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PRAYING FOR THE IMPOSSIBLE 

U~so~ PAsrot<. Telh 51011y o rt: 1.:, s 'lf f<k4 sq- J.{~ 
SCRIPTURE : Jo hn 11:41-42 (Reading John 11 :17- 4 6 ) 

INTRO: IN ALL THE RECORDED HISTORY OF MANKIND NO 
ONE HAD EVER RETURNED FROM THE GRAVE . OH YES , THERE 
ARE THOSE ACCOUNTS IN THE OTHER THREE GOSPELS OF 
PEOPLE BEING RAISED FROM THE DEAD - -BUT NEVER RE
TURNING FROM THE GRAVE! 

THERE IS THE STORY OF THE RAISING OF JAIRUS ' 
DAUGHTER (Matthew 9 :18-26; M ark 5:2 1-43; Luke 1 8 1 : 40-
56) . THERE IS THE STORY OF THE RAISING OF THE WIDOW' S 
SON AT NAIN (Luk e 7:11-16) . IN BOTH THESE CASES THE 
RAISING FROM THE DEAD FOLLOWED IMMEDIATELY AFTER 
DEATH. IF ONE IS SO INCLINED ONE MIGHT CONTEND 
THAT IN BOTH OF THESE MIRACLES THE PERSON RAISED WAS 
IN A C OMA OR TRANCE. ' BURIAL HAD TO FOLLOW QUICKLY 
AETER DEATH IN THE CLIMATE OF PALESTINE. BUT THERE 
IS NO PARRALLEL WHATEVER FOR THE RAISING OF A MAN 
WHO HAD BEEN DEAD FOR FOUR DAYS AND WHOSE BODY 
HAD BEGUN TO DECAY. YET IT IS FOR THIS IMPOSSIBLE 
FEAT THAT JESUS PRAYS . (The Go spel of John, p. 117) . 

THIS PRAYER AND THE SETTING THAT SURRO UNDS IT IS 
A LESSON ON PRAYING FOR THE IMPOSSIBLE. /: o 7 

I . OBSTACLES TO PRAYING FOR THE IMPOSSIBLE 
[--Matt. 11 :21, 32 ,3 7 ,39 
--NOTE: Anytime we move beyond our self-imposed bound
aries of vague generalities and begin to pray specifically 
for "the impossible " we encounter all kind s of obsta cles . 
These obstacles are both subjective and objective. 

Jesus' prayer for the impossible had to overcome three 
o bstac les. w J.,,,.,;.,I,,. rl/ ~ ~ 4· ~ ~ ;.,-., ~ 
1. Resentment ,< .. ---;-.,,.,._...,.-a,,.,1-4 

--Matt. 11:21 & 32 
--NOTE: A sure sign that two people have been sharing a 
mutual resentment is tha t inevitably wit hout the other kno w 
ing it, t hey wi ll express that re sentment in almost if not 
exactly t he same word s !v Apparently M a ry and Martha ,as 
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much as they loved Jesus, had become bitter because he 
did not come immediately when they sent for him. Each 
held their feelings as long as they could but eventually 
shared their resentment. When Jesus did arrive (fou days 
too late as fa r as Mary and Martha were concerned) t hey 
expressed thei r feelings by saying , "If you had been here, 
my brother would not have d ied! " 
--NOTE: Here is one of the most human speeches i n all 
the Bi ble. William Barclay suggests that what Martha would 
like to have said was, "When you got our mes sage , why 
didn'tyou c ome atonce?" (John, Vol. 2, pp. 105-106) . 
Confidence in his power blends strongly with doubt as to his 
con cern. A hint of resentment runs throughout these words. 

Tneir relationship with Christ had become the source 
of mixed emotions in the fa ce of their personal tragedy. 
There was belief: "You could have done something . " But 
there was also resentment: "But you did not come in t i me . " 
There was faith, J2.~t th~re was also frustration. Yet Jesus 
won over resentment and prayed for the impossible . 
--APPLY: It is always difficult to pray when we know some
one i s bitter towa rd us . To know that someone feels that 
we have failed them in their hour of need (whether we have 
or not) cuts t he heart out of our prayer life . And to pra y 
for the impossible almost becomes an impossibili ty itself . 

