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THIS STINKS 
Facing the Messiness of Change | The Lazarus Life (Pt 5) 

Text: John 11:38-40 
 

If you are just joining us today, we are in the midst of a deep dive into the amazing 
story of God’s work in the life of a man named Lazarus and his two sisters, Mary and 
Martha. As we’ve been discovering, this story is not only about Jesus and them; it is 
also about the most important issues and opportunities in OUR lives. Today, we return 
to the story at a critical moment. Jesus has heard that his friend Lazarus has died. He’s 
wept with his sisters and friends over this terrible loss. He’s asked to be taken to the 
place where Lazarus’ dead body has been laid. And, then, we read this…  
 
Jesus, once more deeply moved, came to the tomb. It was a cave with a 
stone laid across the entrance.  “Take away the stone,” he said.  “But, Lord,” 
said Martha, the sister of the dead man, “by this time there is a bad odor, for 
he has been there four days.” Then Jesus said, “Did I not tell you that if you 
believe, you will see the glory of God?” (John 11:38-40) 
 
I want to think with you today, about the subject of transformation. Before we leave 
here, I want to help each of us grasp something more about the remarkable process by 
which anyone who has been terribly afflicted by the darkness and decay of sin or death 
can become a new creation, a changed being. Maybe you know someone who needs 
that kind of renewal. Maybe they’re sitting next to you right now or at work. Maybe you 
are someone like that. Well, happiness, this message is for you. 
 

Jesus Has the Power to Transform Us 
 
The FIRST idea I want to gift you with is the best of all: Jesus has the power to 
transform our lives. Why is that very good news to a lot of us?  Because most of us 
have tried pretty hard to change ourselves over the ys and met with fairly limited 
success. The resolutions we made just a few months ago failed faster than our March 
Madness bracket picks. We have not gotten control of the tendency we wanted altered. 
We’ve been unable to effect the character or conduct change we intended to. Even if 
we are fooling ourselves, we are pretty much still having the same effect on others who 
wish we would truly change. 
 
The most self-aware among us can probably identify with the Apostle Paul when he 
confesses: I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For I 
do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do—this I keep 
on doing… What a wretched [person] I am! Who will rescue me from this 
body that is subject to death? (Rom 7:15, 18b-19, 24) 
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But, as St. Paul goes on, there IS good news: Thanks be to God, who delivers me 
through Jesus Christ our Lord! (Rom 7:25). If you remember nothing else from 
this series, I hope you’ll take away this: The main message of the story of Lazarus is 
that Jesus has the power for deliverance human beings need. If we allow him to, Jesus 
can transform our politics, our family and work life, the plight of the poor, the course of 
race relations, the health of our environment, and even our bodies after they are dead. 
I am the vine; you are the branches, says Jesus. If you remain in me and I in 
you, you will bear much fruit (John 15:5) In other words, I have the power you 
need to find a life of greater flourishing.  
 

Transformation Requires Looking Inside 
 
But here’s where things get a bit more complicated. Transformation requires looking 
inside in a way that can be very messy and even miserable. As the story of Lazarus 
suggests, it involves getting up-close and personal with stuff that stinks.  
 
In the modern book that inspired this series, author Stephen W. Smith tells the story of 
a friend named Thomas whose job on a property management team required that he 
go clean out a vacant apartment so that a new resident could come and live there. The 
apartment was a disaster. He found there the stinking residue of cats, dogs, parties, 
and trash, but that was nothing compared to what he found inside the refrigerator. The 
power to that box had been off for weeks and inside of it was what had once been 
food. One crack of the fridge door produced a stench of rotting that made Thomas 
wretch. It took him hours of working in short and then more extended bursts to face 
what was in there, pull it out one item at a time, deal with and dispose of it, and then 
wipe the space down with bleach, until he could finally leave the door propped open, 
allowing air and sunlight to do their work.  
 
I think of that awful process when I hear Martha warning Jesus, “Don’t open that 
tomb.” By this time there is a bad odor! (John 11:39). But there are all kinds of 
buried things. Many years ago, the evening news carried the report of a massive 
explosion on a runway at the San Francisco airport. It seems that a construction crew 
had been dispatched to replace a section of the concrete, got to work on it with a 
jackhammer, when the ground suddenly erupted in a geyser of fire. Coincidentally, I 
was doing pre-marital counseling with the foreman of that crew. The next week, he 
explained to me what had happened. Underneath that particular section of the runway 
ran a very old fuel line that wasn’t on anybody’s chart. The fuel line connected to an old 
fuel tank, still filled with some powerful stuff. The jackhammer hit the line. The stinking 
fumes from the buried fuel sparked, and blew up in the workers’ face!  
 
So, let’s bring these images together: The refrigerator in that apartment. The fuel tank 
in that ground. The tomb of Lazarus in Bethany. What do they have in common? They 
each contained some pretty messy, stinking stuff, didn’t they? Sort of like the stuff that 
sometimes lies boxed up or buried within us. Maybe nobody listened to or gave us the 
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affirmation we needed when we were young. Maybe we got our way too easily or often. 
Perhaps someone we should have been able to trust used us or abused us. Maybe we 
absorbed the idea that we were only as good as our last performance or our physical 
looks. Perhaps we were deprived of resources we hungered for or learned to depend on 
substances instead of people. Maybe we suffered a devastating loss. 
 
