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Fifth Sunday in Lent [Liturgical color: Purple] 

SCRIPTURE READINGS:  
Ezekiel 37:1-14;  
Psalm 130;  
Romans 8:6-11;  
John 11:1-45 
 

Call to Worship: 
L: Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life.”  
P: In raising Lazarus, Jesus demonstrated that death is not beyond the hope found in 
resurrection.  
L: We are strengthened in our faith by the mighty acts of Jesus.  
P: We are given courage and confidence by the power of God to overcome our worst fears. 
AMEN. 
 
Opening Prayer 

Healing and Empowering God, we are sometimes so sure that things will not work out, we doubt 

even your ability to put things right in our lives. We lack such faith. But Jesus came to show us 

that our most dreaded enemy--death--can be overcome by faith. Heal our doubts and our 

longings for assurance and give us spirits of trust and hope. In Jesus’ Name, we pray. AMEN. 

 

SERMON (based on John 11:1-15, 38-45) 

This is the fifth Sunday in Lent. On each Sunday during this holy season, through reading Jesus’ 

ministry stories, we as a church encounter God's way of healing, and confront our own spiritual 

weakness. 

 

It is not all surprising that in today’s Gospel lesson, we find Mary and Martha in deep anguish.  

Illness, struggles, darkness, death and hopelessness ... It is a journey that most of us here have 

undergone or witnessed — the deep agony of watching someone we love struggle with a 

debilitating illness; the grief that we too suffer as we join them in their experience and bear their 

pain. 

 

And then, Mary and Martha experience the death of Lazarus, the brother whom they loved so 

much, and the friend whom we are also told that Jesus loved. For Mary and Martha it must have 

been the most difficult situation to endure, thinking that if only Jesus were there, perhaps he might 

find a way to preclude this end and bring healing and comfort HERE AND NOW.  
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However, Jesus does not show up. Instead when he hears that Lazarus is sick, he waits. He waits 

for two more days before going to the three whom he loves.  

 

Why wait? In human experiences, Lazarus truly is dead. Yet remember what Jesus says? “I am the 

resurrection and the life.” Jesus’ delay in coming to Lazarus confuses his faithful followers, but it 

emphasizes that death is not to be feared, and it is NOT THE END OF THE STORY. Jesus waits 

because he wants all his followers to try hard and see hope beyond the tomb, even in the very face 

of death.  

 

“In the darkness of life, where do you see the new hope and new life coming forth?” Jesus wants 

everyone who follows Him to seriously think about this question, not to just live with their own 

agony. You cannot get around all the circumstances of life, but you shall not forget who is the Lord 

of life, who you shall trust, and who brings new life and salvation.  

 

Two days later, Jesus travels back to the place where his three beloved friends are. Jesus comes 

back, even though the place is now very dangerous to him; even though Lazarus is dead — there 

is apparently no hope left for Lazarus’ family, and very likely, they have lost some faith and trust in 

Jesus because of His delay in coming.  

 

Jesus calls us to walk together with him to Judea, the tomb, the place of brokenness, sorrow and 

hopelessness, and see what He is doing for the people of God.  

 

Little by little, the stone of death and hopelessness began to roll away.  

 

“Unbind him and let him go,” Jesus proclaims. Here is the new life, set free and not bound by fear, 

grief, doubt, and darkness.  

 

Jesus wants us to read it as a resurrection story — the rebirth of the flesh and spirit.  

Did you ever experience the struggles, or even death of spirit? Did you ever witness the death of a 

loved one? Where did you get your strength and new hope, to walk out of the valley of the shadow 

of death … and darkness?  

 

Let me share with you a story of John Wesley’s spiritual death and revival. As the founder of the 

Methodist movement, John Wesley seems so successful in everything. He was a professor in 

theology at Oxford University; he started the spiritual revival now called Methodist Movement. In 

2014, there are about 80 million Methodists around the world. However, John Wesley literally 
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went through his own spiritual struggles. God has transformed his near to death experience into 

new life and hope, and a new faith journey begins.  

 

On October 14th, 1735, John Wesley and his brother Charles sailed to Georgia and started their 

mission there. They arrived in February 1736 and began to be the ministers of a new parish of 

settlers, and tried to spread Christianity to the Native Americans in the colony. Wesley's mission, 

however, turned out to be unsuccessful.  

 

On top of his struggles with teaching, Wesley found disaster in his relations with Sophia Hopkey, 

a woman who had journeyed across the Atlantic on the same ship as Wesley. Wesley and Hopkey 

became romantically involved. But when Wesley went to a Moravian Bishop for advice, the 

Bishop says, “We advise you to proceed no further in this business.” Because John so admired his 

minister friend and accepted the word as the will of the Lord, he abruptly broke off the 

relationship.  

 

Hopkey contended that Wesley had promised to marry her and therefore had gone back on his 

word in breaking off the relationship. Wesley's problems came to a head when he refused to serve 

Hopkey Communion at a public service because she had not first come to confession. She and her 

new husband filed suit against Wesley. 

 

Wesley stood trial and faced the accusations made by Hopkey. The proceedings ended in a 

mistrial, but Wesley’s reputation had already been tarnished too greatly. He returned to England 

depressed and beaten. He literally went through self-doubt, depression, and the death of spirit. He 

was in the dark tomb of the spirit and couldn’t find light.  

 

On May 24th, 1738, John went to an evening service in Aldersgate Street, London. John heard a 

reading of Martin Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans. All of the sudden, everything 

changed. He felt the warmth and comfort that God’s word brought to him. It was at this point that 

the stone was rolled away and he heard the Voice of “Unbind him” and set him free.  That 

evening, he wrote in his journal, “I felt my heart strangely warmed”. A few weeks later, Wesley 

preached a sermon. He proclaimed with the Spirit set free by God, saying, God's grace is “free in 

all, and free for all.” Today Methodists call it John’s “Aldersgate experience.” 

 

Dear friend, what is your Aldersgate experience? Where have you found your new hope and new 

life in God? … All of us are Jesus’ beloved friends, like Mary, Martha, Lazarus, and John Wesley. 

Because Jesus loves us so much, he travels back to the tomb in Judea, the place of danger, sorrow, 
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and hopelessness. He rolled away the stone and let the light in; he cried, “Unbind him and let him 

go!” He sets us free, shows us the wonderful way of resurrection of flesh and spirit, not simply 

resuscitation of the body.  Remember today, that God has set us free. Remember the resurrection, 

recall your own Aldersgate experience, and say, “God, set me free. Because I know your grace is 

free in all, and free for all.” Amen.  

 
Benediction 
Lord, unbind us from our fears and doubts. Be with us in our witness to the power and love of Jesus 
Christ. AMEN. 

 