If the resentment of someone e lse toward us. is an ob
s tacle to our prayer life the only thing t o d o i s: (1 ) To 
seek to make things right w ith tha t person, a nd (2) To 
claim the grace of God in sustaining our prayer life . 

If we have resentment toward another , we mus "con
fess and forsake" that sin .p:iccept the forgiveness of God 
ancQ}esume our praying for the imposs ible . 
2. Faithlessness 
--Matt. 11 : 37 
--NOTE: As Jesus wept at the tomb of Lazarus the re i s 
unsympathetic criticisms of his sorrows. There are those 
who snarl out a sarcasm which is double-barrelled , as 
casting doubt on the realit y e ither of the love or of t he pow
e r . \\ It is easy to weep, but if He had cared for h i m , a nd 
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could work miracles, He might surely have kept him alive./, 
How blind men are! "Jesus wept, 11 and all that the lookers
on felt was astonishment that He should have cared so 
much for a dead man of no importance, or carping doubt 
as to the genuineness of His grief and the reality of His 
ower. (Maclaren, P. 94). 

- - APPLY: Sometimes faith can be a problem as well as a 
support when tragedy strikes. If person does not believe 
i n God, then the tragedies of life are simply blind fate 
tak ing its toll. If there is no God or if He is a fa r off im
personal watchmaker, then there is no· question of His in
volvement. But if God is "great and good," as our children 
pray, then where is He when we need Him the most? If 
He is alive and active, then the question is always raised, 
11 Why did God allow this to happen? Why did this have to 
happen to me?" This is not a question of doubt . It is 
rather a faith question. It is the cry of a wounded believer. 
(Claypool, p. 2). 

Jesus allowed neither the faithlessness of his carping 
critics nor of the two grief- stricken sisters to defeat him 
in his purpose to call Lazarus back from the grave. His 
faith in the Father caused him to triumph over the obstacle 
of faithlessness. 

- ·Al'fLY;There are times when we are surrounded by the faith
lessness of skeptics or the unbelief of defeated Christians. 
Then there are those times when we must pray, "I believe 
Lord, help thou my unbelief! 11 It is in these times that 
we must remember that (as in the case of Mary and Martha) 
the accomplishment of the impossible does not depend on 
us or our faith but upon the power of our Heavenly Father 
to whom we pray. 
3 . Defeatism 
--Matt. 11: 39 
--NOTE: Martha could only think of one reason for opening 
the tomb--that Jesus wished to look on the face of His 
dead friend for the last time. Martha could see no conso
lation there. What consolation could anyone gain from 
looking on the grim and repulsive sight of a putrefying 
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corpse ?:>She pointed out that Lazarus had been in the 
tomb for four days. The point is this. It was Jewish be
lief that the spirits of the departed hovered around the 
tombs for four d ays , seeking an entrance again into the 
body of the dead. But after four Bays the spirits finally 
left for the face of the body was so decayed that they could 
no longer recogniz e it. (Barclay , pp. 115-116). 

There really was nothing to gain by removing the 
s t one. Martha had resigned herself to the death of her 
brothe r. All hope for his recovery had been lost. In utter 
despair she gives in to the spirit of defeatism--not even 
the Son of God can help now! 
--APPLY: It is always easier to join the defeated and to 
add to their list of reasons why thi s thing can't be done 
and that thing is imposs ible, than to pray for and expect 
the impossible . But as our Savior we must move forward 
in the face of defeatism, thank God for what he is about 
to do and pray for the impossible. "For God hath not 
given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love , 
and of a sound mind. 11 (II Tim. 1: 7) . 

In the face of every obstacle to our praying for the 
impossible we are a ssured by the words of Christ, "The 
things which are impossible with men are possible with 
God." (Luke 18:27) . 

