
Fanning the Flame of Faith - John 11:17-27 11-14-21
Many times when Olive and I have built sand castles we take the bucket and pour some 

sand in it then we drop the bucket down a bunch, so the sand gets settled or we jam in the point 
of the shovel to pack in the sand more, and then we add more sand in and repeat the process, so 
that when we flip over that bucket and lift it up the sand stays compact and the castle is more 
sturdy. People can do this type of thing with gardening when they put flowers in pots as they get 
the soil to be settled in more around the root. Or you can think of baking where you shake the 
pan or let it drop onto the counter, so that the batter can settle more. These various activities of 
life that we can relate to take patience and time and purpose in the process. If Olive was to try 
and build a sand castle on her own she would have little patience and know-how to do it in a way 
that would produce a more solid structure. Instead she would throw the sand in the bucket all 
haphazardly and try to flip the bucket over too soon and in the process of flipping it over a lot of 
the sand would fall out. And then when she would get the bucket over and then lift it up most 
likely there wouldn’t be much left or the castle would fall, because the sand wasn’t packed in and 
settled or solidified more. 

If we are in Christ, the patience, purpose, and graciousness of God and His work within 
us ought to astound us. We get knocked around so much in life with many trials of all kinds, 
many unexpected tragedies and hardships, and sometimes they are in the face of death whether 
ours or regarding someone else. In many of these situations we struggle with the fear of death, 
the grief of loss, the struggle of going through the hardship itself, or the questions that relate to 
all of this when the unknown is staring straight at us. At times this can affect how we look at this 
temporary life, how we look at the ways of God, or how we answer those unknowns. Through 
this we may feel like if we are poured out we will not stand. We can think of the struggle like a 
flame barely burning. And through our perspective we may feel at times that our flame is about 
to go out. That we just can’t do it anymore. As Christians we may even think that our flame can 
go out, but can it? Even though our flame can diminish within us, because of all the hardship of 
life, can our flame go out completely? One way in which a flame can grow is for the flame to be 
fanned gently and precisely. When a bonfire is smoldering you blow in the heart of it down low 
and you blow gently, though powerfully and precisely, and what happens? The flame grows. The 
trials of our life are the blowing of God. They are the pounding of the bucket or the jamming the 
shovel in. The blowing brings growth. The pounding and jamming solidifies. Trials solidify 
certainty, the certainty of faith in Christ, and fan growth. 

But why is all the hardship necessary? Couldn’t God just take it all away in this life and 
spare us the pain and struggle? Isn’t it really unloving for Him to allow us to go through such 
things, especially things that don’t seem fair to us? It is for our own good. It is to produce 
genuine thankfulness. It is to produce a dependence and a trust of childlikeness. It is to produce 
more holiness. It is to produce a strength and confidence that is not our own. It is to produce a 
rest and a peace while there is chaos all around us. It is to produce wisdom and understanding. It 
is to produce light to be seen in a dark world. God uses these times in our lives to cause us to 
hold onto Jesus and the truth that is in Him tighter with fixed eyes on Him in a growing manner. 
We also have to remember though that this growth in grace has the reality this side of heaven that 
it is mixed with corruption. We still have sinfulness to wrestle with. This, in many ways only, 
adds to the hardship, but also gloriously in God’s gracious work, it also adds to our growth in 
holiness. So by God’s gracious work from the beginning in our regeneration, the Spirit’s work of 



making us born again through the gospel, we have a flame that is burning. 
Martha had a flame that was burning. It was burning, because of God’s grace, but that 

flame struggled as she went through the death of her brother Lazarus. It is in this context that we 
see the patience and ministry of Jesus. It’s here that we see through Martha’s reactions how our 
flame can struggle in growth and diminishment, in strength and in weakness. And it is here that 
we can see the confession of hope and belief that she has in Jesus that brings to light what a great 
Puritan by the name of Richard Sibbes wrote in his beneficial book The Bruised Reed as he said 
this simple statement, “Life in the winter is hidden in the root.” So today we are going to 
examine 1) Martha’s reactions, 2) Martha’s confessions, and 3) Jesus’s ministry.

