
A Certain Savior - John 11:1-4 10-31-21
What’s the significance of today? All Saint’s Day is tomorrow and that originally came 

from Roman Catholicism where all those who were saints were celebrated. But today marks the 
day where one action by one man was a major piece in the changing of the church itself, for the 
better. In 1517 on October 31st Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses or statements for debate to the 
door of the castle church in Wittenberg, Germany. In an attempt to bring his concerns to the 
leaders of the Roman church about their beliefs and practices little did he know what would 
actually happen. The door of the church was like a bulletin board and the purpose of it was for 
opening up debate about issues that were to be dealt with within the church leadership. It was not 
for the general public. But God, in His providence, had a different plan. People ended up getting 
a hold of what Luther wrote and they printed his 95 theses and circulated them throughout the 
area. This sparked a firestorm, one that had already been brewing. On occasion at various times 
before this event there were people like Gottschalk of Orbais, John Wycliffe, William Tyndale, 
and John Huss and during the time of Luther others were battling for the same thing like John 
Calvin, John Knox, Ulrich Zwingli, and William Perkins who sought to reform the church. They 
were all recognizing the devastating effects that the Roman Catholic church’s teachings and 
practices were having on souls, so they saw the need and they fought for it. What sparked it for 
Luther was the sale of indulgences. This was a major corruption of the gospel of free grace and 
Luther saw it. It deceived people into thinking that they could purchase their way to heaven and 
they could even do so for other people, people who were in a make-believe place called 
purgatory. 

Now, in recognizing the importance of this day for the course of church history, we need 
to see the providence of God at work in fulfilling what He had planned before time began. All 
along there was a certain man for a certain time who would do a certain thing that would spark 
more certain events that would fundamentally change the course of human history. This was not 
a product of chance nor was it the best use of man’s free will to play a part in what happened. 
This was God working through His creation for His purpose and glory. This happened to be one 
of the events that brought the church out of the darkness it was in with the veiling of the gospel 
by the enemy where there was an emphasis on traditions and sacraments that would contribute to 
a person’s salvation. One of the mottos that came out of the Reformation was “out of darkness, 
light.” The clearest rediscovery of what the true gospel was came during this time period as men 
risked their lives, so that the world around them may know the saving power of Christ through 
His gospel. The ripple effect was immense. The common people used to be in the dark, because 
they didn’t have Bibles and they didn’t understand the Latin mass, so therefore they just had to 
trust that what was being said to them was right. But it wasn’t. But now as this great Reformation 
was happening, the common people had access to God’s Word like never before. The preaching 
of God’s Word became central again in the life of the church and printed materials, especially 
Bibles in their own language were available to them. This brought the beauty of the gospel to the 
forefront where people began to know firsthand that salvation was by grace alone through faith 
alone in Christ alone according to the Scriptures alone for the glory of God alone. That 
explanation of the gospel that centered around the word “alone” that heralded God’s sovereign 
grace was what has become known as the five solas of the Reformation. It’s in that Biblical 
teaching and these historic events that we see what God’s saving grace truly is. 

This should be said about this event with Lazarus as well. In this event, that was one of 



the two last major events before the road to the cross, we see the culmination of Jesus being the 
Messiah and the sovereign plan of God orchestrating the whole thing. This is about a certain 
man, but more so it is about a certain Savior. So as we meditate on this beginning of chapter 11 
we will see 1) a picture of sovereignty, 2) a picture of the Savior, and 3) a picture of salvation 
from sin. 

