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Stumbling in the Dark 

John 11:1-18 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

There is nothing better than a friend … Unless it is a friend bearing chocolate 

chip cookies. (Anonymous) 

 

Aren’t friends great? What a precious gift they are! A good friend is … 

• That person you can call at 2 a.m. and they are glad to hear from you. 

• That person who knows everything there is to know about you and likes you 

anyway. 

 

For Jesus, the three people we meet in John 11 were those kinds of friends. Two 

sisters and a brother. Mary, Martha and Lazarus. Once Jesus began his earthly 

ministry, He really never had a home base. He admitted as much in Luke 9:58:  

 

Jesus replied, “Foxes have dens and birds have nests, but the Son of 

Man has no place to lay his head.” (Luke 9:58) 

 

Jesus was always on the move, going from village to village, preaching and 

healing, but whenever he was in the vicinity of a little village called Bethany, these 

three friends gladly welcomed Him into their home.  

• These siblings loved Jesus, and He loved them. 

• And in their home, He could find rest and peace from the pressures that 

were surrounding Him. 

• Their home was for Him a place of refuge. 

 

But on this day, there was a major problem brewing in that home-away-from-

home.  

 

Lazarus was sick ... So the sisters sent word to Jesus, “Lord, the one you love  is 

sick.” (John 11:1, 3) 

 

The expected response was obvious. Everyone expected Jesus to drop everything 

and immediately go to Lazarus’ bedside. That’s what friends do. Right?  

• When the phone rings at 2 a.m., a good friend will always respond “I’m on 

my way.” 

 

When we were expecting our second child – our son Thomas – we arranged for 

Arnie and Sue, college friends who lived not far from us, to come and stay with our 

two-year-old daughter Amy when we went to the hospital. 

• We knew the birth was close. Karen had been to the doctor earlier that day. 

She was old to come to the hospital the following day if Thomas didn’t arrive 

overnight. 

• Shortly after 9 p.m. Karen felt a contraction. It was time. So I called Arnie.  

• His response? Exactly what you would expect. “I’ll be right there.” 
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• And he was. In fact, he came so quickly he forgot his shoes, socks and 

wallet. And left Sue behind as well and she was not happy about that. 

 

So the reaction of Jesus to the news He received in this 11th chapter of John was 

quite surprising to everyone.  

 

When he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was two more days … 

(John 11:6) 

 

Two more days? Why would He do that? Why when His best friend needed Him the 

most would He do absolutely nothing? 

• Some people thought He was afraid to go to Bethany because the religious 

leaders in the area had tried to stone Him once before. 

• The sisters had no answers. They were simply hurt by His delay. 

 

The only explanation Jesus gave was a rather cryptic one: 

 

Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Anyone who walks in the daytime will not 

stumble, for they see by this world’s light. It is when a person walks at night that 

they stumble, for they have no light.” (John 11:9-10) 

 

Stumbling in the dark. I can relate to that imagery. Maybe you can too. When you 

expect God to respond one way, and He doesn’t … it’s like stumbling in the dark. 

• My mom was diagnosed with breast cancer in 1973. She underwent a 

mastectomy and countless doses of chemotherapy. And she was cured. Or so 

we thought. Mom died 15 days before her final doctor’s appointment. You 

know, the one where she was supposed to have been declared cancer-free. 

Her autopsy showed that her whole body was full of cancer.  

o How could that be? That’s not how we prayed! 

• In 1995 I was elected to serve in my dream job, Central Conference 

Superintendent. Ten years prior I had served as chairman of the committee that 

created that position. I personally wrote the job description for it. I had a clear 

vision for it. But after serving for 11 years, the job was eliminated in a 

denominational restructuring. 

o What? How could that be? I was supposed to retire from that position! 

 

Those and other experiences were times of stumbling in the dark for me.  

• I didn’t know what to do, where to go, who to trust, who to talk to. 

• I cried out to Jesus – just like Mary and Martha – and, like them, I did not hear 

Jesus say “I’ll be right there.” 

 

“Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Anyone who walks in the daytime will not 

stumble, for they see by this world’s light. It is when a person walks at night that they 

stumble, for they have no light.” (John 11:9-10) 

 

In those words there is an answer for those times we stumble in the dark. As trite as it 

sounds, we simply need a light.  



