

the Sovereign God.  It makes me think of the disciples reaction in Mark 4 when Jesus calms the 

storm and the sea simply by speaking, the disciples say to each other “Who then is this, that 

even the wind and the sea obey him?”.   

God’s call is so unlike anything we can relate to in human terms.  We are not used to being able 

to speak and affect some result.  Our speech carries with it no power to affect that for which 

we’ve spoken.  We attempt to command or coax, or implore someone to do a thing or for some 

change to be brought about.  When I speak to my children, I speak to them and instruct them 

what they are to do and not do.  When they disobey, I discipline them in hopes that next time 

they will listen to my words.  Ultimately though I have no power in my words to truly control 

their actions or bring about that result by my word alone.  But God does.  His word 

accomplishes what He purposes, every single time without fail.  As Isaiah 55 says “my word 

shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in 

the thing for which I sent it”.   

Jesus’ word raising Lazarus from the dead is also of course a perfect analogy to show how He 

works in raising sinners from the dead.  This displays perfectly God’s sovereignty in our 

salvation.  We are dead in our sin as Ephesians 2 says.  Dead men do not just suddenly have life 

in them, or make a decision to come to life.  There must be some intervention – some other 

actor involved besides just the dead man.  This intervention comes from God speaking.  His 

word goes forth and changes hearts.  As Romans 10:17 says “faith comes from hearing and 

hearing through the word of Christ”.  Many people hear the gospel proclaimed this morning, 

many even read Scripture or even think they are Christians.  But it is only those who God has 

given ears to truly hear – it is only those to whom God has said “Come out!” who have been 

made alive.  The Word spoken to them becomes effective because God has sovereignly 

ordained it to be so.  If you are one of those people whom God has made alive this morning 



how in awe of Him we should be!  God raised Lazarus from the dead and He raised me from the 

dead in an even more real way.  What an amazing display of God’s sovereign power and 

goodness it is, when by His spirit He performs heart surgery on those whom He has chosen.   

Application 

In application this morning, I am hopeful that this message encourages us to do two things.   

The first is this: I want God’s goodness to be more real for us.  I want it to be more of a reality 

to us not just in the crises of life or the life changing events where we easily run to him.  But I 

also want it to be more real to us in the daily struggles and trials in life.  Everything that he 

does, he does for our good as Romans 8:28 says.  And everything he does he does for His glory.  

But these two things are not separate things – they are the same thing.  The more we see God’s 

glory displayed, the more that is God displaying to us Himself, displaying to us the Ultimate 

Good of all creation.  I want this not to be some intellectual fact that we know but then 

continue to complain or be dissatisfied with where God has placed us at the moment.  Instead 

we embrace God’s goodness to us in whatever form it takes.  In whatever circumstances God 

has placed us, He is using that as an opportunity to show His glory to you. 

Secondly, I hope this study of Jesus’ raising Lazarus helps remind us of God’s immense goodness 

to us in how He has sovereignly acted to regenerate our hearts.  <more> 

 

 

 


