
Sermon Transcript – 5/9/21 (SC) 
 
Discerning a Martha or a Mary 
John 11:17-44 
 
In the next couple of months, we are going to be looking at the beatitudes, the series of 
statements at the start of Matthew chapter 5, which open Jesus’ famous Sermon on the 
Mount.  
 
And it may well be, that these extraordinary words are familiar to you: 
 
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs in the Kingdom of Heaven,  
 
Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. 
 
Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 
 
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. 
 
Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 
 
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.  
 
Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the children of God.  
 
Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven.  
 
 
In the coming weeks, we are going to be looking at different episodes in the gospels where 
perhaps we see a demonstration or an explanation of each of these great statements. I hope 
it will be a helpful way of better understanding what Jesus meant by each of these 
astounding promises.  
 
You might have thought that a sensible place to start today would be with the first 
beatitude, but as it happens, we are leaving that until next week, when we welcome a guest 
speaker from CAP (Christians Against Poverty.) Instead, we move straight to the most 
perplexing of these promises. 
 
Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.  
 
What a strange statement. How can that be? What does this mean? I know it’s not just me, 
but when I encounter grief, I don’t feel particularly blessed. What is Jesus saying here?  
 
Let’s examine his words in greater detail. Maybe that will help bring clarity? There seem to 
be three words here which seem to catch our attention, blessed, mourn, and comforted. 
 



The word “blessed” means “happy,” but not in a psychological/emotional sense. It’s not the 
feeling in the modern sense of the word, but a deeper sense of contentment which we see 
in others and desire for ourselves. “Well,” you may think “this doesn’t help us much,” we 
don’t envy those who grieve, - do we? In fact, the preacher John Stott, commenting on the 
peculiarity of this phrase summarised it by saying, “happy are the unhappy.” What on earth 
does Jesus mean here? 
 
What about the next word - does that help? Does that offer any more light? Does the word 
“mourn,” help explain things? The word mourn here means any sort of sorrow that brings us 
to tears. This is not just talking of the grief of loss, although that will very much be in view 
here, but Jesus is referring to the many kinds of suffering. So this doesn’t seem to bring 
clarity, so much as it broadens out the problem. What about that final word? 
 
“Comforted” here means to Draw alongside, as advocate, as helper, as comforter. And I 
found this helpful. The blessedness does not arise from the suffering, but from the promise 
that God himself will draw alongside as comforter, as helper. The contentment is not in the 
suffering, but in the consoling.  So where in the gospels have we seen Jesus draw alongside 
those who mourn as comforter, and as helper? Immediately I was reminded of the passage 
we heard read this morning, where Jesus consoles the sisters Mary and Martha.  
 
It’s a passage that is often selected at funerals. And at the risk of repeating material, I want 
to restate a point I know I have made on this passage before now. But let us first remind 
ourselves of the situation.  
 
Lazarus of Bethany, a friend of Jesus, fell ill. He died and was survived by his two sisters who 
mourned him bitterly. As we follow the unfolding drama in John’s gospel, we see that 
Jesus’s immediate response to the news of Lazarus’ sickness is strange. Jesus stayed where 
he was. He deliberately delayed his journey to Lazarus’ side. So when he finally makes it to 
Bethany, seemingly too late, we meet Martha and Mary at the depth of their pain. And the 
sisters approach the same experience of grief from different perspectives. Martha from the 
point of faith, and Mary from a place of confusion, doubt, anger. And in a chilling moment, 
they both approach Jesus, and separately make this same statement – “Lord, if you had 
been here, my brother would not have died.” A chilling accusation. 
 
So how does Jesus draw alongside as comforter? – to the one who approaches in faith with 
the promise of the Resurrection. “I am the resurrection and the Life.” But to the one who 
approaches in doubt and despair, Jesus responds with his own tears. Jesus wept. 
Importantly, no one is cast off. Those who approach Jesus in faith or in doubt find some 
measure of consolation. There is something profound and prophetic about the response.  
 
You may have noticed that the name “the Comforter,” as it is used here, is also the name 
Jesus gives to the Holy Spirit. Christ’s ministry of consolation continues by his Spirit. But 
how?  And this is where I want to offer John chapter 11 up as a model of how we are to 
draw alongside others in time of grief. We are just beginning to learn of the long-term 
effects of the pandemic on our society. The impact on the economy, on education, on 
mental health. How can we be Christ-like? How can we draw alongside others? 
 



Well, in our interactions with our community, be that as individuals, or as a church, we need 
to understand, as Jesus did whether we are addressing a Martha or a Mary. When you have 
coffee with a friend, and they unburden themselves with the trauma they are facing, listen 
and discern. Are they speaking as a Martha or a Mary, are they grieving from a perspective 
of faith or of doubt? Do they need Christ’s proclamation of the resurrection, or do they need 
his tears? 
 
In the life of the church, there have been times when the Church, locally or nationally, 
should have done more than just weep, it should have proclaimed the resurrection. But 
there have also been times, when the church has proclaimed the resurrection 
dispassionately, where the tears of Christ would have spoken a truer word of witness. How 
does the Holy Spirit console today? - through you. Through your discernment, as you listen 
to your friend, colleague, neighbour, partner, and you hear in their pain the faith of Martha, 
or the doubt of Mary, and respond accordingly. To one, the bold proclamation of the 
resurrection. To the other the reassuring witness of being present in the midst of suffering. 
 
Jesus said, I am the resurrection and the life, but the Scriptures also say, Jesus wept. Both 
are part of the same revelation of the gospel. Think of those you are supporting at this 
moment in time. Think of your own hurts. Are you a Martha or a Mary? You see, a church 
that asks that question that listens, that discerns before it speaks into situations of human 
misery, is well on the way to understanding the beatitude Blessed are those who mourn, for 
the shall be comforted.  
 
What a testimony it would be to God’s grace, if our town looked upon St Paul’s and said, 
there is a community that knows how to comfort, who knows how to bless people in time of 
suffering and crisis. May that indeed be true of us, as we discern to minister to the Marys 
and the Marthas in our lives.   
 
 
 