Martha’s life right now is in the cold of winter. She has lost her brother. She is wanting 
Jesus to come and help. She knows Jesus loves Lazarus. She sends for Jesus, but while the 
message is getting to Jesus, Lazarus dies. Now her brother Lazarus is four days dead though this 
illness does not lead to death. Yet He has died. It seems to be beyond any hope, because upon the 
fourth day the body starts to decompose, but her flame still flickers through this trial. She does 
have hope even though her mind wasn’t so much on the possibility of a miracle of immediate 
resurrection right then and there. She even seems to miss that idea when she says, “I know that 
he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day” in verse 24. It’s like her reaction to this 
situation and even what Jesus says is a reaction that looks too far ahead and misses the now. She 
knows the then, but she is missing the now. Even theologically this is the case. She knows the 
truth about those who are loved by Jesus that they will be resurrected at the final day, but her 
theological system doesn’t yet have a distinct category for the now. I’ll get to why in a second, 
which has to do with the time period she falls in, in human history. And this is why Jesus brings 
her to recognize the now. With this tragic incident Martha is shook to the core and is jumping 
back and forth between grief and hope. 

This shows the struggle of faith in the midst of heavy situations. We are mere humans, 
and even when we are redeemed, remember, we still have the corruption of the flesh lingering 
and fighting us. That’s why knowing the now theologically will then heighten what we do in the 
now. This is part of our spiritual worship. And this brings out the need that we have for these two 
elements to deepen, the understanding and the doing, so that we worship God all the more 
through hardship of any kind. I came across a quote from John MacArthur that we need to hear 
in our churches today. He said, “The heart can only go as high in worship as it can go deep in 
theology.” What a true statement and this is what we see in Martha’s reactions. She needs to go 
deeper in her theology of the work of Christ that applies to the now. This is what Jesus targets 
and uses to fan her flame.  

It’s not as though she is double-minded as James talks about, but she is back and forth 
between grief and hope. She says in verse 21, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not 
have died.” But then she immediately says in 22, “But even now I know that whatever you ask 
from God, God will give you.” And then her flame gets brighter though it is still not fully fixed 
on the now, which creates a detachment. Then she seems to go back down when Jesus tells her to 
take the stone away in verse 39. Her reaction to that is, “Lord, by this time there will be an odor, 
for he has been dead four days.” With the body starting to decompose on day four she still can’t 
see the now clearly. Why does there seem to be such a back and forth? 

The main reason for this is recognizing the time of history that Martha is in right now. 
This is before the cross and before the coming of the Spirit in His fullness. This is significant and 



we often miss this when it affects some of our understanding in our theology and some following 
implications. Many of the disciples through their time with Jesus seem to be so clueless in 
different instances when they shouldn’t be. They are still looking at situations through quite a 
dim lens. We can see that veil being taken away after Jesus’s death like on the road to Emmaus 
when Jesus opens up their hearts and minds to the Scriptures being about Him and after He left 
they said to each other, “Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, 
while he opened to us the Scriptures?” And we see this veil being fully taken away when the 
Spirit comes at Pentecost, though the Spirit has worked within them before. The Spirit, now in 
His fullness, in His age from Pentecost, brings back to them all that Jesus said and did and 
everything connects. And the Spirit, their Helper as Jesus says, was to come to lead them into all 
truth. So Martha is in the same fog right now before the cross and before the Spirit. If we keep 
this in mind then I think we can be more biblically balanced regarding some issues that come up 
in theology. Though God the Father, Jesus the Son, and the Holy Spirit are each active all 
throughout human history and all while existing at the same time as each other, we need to 
recognize the different time periods when the emphasis on one or the other is heightened. We 
could look at it in this context, like before Jesus it was the age of God the Father, then when 
Jesus came it was the age of Jesus, and then when Pentecost came it started the age of the Spirit. 
And so Martha is in the age of Jesus where things are still dimly lit as she looks upon how to 
react to the situation with Lazarus.

Though her reactions seem to be back and forth and in a dim light, Martha’s confessions 
are solid. This is where we need to see Jesus fanning the flame of faith in His patient ministry, 
but first let’s look at Martha’s confessions themselves. She gives two confessional statements, 
one in verse 24 and the other in verse 27. In verse 24 she says, “I know that he will rise again in 
the resurrection on the last day.” This is the less significant one, if we can say that, in this context 
where there is that lack of looking at the now, at the present work of Christ. She just knows that 
resurrection for Lazarus will come on the last day of final judgment. Unlike some of her day she 
believed in the resurrection of the death. But to fan the flame of her faith, so that it grows, Jesus 
makes a statement, which we will get to, that draws her to more solid ground solidifying who she 
believes Jesus to be. Her confession in verse 27 is more of an emphatic one. It is emphatic in two 
ways. One, she emphasizes the word “I” by using the first person pronoun distinctly as opposed 
to before when she said, “I know” in verse 22 where “I” is a part of the verb tense. So in verse 27 
she is saying, “I believe that you are…” This emphasis is also to set her apart from the many who 
don’t believe that Jesus is the Christ. The other emphatic quality here is the verb tense of “have 
believed.” This verb tense is in the perfect, which tells us that her belief is a settled conviction, 
one that is firmly rooted. Remember the illustration of building castles or the quote from Richard 
Sibbes, “Life in the winter is hidden in the root?” Here is an example of Jesus bringing this out in 
fanning her flame of faith to reveal the root. 