,g;30 

II . QUIREMENTS FOR PRAYING FOR THE IMPOSSIBLE 
- - Matt . 11 : 3 , 15 , 16 , 3 3 , 3 5 , 3 6 , 4 0 , 41 
--NOTE: Praying for the impossible is not easy. Not 
everyone will pay the price to do it. For we see fo this 
experience that there are · at lea st five requirements to be 
met if we would pray for the impossible as Jesus did. 
1. Courage 
--Matt. 11: 16 
--NOTE: Death was a real possibility for both Jesus and 
hi s d i sciples if they returned to Judea. And when Thomas 
said, "Let us go that we may die with him" this was no 
idle chatter. It was a simple and straightforward statement 
of fa ct . It took real courage for Christ to return to Judea 

-4-



and to the tomb of Lazarus 
"Let us go to Judea again" (John 11:7). The decision lto leave Judea had been reached because of the hostility 

that breathed out from every hill. Unbelief and hatred and 
danger must be faced when he chose to return. The author
ities were determined to end his career. Yet the Lord de-

I cided to go into the midst of all these dangers. The dis-
ciples were frightened. They were unanimous in the deci
sion to stay away from the perils of Jerusalem. To them it 

seemed suicidal to venture among those inflamed enemies. 
-}(Yates, p. 102). Yet the courage of Jesus led them back. 

And as though that were not enough, for Jesus to stand in 
the presense of hostile enemies a-n.L to pray for the raising 
of Lazarus required even greater courage. 

It never is an easy thing to pray for the impossible. 
There is always the comments of others. There is c!i lways 
the fear of failure. There is always the chance of being 
misunderstood even by our friends. It takes great courage 
to pray fo_r the impossible! 
2. Love 

-Matt. 11:3, 35, 36 
--NOTE: We will never take the time or exert the effort 
to pray and to keep on praying for the impossible unless 
there is love. 
--NOTE: The message came back to Jesus from Bethany, 
"Lord, your dear friend, the one whom you love, is sick 11 

(11: 3) . The writer of John is also quick to point out that 
11 Jesus loved Martha, Mary and Lazarus." (11 :5). The 
people remarked, "See how Jesus loved him" (ll:36)~ Some
times we mistakenly think that tragedy is a sign that God 
is angry with us and wants to punish us. Lazarus was sick 
and died, yet the writer emphasized that Jesus loved him. 
Lazarus died, but not because God was angry. Even in 
death he was in the midst of His love. (Claypool, p. 4). 

In describing the scene at Bethany John says, "Jesus 
wept." (11:35). We commonly refer to this as "the short
est verse in the Bible" and so it is . But it is long on a 
very remarkable truth. Jesus, like any other human being 
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was grieved to tears by the tragic death of His friend 
La zarus. He was moved by the sorrow of His friends, 
Mary and Martha. William Barclay translates the latter 
part of verse 33 with these words, 11 He was deeply moved 
in spirit so that an involuntary groan burst from Him and 
He trembled wit h d ee p emotion. 11 Jesus was filled w 'th 

grief for His friend Lazarus and hi s family. Why do we 
think i.t so weak, shameful and unmanly to cry, when t he 
Son of Man on t hi s and other o c casions freely shed t e ars? 
If it is all right for Jesus to cry in front of other people, 
surely it i s a ll right for us. (Cla ypoo l, p . 3) . 
--APPLY: Remember also that his is no mere impersonal 
love either. The writer takes pains to say, not that Jesus 
loved "the family 11 or even loved 11 them , 11 but that Jesus 
loved, 11 Martha, Mary and Lazarus II Ql;.5) . Jesus loved 
the m as individuals w ith name s , not just faces in a crowd 
or tools t o further Hi s mi ni stry and His Kingdom . He 
loved them as persons, as individuals w ith name s, face s 
and pe rsona l it ie s . (Claypoo l, p . 5) . 

And when we, through the infilling of the Holy Spirit, 
really love one another as indi vid ua ls we can and wi.11 
pray for t he impos sibl e to be accomplished in each other' s 
live s. 
3. Human Effort 
--M att. 11: 39a 
- -NOTE: The tomb had no door, but in front of the opening 
there ran a groove, and in the groove there was set a 
great stone like a ca rtwheel , and the stone was rolled a
c ross t he entrance so tha t t he ca se was sea led. 