Right away we should recognize the richness of God’s sovereignty when we come to the 
first words of this account, “A certain man.” This is what our Lord loves to do. He loves to set 
apart individuals in order to display His wondrous and mighty works. It is to be no other person 
for this situation. Lazarus is this certain man and has been before time began. So it was not only 
him, but he was supposed to become ill as well. We don’t know what this illness was, but it 
would be the cause of his physical death, his first physical death at least. How about that for a 
specific plan for a certain person that involved that kind of an illness?! On top of that is the clear 
truth that Jesus’ sovereignty and omniscience are inseparable where He knows what He is going 
to do with Lazarus, because He has total control over the situation. As we look further into Jesus’ 
sovereign control over this situation we can remember that all Jesus had to do was to say so and 
Lazarus could’ve not died. We can remember this, because this is what happened to the official’s 
son back in the end of chapter 4. From verse 49, “The official said to [Jesus], ‘Sir, come down 
before my child dies.’ 50 Jesus said to him, ‘Go; your son will live.’ The man believed the word 
that Jesus spoke to him and went on his way. 51 As he was going down, his servants met him and 
told him that his son was recovering. 52 So he asked them the hour when he began to get better, 
and they said to him, ‘Yesterday at the seventh hour the fever left him.’ 53 The father knew that 
was the hour when Jesus had said to him, ‘Your son will live.’” So Jesus could do the same thing 
and say the same thing to Lazarus’s sisters Mary and Martha, but He has a greater purpose in this 
situation. He was actually going to intentionally wait, then come physically to Lazarus, and raise 
him from the dead after being four days dead. What a picture of the sovereignty of Jesus this 
should be for us. 

One reason for this is that this reiterates that ever important truth that we just heard not 
too long ago, which is that every single sheep that belongs to Jesus is in His and the Father’s 
hand. So all that occurs in the life of each of those sheep passes through that hand with 
everything in order the way it is supposed to be. That is to be such a comfort to God’s people. 
But why? We will see that later on. But we must see that whether it is recognizing the person 
themselves or the situation, in this case illness, it is all ordained by God for His purpose. Like 
Martin Luther we can look at many historical figures and see the sovereign purpose of God 
whether God worked through illness, calamity, or not. We can see that He ordained that specific 
person to be living in that specific time period. Even with Luther, he was struck by lightning, 
which was the first major catapult forward for him. Also, during the time of the Reformation and 
what continued on through the 1600’s shows this great sovereignty of God working in and 
through circumstances. We can thank men like Samuel Rutherford for the way this country was 
founded, because so much of what he wrote about in his great book Lex Rex was the foundation 
upon which this country was built. We can recognize all the Pastors and churchmen gathered by 
the sovereign hand and timing of God during the Synod of Dort in 1618, so that the church could 
be protected from the dangerous teaching that came from Jacob Arminius. And further down 
history we can notice the place that William Wilberforce had in the abolition of slavery that 
shows us that God not only uses His people for His purpose in the public square of society, but 



also that there are others who will stand in similar places in our day when it has to do with issues 
like the abolition of abortion. Also, we can see countless times that the pain and suffering that 
people went through were used by God for His greater purpose whether it was the martyrs who 
died, because they wouldn’t let go of Jesus, whether it was pastors who stood up against 
wickedness and suffered years of imprisonment for it, or whether it was sacrificing comfort and 
prosperity when missionaries went to impoverished countries for the sake of Christ. And though 
we recognize these people, we ought to recognize the God of these people more. 

Here, Lazarus seems to be a central figure in this event, but he is not. Jesus is the central 
figure. We see a picture of the Savior in who He is and what He came to do. As the Jews charged 
Jesus with blasphemy saying that He was making Himself to be God He goes away with His 
disciples knowing that a greater event will take place that progresses further from the man who 
was born blind in revealing who Jesus was. With the man born blind Jesus said that he was born 
blind, so that the works of God would be displayed. Now in what would happen to Lazarus, 
especially in what Jesus would do, it was to glorify the Son. But Jesus first says that it is for the 
glory of God. As things progress with more of a focus on Christ what we need to notice here is 
that the Father and the Son receive equal glory and this is a glory that only God receives. So 
Jesus once again is revealing that He is God and that He exists at the same time as God the 
Father as they are separate persons yet one in being. Glorifying the Father and the Son are one 
and the same yet each person is glorified individually. When we see this we can recognize the 
truth that the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are all co-equal and co-eternal. Co-equal in being is 
seen in each receiving the same glory, which is the same amount of glory. Co-eternal in also 
receiving the same glory where it is glory only given to God. No mere human receives this type 
of glory nor even any human with God within them. So the glory that Jesus receives isn’t a lesser 
glory compared to the glory of God mentioned. It is the same glory to the same God yet given to 
each separate person of the Godhead. 