Within this confession is an interesting note as well. When she says, “who is coming into 
the world” does this wipe away all that we’ve said and especially what we will say that she 
believes Jesus is the Messiah, the man she is talking to right then? She says, “is coming.” When 
we read that we can easily think that is a reference to the future, but it is not. It is a reference to 
the present, the now for her. This verb tense is the ongoing present tense. By using this verb 
tense and by using two names that refer to Jesus’s deity and that He is the Messiah, Martha is in 
alignment with all true Christian teaching of who Jesus is and why He came. Instantly Jesus, by 



His question, “Do you believe this?” brings her out to focus on the now with things she already 
believes and things she needs to see more clearly, which is the result of Jesus fanning the flame 
of her faith. 

He does so with patience as He gently ministers to her grieving and troubled heart. He 
gives her the living word that describes eternal life, so she can feed upon the gospel by His grace 
and grow upon living on that gospel. He draws her to Himself by stating this gospel truth and 
then asking, “Do you believe this?” He is drawing out what is in the heart. This living word is in 
verses 25 and 26 when He says, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, 
though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die.” To 
understand this it helps to insert time stamps and descriptions into what He says, so it goes like 
this, “Whoever believes in me (present ongoing believing - the one believing), though he die 
(physically), yet shall he live (eternally and immediately), 26 and everyone who lives and 
believes in me (spiritually and immediately now, which is present ongoing from the moment of 
salvation - everyone living and believing) they shall never die (eternally and the emphasis is 
never, never die - emphasizing the eternality of it).” When we see what Jesus is saying we can 
recognize what Jesus is doing. He is bringing Martha to see the now while not denying her 
statement about the future last day. He is drawing her faith out more for it to grow by 
emphasizing the now and for her to see more clearly that the now resides in Him and is effective 
in Him, because He is the Christ, the Son of God, the one presently coming into the world. He is 
the one whom she believes in. 

This is Jesus ministering to the new heart as He uses His truth of His gospel about 
salvation. When God is alive within us then a living faith shows itself on the outside as it grows. 
And His truth is the outward tool He uses to bring it out while the Spirit is working inwardly. It 
is the living faith of saving faith that abides in the promises of the person and work of Christ who 
has the power to raise the dead to life. This faith is full of conviction and certainty and grows in 
that regard as we are settled in by the Spirit, as our root goes deeper, which often happens 
through trials. This physical illustration of Lazarus is to show what salvation and eternal life is. It 
is to point to Jesus and the life that is in Him alone, which is a life raised from death, a death that 
is beyond dead. Jesus has said that this miracle is not for Lazarus, but for other people, so that 
they come to believe in Christ and know the salvation that He brings, spiritual life. So the 
amount of days that Lazarus is dead is not on accident. Four days is beyond dead and the 
beginning of decomposition, which is to show the deadness of sin. So as Jesus ministers to the 
heart with His great patience He brings us to see how relevant His saving work is for us in the 
now. We are beyond dead and He still saves. This whole situation was also to foreshadow what 
would happen to Jesus after His death. He would be buried and He would be raised from the 
grave having victory over sin and death. 

In this truth there ought to be application for us as there is for Martha. What are some 
more applications to reflect on?

1) Jesus is near to the broken-hearted. This ought to be seen in three ways. One, is that 
God can and does use tragedies and hardships that people go through as a puzzle piece that can 
be in the path that leads them to Him for salvation. If the gospel is not used by God during that 
tragedy or hardship, then any instance like that can be a piece before salvation, one that may lead 
to it. There are many issues in life that happen that bring us to think about death and eternity. 
Everyday we are faced with these things. So when someone experiences a broken-heart, God can 



use that in His work of preparation to bring them along the path to salvation, if that His is will 
for them. The second way Jesus is near to the broken-hearted is when a sinner comes to see their 
sin before God and there is a godly sorrow and true repentance that takes place. This is the same 
as being poor in spirit or having a contrite heart. The recognition of the depth of our sin and the 
impossibility of obedience to the law for salvation is something that the Spirit causes us to see 
and in that work Jesus draws sinners to Himself for true life. The third way Jesus is near to the 
broken-hearted is when those that are His go through trials and hardships. He is that Shepherd 
tending to His sheep. He will never leave nor forsake His own, so they are cared for by the one 
who went through far more than they could ever imagine. And He went through it for them, so 
He knows what they are going through and He knows the best way to get them through it, 
because He is the infinitely wise God. 