Jesus asked that the stone should be moved . (Barclay , 
p. 115) . 

7 He will do nothing by miracle which can be done 
without it . Lazarus could have heard and emerged , though 
the stone had re mained. (Ma claren , p. 9 5). But what 
we can do ourselves God will not do for us. Praying for 
t he impossible requires human e ffort. There are some
things we can do for ourselves and others and God expects 
us to do them . 
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James asks, "What good does it do for you to say 
to a ne edy per son, 'Depart in peace, be ye warmed and 
fi lled , ' if you don't exert the effort to feed and clothe 
that person your self. 11 (Ja me s 2:16). 
4. Faith 
--Matt. 11 :1{_, 40 
--NOTE: The faith of Christ is seen when he said , (Mat t. 
11: 15) "Let us go unto HIM. 11 Notice he did not say 
"unto his sisters. 11 The tenement of clay lying cold and 
sti ff in t he t omb w a s the object of hi s trip t o Be t hany. 
That body must be brought to life aga in . And the Father 
can do it ! 
- - NOTE: When Jesus said to Martha, "If you believe you 
will see the glory of God 11 (Matt. 11:40) Did that mean t hat 
He would not raise her brother unless she Belie~~J:J_J'Jo; 
for He had determined to 'awake him out of slee'pi/J:)efbre 
He left Pe raea. But Martha's faith was the condition of 
her seeing the g lory of God in the miracle . We may see a 
thousand emanations of that glory, and see none of it . We 
shall see · it if we exercise faith. :::ifo the natural world, 
'seeing is believing'; in the spiritual, believing is seeing. 
(Maclaren, p . 96). 
5. Thanksgiving 
- -Matt. 11 :41 
--NOTE: Since "Faith is the substance of things hoped 
for, the e vidence of things not seen" (Heb. 11:1 ) Jesus 
can thank the Father in advance for what he k nows the 
Fathe r i s about to do. 

Jesus said, "I thank thee that thou hast heard me. " 
Evidently he had already prayed about t hi s a nd now thanks 
the Father for h i s having heard hi m. 
--NOTE: We now reach a point of thrilling and breathless 
interest. The stone had been removed from the mouth o f 
the c a ve . Our Lord stands before the open grave, and 
the c rowd stands around, awaiting anxiously t o s ee what 
would happe n next. Nothing appears from the tomb. There 
is no s ign of life at present: but while all are eagerly 
looking and listening , our Lord addressed His Father in 
heaven in a most solemn manner, lifting up His eyes, and 
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s peak ing audibly t o Him in the hearing of all the crowd. 
l'bw, for the last time, about to work His mightiest 
miracle . He thanks his Father for what is about to happen . 
(Ryle , p . 322) . 
--APPLY: Thanksgiving is the most generous and gracious 
eleme nt in prayer -fr>- J/.e,, ~ ' 

In a famous passage of A Serious Call, William Law 
ha s taught us how purifying gratitude is . Here is the 
paragraph: 

• f anyone would tell you the shortest, surest way to 
all happiness and all perfection, he must tell you to 
make a rule to yourself to thank and praise God for 
everything that happens to you. It is certain that 
whatever seeming calamity happens to you, if you 
thank and raise God for i:S,. you turp it into a bless i ng . 

7 I you could work miracles, therefore, you could not 
do more for yourself tha n by this thank ful spirit . It 
heals and turns all that it touches into happiness. 

Why the attitude of thanks is so healing: "Your attention 
t hen is directed away from yourself--your needs, your 
p roblems , your sins, and all the rest which is you--
a nd outward toward God who can work the impossible. 
(Trueblood , pp . 92-93). }9, 

III. RESULTS OF PRAYING FOR THE IMPOSSIBLE 
--Matt. 11:43-46 
1. Action 
--Matt. 11: 39a, 43b & 44b 
--NOTE: Christ sprayer for the impossible involves three 
imperatives that call for action . One preceeds and two 
follow his prayer . 