Also, in order for the glory of Christ to shine forth brighter, Lazarus had to die. And 
through resurrecting Lazarus from the dead Jesus would be glorified as the Son. Again, Jesus has 
control over life and death and has the power to bring life, which validates His divine nature. But 
as we see this we should be driven to this foreshadowing what Jesus would do as Savior given 
what He says in verse 25, “I am the resurrection and the life.” He is the resurrection and the life, 
because through His life, death, and resurrection He resurrects the dead to life. It is this very 
display of divine power that He shows Himself to be the Messiah and shows what He came to 
do. But if we deny the divine personhood of Jesus as separate in person from the Father or the 
divine nature of Jesus as one in being with the Father then we cancel out what He came to do. If 
we redefine Him then we automatically redefine what He has done, which directly effects the 
salvation of souls. But God has revealed who He is in His Word. And He reveals what He does. 

Here we get a personal look at this through a message that Jesus sent back to the sisters of 
Lazarus. We get God’s answer as to why Lazarus became ill and what the purpose would be in its 
outcome. It is the revelation of Christ to these sisters as attested to by the Apostle John that gives 
us a look into the hidden will of God for Lazarus. But we have such a hard time with that when 
we don’t have clear answers, because for one, we get bored of the Bible and two, we look for 
answers outside of the Bible as to why things happen. The combination of these two issues can 
be very damaging. We are not a culture that enjoys reading any substantial amount anymore, 
therefore to really study the Bible is out-dated. And largely because of that we want to look 



elsewhere for answers as to why God does things. These are dangers, because He has spoken in 
His Word. It is His personal message for us and it is all we need in order to cling to the Rock 
during each storm. But in this specific personal message to these sisters we also see the great 
promise of Christ that death is not the final outcome for those whom Jesus loves. It’s in this that 
we can see a picture of salvation from sin and other solid applications for our lives. 

First, the bedrock of all application is the physical illustration of illness that represents 
the effects of sin for those whom God loves that do not lead to eternal death, because we have 
been raised and will be finally raised by Christ for His and His Father’s glory. One of the reasons 
why I think we don’t know what illness this is, is because it displays the payment for sin that is 
death and it displays in brighter light the gift of eternal life that is given to God’s people in 
Christ. Though we physically die, because of the illness of sin, Jesus’ sheep will not die or 
experience the second death, which is what Jesus is pointing to. What’s also interesting to note in 
this account of Lazarus is that he does eventually physically die again after he was raised by 
Jesus, but that is never mentioned. It may not be mentioned, because it shows the point of Jesus’ 
work in Lazarus where those who have life in Him do not experience the second death of eternal 
death. This is made clear when Jesus says, “This illness does not lead to death” though he does 
die physically from this illness and he will also die physically again. So for those in Christ, any 
illness of any kind does not lead to death. Why? Because we’ve been risen to life by Jesus, who 
is the resurrection and the life. Therefore if you are in Christ, our final outcome will not be death. 
This is the hope in the promise of Christ that we are to cling on to no matter what our situation 
may be. This is where we come back to the reality that everything that occurs in the life of each 
of Jesus’ sheep passes through His and His Father’s hand with everything happening the way it is 
supposed to be and that is such a comfort to the mind, conscience, and heart of those sheep. It 
should be. Even when it is such a heavy situation where someone may be dealing with a serious 
illness and they can’t help, but ask why? When we are truly in Christ then we can say what Jesus 
says and say it about any situation, “this illness does not lead to death.” Some of the great 
comfort a child can have is being held in the arms of their parent when they are sick. There is 
such a peace and trust that brings that child rest. But boy doesn’t it get harder when we are 
adults? When we are physically ill that comfort isn’t easily accessible anymore, because we are 
on our own, practically speaking. But the same should not be said about our spiritual life if we 
are in Christ. We are not on our own and we are held in the hand of God Almighty. With all the 
ailments, afflictions, and attacks we experience we ought to find comfort in the sovereign hand 
of our blessed Savior. 