 

3 
Stumbling in the Dark                                                                                                         John 11:1-18 

March 26, 2023 (Lent 5)                                                 © Thomas M. Brodbeck. All rights reserved. 

 

 

 

#1:  WE NEED TO REMEMBER THAT GOD IS IN CONTROL 

Look at verse 4: 

 

 “This sickness will not end in death. No, it is for God’s glory so that God’s Son may 

be glorified through it.” (John 11:4) 

 

Jesus didn’t panic because He knew the outcome. He always knows the outcome. All 

Mary and Martha knew was that Lazarus was very sick, and he may well die. Jesus 

knew more. He always knows more. 

 

I recently read the story of a missionary whose name I cannot remember, and I couldn’t 

find the story again as I was preparing this sermon. This missionary was a young woman 

who was preparing to return to a very dangerous area in Africa. A well-meaning 

Christian friend told her to “keep trusting in God’s protection.” 

• She responded that she could take that friend to the graves of a teenage boy 

who died from malaria and baby who had died of meningitis – both children of 

other missionaries.  

• And she said that if her faith was in God’s protection, she would be a nervous 

wreck. But her faith was in God, and in the fact that no matter what happened 

to her, God was in control. 

 

That was challenging for me. In my days of stumbling in the darkness, I realized … 

• That my faith was more anchored in God’s power to heal my Mom than it was in 

the certainty that God is in control, no matter what happened to her.  

• That my faith was more focused on my will being accomplished than it was in 

the fact that He is in control of my life and my ministry.  

 

It was in those dark days when the truth of Deuteronomy 31:8 became my light. 

 

The Lord himself goes before you and will be with you; he will never leave you 

nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged.” (Deuteronomy 31:8) 

 

 

#2:  WE NEED TO REMEMBER THAT JESUS LOVES US TOO 

Verse 5 reads: 

 

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

 

You and I know the words of John 3:16 well. Say them with me: 

 
 For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever 

believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. (John 3:16) 

 

But don’t forget Romans 8. Here’s how it reads in the Message Paraphrase: 
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Do you think anyone is going to be able to drive a wedge between us and 

Christ’s love for us? There is no way! Not trouble, not hard times, not hatred, not 

hunger, not homelessness, not bullying threats, not backstabbing, not even the 

worst sins listed in Scripture. None of this fazes us because Jesus loves us. I’m 

absolutely convinced that nothing—nothing living or dead, angelic or demonic, 

today or tomorrow, high or low, thinkable or unthinkable—absolutely nothing 

can get between us and God’s love … (Romans 8) 

 

If you have ever been a parent you can relate to this point easily. For every once in a 

while you will not respond to the request of your child in the way she wants, and she will 

wrinkle her eyebrows and declare: “If you loved me you would let me do it.” 

• And you know the exact opposite to be true. It is precisely because I love you 

that my answer is no.  

 

There is no direct love correlation between a request and an answer.  

• And God’s love for us remains the same, even when the response we receive 

differs from the request we made.  

 

There is an old hymn that comes to mind. It is titled “The Love of God.” 

 

Could we with ink the ocean fill, 

And were the skies of parchment made; 

Were every stalk on earth a quill, 

And every man a scribe by trade; 

To write the love of God above 

Would drain the ocean dry; 

Nor could the scroll contain the whole, 

Though stretched from sky to sky. 

 

O love of God, how rich and pure! 

How measureless and strong! 

It shall forevermore endure 

The saints' and angels' song. 

 

Finding our way out of the darkness is possible when we turn on the light and remember 

His love for us, even in those dark times. 

 

 

APPLICATION 

Now, I am saving the rest of this story about Lazarus and Mary and Martha for Easter 

Sunday, because it contains one of the I AM statements Jesus makes in the Gospel of 

John.  

 

For now, let’s be content to know that our God loves us and is total control of all that is 

happening in our lives. 

• And that we need not stumble in the darkness 

• But that we can come into the light 
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For this Lenten season echoes with a wonderful truth that is ours to claim. 

 

Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. (John 1:29) 

 

Amen. 

 