2) The second application to reflect on is that we will live after death. We are either 
immediately in the presence of the Lord or not. There is no waiting in limbo, especially in the 
sense of any type of purgatory. This doesn’t mean we will have resurrected bodies yet. That 
happens at the final day, but once we physically die, we live. Death is the door into one of two 
places. There’s not a third door where we go into another place and hope that somehow we get 
out of there and make it to heaven. Nor is death the end as if there is nothing after death at all. 
Also, it is not a concept of reincarnation where we go on to another life as something else 
whether that is meant as a time of limbo or not. Neither of these beliefs, purgatory, annihilism, or 
reincarnation, are true. What is true is that we will be in one place or the other when we die. And 
on the last day we will receive resurrected bodies as we will then spend eternity in one of those 
two places. Are we prepared for this? We don’t want to face our mortality honestly, but we need 
to. Like Martha, we can have a growing assurance in facing death when we have been brought to 
life and have come to a settled belief in Christ in God’s saving work. This is what Jesus is 
bringing to her attention in greater ways than she’s known before. 

3) This application grows further in assurance, thirdly, by understanding more of what 
kind of saving work Jesus gives. Jesus Himself is the resurrection and the life. This means that 
we cannot obey any amount of God’s law, which is why we need His life and His obedience to 
be given to us, credited to us. When this is the case then death is defeated and we have 
experienced resurrection in salvation and we will experience the final resurrection on the last day 
like Martha notes about Lazarus. This assurance comes further in the activity of belief not 
because our belief is an obedience on our part that causes us to be saved, but it is the action of 
new life that is the fruit of salvation. Many struggle with this, because many believe that we 
cannot know that we are truly saved before we die. Many believe this, because many believe that 
our salvation has to do with our obedience on our part, in being saved and in staying saved, so 
who can really know for sure, they say. So the premise of many beliefs is that we come in by our 
effort and we stay in by our effort. Sadly many supposed Christians would agree with the Book 
of Mormon and the commentary of the church on their passage 2 Nephi 25:23, which says, “For 
we labor diligently to write, to persuade our children, and also our brethren, to believe in Christ, 
and to be reconciled to God; for we know that it is by grace that we are saved, after all we can 
do.” They say that, “the phrase ‘after all we can do’ teaches that effort is required on our part to 
receive the fullness of the Lord’s grace and be made worthy to dwell with him.’” Their Bible 
Dictionary states, “This grace is an enabling power that allows men and women to lay hold on 
eternal life and exaltation after they have expended their own best efforts. Grace cannot suffice 



without total effort on the part of the recipient.” I wonder how many professing Christians would 
agree with these statements if they didn’t know where they came from. The reason why we see 
this situation with Lazarus is to show us not only the power of Christ to resurrect the dead to life, 
but it also equally shows us how dead we are. We are beyond dead when the Savior comes to 
save. None of us come into this world with any spiritual life in us, with any desire or ability to 
obey God in any way whether it is obeying the command to repent and believe or whether it is 
obeying the first and second greatest Commandments, which describe the whole law. A law that 
when we stop short in one place any achievement in the rest is unattainable. This issue is crucial 
to true Christianity and the foundation of any unity we have with anyone else who claims to 
believe in God.

4) This sovereign grace then shows us that when there is new life there is new desires and 
abilities. Grace is the very power of God within us to do what God has purposed for us to do. So 
as God works this power within us we can forsake our old life, our old beliefs and behaviors. 
And the very power that causes us to do that, as we now genuinely want to forsake ourselves, is 
God’s power, God’s grace. And that grace never stops working. It is a grace that works, not 
because we work with it, it is because God is the one working. And to bring us to understand this 
more and see it applied in our life and put into use, like with Martha, He brings us to see His 
work now, and the implications of it. Her detachment with the then and the now is now closed as 
Jesus has brought her to connect the two. So with us it is connecting the eternal life that we have 
and bringing it to connect with how we face death in how we will never, never die if we are in 
Christ, how we ought to grow in an assurance of that, and how we face life in what we should be 
doing while we live in this fallen world. And all through the many struggles that exist in all that, 
Jesus is gracious to His people in fanning their flame of faith when they seem to be barely 
flickering, when they seem to be wrestling with life. Jesus is a patient minister. And a perfect one 
at that who knows how to minister to each and every one of His sheep in the way that they need 
it. His ministry does not stop. 