This is not easy though! Why? Because we feel the illness, we feel the effects of our sin 
directly coming at us, even like that of the physicalness of an illness. This is where the 
representation of the illness being the effects of sin can be helpful in application. And the 
graciousness of the Savior is to be our cross we cling to. When we cling to His cross we are not 
complacent, doing nothing about our situation, but we are active. This isn’t easy for us, because 
it is often easier to look at the illnesses of the world, the sin that manifests itself in the world that 
is out there. It can be easy to recognize those and discuss those in our own little bubble. What we 
struggle with more is honestly facing the illnesses that are within us. We don’t want to face our 
impatience, our anger, our lust, our bitterness, our gossip, our coveting, our pride. When we 
don’t face these in an ongoing fight then these illnesses of sin may lead to death, proving that we 
had no life in us to begin with. And this is where the effects of the certain Savior come in, 



because He puts His very life within those whom He loves, those whom He raises to life. And it 
is in that new life that we recognize our illnesses and we do something about them. That action is 
fueled by the promise that those illnesses won’t lead to death. His life within us brings out a 
desire, a drive, and a confidence to kill the effects of sin that remain. That may often be the 
harder fight compared to a physical illness. Still, we battle on. 

But for some who are still under the power of sin the effects of sin will lead to death, 
because the effects of sin are like an illness that doesn’t go away. There’s a difference between 
fighting in repentance to keep the door closed on sin and opening the door to let it in. Fighting to 
keep the door closed can show that there has been salvation from sin, but opening the door to it 
in an ongoing pattern and with a lack of repentance is not evidence of salvation, of the 
resurrected new life this side of heaven. This is what Luther was protesting about when he nailed 
his 95 theses to the church door. His first of the 95 statements was that the life of a Christian is a 
life of repentance. This was in contrast to the church’s distortions into doing penance and the sale 
of indulgences as works of merit before God. Luther was advocating for the battle against sin by 
the Spirit’s work within. What the church was doing was creating a system where the illness of 
sin was not truly dealt with, because it created a system where we can pay for our sins ourselves. 
And in the case of indulgences it was literally paying for our sins with money. When something 
like that is done it takes us away from this Savior who raises the dead to life. Luther pointed 
people back to this saving work of Jesus. And here we see Jesus Himself illuminating His 
promise of defeating death for those whom He loves. The keys to life and death are in the hands 
of Jesus. He alone has the power to say and make it true about us that our illness will not lead to 
death. But unless He brings us to life, our sin will bring death, eternal death. 

As we’ve talked about this illness representing in a real way the effects of sin, many 
today, even professing Christians, say that they really have no illness. That deception is thick and 
that blindness can keep us from seeing how glorious our gracious Savior is. We can see how 
glorious He is by this fact and this is what we finish with today. Hebrews 4:14-16, “Since then 
we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us 
hold fast our confession. 15 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with 
our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. 16 Let 
us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find 
grace to help in time of need.” Jesus, who was without sin, felt the effects of sin to the fullest 
when He was covered with our sin upon the cross as the justice and wrath of God was poured out 
on Him. In Him alone it can be said that a sinner’s illness will not lead to death, because that was 
what His saving work accomplished. He suffered as a sinner and in the worst way possible, so 
that you and I would not face the death He is talking about. And to top it off, as if we needed it, 
He sent us a personal message about His saving work and what it accomplished. Like Mary and 
Martha receiving Jesus’ message when Lazarus was beyond dead, we have received that message 
as we are beyond dead. Thanks be to God that Jesus is that certain Savior who can save us when 
we should be too far gone, when we should be unsavable. That should be all of us. But God had 
a plan to redeem. So if that resurrected life has come to us then let us strive to live in utter 
thankfulness with all of our life for His glory alone. This was the tunnel vision for the Reformers 
and Puritans and this should be ours as well. Soli Deo Gloria, For the Glory of God Alone.