These sorts of realities have a way of rotting inside of us, till they begin to emit fumes.  
Anger, arrogance, mistrust, envy, addiction, greed, lust, gluttony, insecurity, even a 
lingering sadness or apathy, can be among the fumes that emit from our lives or those 
of people we know. Sometimes they build up till with a single spark, they explode in the 
face of others.  
 
Perhaps this is partly why the first words we hear from Jesus in our text for today are: 
“Take away the stone” (John 11:39) – in effect, “Open the door! Let some light 
and air in there!” This was a frequent pattern of Jesus. We see him taking the time to 
ask the name of the particular demon afflicting a tormented man. We see him teasing 
out from a lonely woman at a well the truth about her serial adultery. It’s not fun for 
anyone to face this rotten, stinking stuff. But it is an essential step in the process of 
transformation. Change can begin when we start to name and recognize what is deadly, 
dead, or decaying inside of us. So, let me get personal: What’s inside the forgotten 
fridge, the buried fuel tank, the sealed up tomb of your life? What do you need to take 
out,  examine, and expose to the cleansing, healing power of God’s light and air? 
 

Transformation is Best Advanced By Love 
 
One of the most striking things about Jesus’ behavior in this story is how he moves 
toward the stink. Think about how unusual that is. In Christ’s time, Jewish people in 
general and holy people (like rabbi’s), were obsessed with cleanliness. They did 
everything in their power to keep their distance from rotting things. They take great 
pain to avoid being tainted by contact with dead or decaying things. But not Jesus. He 
purposely moves toward Lazarus in the tomb. He moves that way even after being 
warned about how malodorous Lazarus was. Why is that?  
 
We’re given the answer multiple times earlier in the story. It’s because no matter what 
condition Lazarus is in, Jesus LOVES Lazarus. So, here’s another key understanding 
about transformation.  Transformation is best advanced by love. You can try to scold, 
condemn, or flagellate people into changing. But the story of Lazarus and the history of 
humanity suggests, that genuine transformation is more often advanced by an 
experience of being truly, deeply, and sacrificially loved than anything else. 
 
I am sorry that the Church has sometimes been a place where people pretend there is 
nothing rotting in them because they are afraid that no one loves them “Just As I Am.” 
I’m sorry that some Bible studies and small groups can go on for years and no one ever 
airs what’s really in their tombs out of pride or fear of rejection. I am sorry that when 
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some people do emit a certain stink or dare to talk about what’s dead or decaying in 
their life that some church people hold their nose or turn away. I’m glad that God 
invented the 12-Step Recovery Movement to do what the Church was called to do. 
 
Why do you suppose that Jesus was known for sitting and eating with sinners? Why did 
he spend so much time with people reeking of adultery, swindling, envy, doubt, and 
fear? Why was the only smell that seemed to turn Christ’s stomach the stink of self-
righteousness? I bet we can answer those questions. I think we know that we are 
supposed to be the safest community on earth for anyone who is soul-sick to confess 
their need and find help. I think we understand that we are never to be a club for 
saints, but always a hospital for sinners. As Jesus said: It is not the healthy who 
need a doctor, but the sick… For I have not come to call the righteous, but 
sinners.” (Matt 9:12-13).  
 

Transformation Requires Perseverance 
 
Let there be no doubt that God does want to see people get well. God’s love is not a 
laissez-faire, indulgent kind of love. As Billy Graham so often preached, God loves you 
and me just as we are; / but too much to leave us that way. John chapter 11 makes it 
clear that Jesus was not content to leave Lazarus just as he was -- moldering in the 
grave. Jesus wanted to see Lazarus transformed.  He wants to see you and me totally 
healthy.  
 
But as Mary and Martha felt, sometimes healing works a whole lot slower than we 
would like it to work. And this points us to the final truth about life-change I want to 
touch on today. Transformation requires perseverance. We wish we or others came to 
Jesus, got baptized, and then instantly became squeaky clean Christians. We wish we 
or somebody we know would just come to church, see the light, and then leave the 
building completely changed. People have sometimes taken Jesus’ famous words, “You 
must be born again” (John 3), as if he were describing a process by which you 
accept an idea, say a few words, and pop-out all clean and sweet-smelling.  
 
But have you ever witnessed an actual birth? It’s a bloody, slimy, sometimes howling 
mess! It can take a very LONG TIME for new life to be born. Even with the resurrection 
of Lazarus (or Jesus) it took a frustrating amount of time for redemption to take its full 
effect. Let’s remember that as we deal with ourselves and one another. People don’t 
get over soul-sickness quickly. I will probably spend the rest of my life in recovery from 
the notion that I am only acceptable if I perform at a crazy high level of competence 
and caring. Some of the fumes of that sickness will probably hang around me and 
annoy others till I stand with Jesus in glory one day.  
 
But here’s the truth I hang onto and hope you will too: One day, you and I will no 
longer stink. One day, we will be beautiful, fragrant instruments whose music perfectly 
blesses others and glorifies God. In the meantime, however, this we have to remember: 
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Jesus is the same yesterday, today, and forever (Heb 13:8); / but, for the rest of us, 
the call is to change – to take specific STEPS that help us cooperate with God in the 
process of our ultimate redemption, resurrection, and healing. What those practical 
steps are is the exciting inquiry that we’ll pursue, when we gather here next week. 
 
Let’s pray together… 
 
 