In the strong consciousness of his absolute authority 
he approached the place where they had laid him. Mary 
and Martha clung to him while the spectators, s ignally 
moved , look ed on . . The first imperative was: Take ye 
away the stone (11: 39) . It was startling, mysterious, 
authoritative command. (Yates p. 107). 

The second imperative was, "Lazarus come forth" 
(Matt. 11 :43). Someone has said the reason he addressed 
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him as "Lazarus" is that with his authority had he 
simply said "come forth" every tomb would ha ve burst 
open with the resurrection of every corpse . 

Lazarus was far away from that rock cave. But , 
wherever he was, he could hear, and he must obey . So, 
with graveclothes entangling his fe,et, and a napkin about 
his livid face, he came stumbling out into the lj,ght that 
da zed his eyes, closed for four dark days, and stood 
silent and motionless in that awestruck crowd. (Maclaren, 
p . 97). 

The third imperative was 'Loose him and let him go" 
(Matt. 11 :44) . Christ's calm voice that had just rever
berated through the regions of the dead now speaks this 
simple command. 
--APPLY: The plain truth i s that sincere praying for the 
impossible always results in action . Some of which we 
can do for others, some of which others must do for them
selves. But honest prayer always results in action! 
2. Answer 
--MaJt, 11 :44a 
--GDill-l'. : "Miracles are just so many answered prayers." 
--APPLY: The answer may not be so dramatic or instant 
as the answer Christ received. But that God will hear 
and answer our prayer is certain. In his own way and 
in his own time--but we can pray for the impossible, 
knowing that the answer will come! 
3. Belief 
--Matt. 11 :45 
--Note: This verse describes the good effect which the 
raising of Lazarus had on many of the Jews who had come 
from Jerusalem to comfort Mary and Martha. Their re
maining prejudices gave way. They were unable to re
sist the extraordinary evidence of the miracle they had 
just seen. From that day they no longer denied that 
Jesus was the Christ. (Ryle, p. 3'2 7). Answered prayer 
always strengthens our faith ... 
4. Skepticism 
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--M att. 11 :46 
--NOTE: The deeds of Jesus invariably divide mankind 
into believers a nd unbelievers . So it was after the 
ra i s ing of La zarus . Some of the Jews who had come 
primarily to sympathize wit h Martha and Mary , believe 
on Him . Others with malicious intent report the inci
d ent to the Phari-<S ees ,;- (Tynda le , p. 141) . 

Instead of being softened and convinced, they 
were hardened and enraged. They were vexed to see even 
more unanswerable proofs that Jesus was the C hrist , and 
i rritated to feel that their own unbelief was more than 
eve r inexcusable. 

The amazing wickedness of human nature is strik
ingly i llustrated in this verse. There is no greater mis
take than to suppose that seei.ng miracles will neces
sarily conve rt souls. Here is a plain proof that is does 
not. Never was there a more remarkable confirmation of 
our Lord's words in the parable of the Rich Man and 
Lazarus: "If they believe not Moses and the Prophets, 
neither will they be pe rsuaded though one rose from the 
dead . 11 (Ryle, p . 328). Renan, the French scholar, 
suggested that the whole thing was a deliberately de
signed fraud arranged between Jesus and Martha and M a ry 
and Lazarus . It has been suggested that Lazarus was 
in a coma or a trance . (Barclay ,p. 118). It is amazing 
how hard a person will work to explain away an obvious 
answer to prayer . .. 

CDN: The things that are impossible with man are still 
possible with God. And prayer is one of the main avenues 
through which the imposs ible is done . 

What obstacles are keeping you from experiencing 
the joy of praying for the impossible--resentment, faith
lessness, defeatism? God can remove all of these. 

It takes a lot of courage and love , it takes real ef
fort and faith and a thankful heart but you can pray for 
the impossible and in confidence leave the results in the 

., hand~. of your Heavenlv Father' Ahl /.fl O&f< E?ye.s cf-s-t'( 
FATlfea.1 i 71,,v,k f4ee -fh,4±:. =vtlou h4:;1:. he-1Jt<el ~ . '' 
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