
WEEK 1 

GOD IN GRIEF 

BIG IDEA 
Jesus doesn’t stand outside our grief. He enters it. 

SCRIPTURE 

Read this passage slowly. Sit with each section before moving to the next. 
 
John 11:17, 20–27, 32–36 (NIV) 
 

¹⁷ On his arrival, Jesus found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days. 
. . . 
²⁰ When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went out to meet him, but Mary stayed at 
home. 
²¹ “Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 
²² But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.” 
²³ Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 
²⁴ Martha answered, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” 
²⁵ Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even 
though they die; 
²⁶ and whoever lives by believing in me will never die. Do you believe this?” 
²⁷ “Yes, Lord,” she replied, “I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, who is to come into 
the world.” 
. . . 
³² When Mary reached the place where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said, 
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
³³ When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, he 
was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. 
³⁴ “Where have you laid him?” he asked. “Come and see, Lord,” they replied. 
³⁵ Jesus wept. 
³⁶ Then the Jews said, “See how he loved him!” 

 

⛪ CONTEXT: THE FAMILY JESUS LOVED 
Martha, Mary, and Lazarus weren’t acquaintances. They were among Jesus’s closest 
friends. When Lazarus fell ill, the sisters didn’t make a formal request. They sent a 
message built entirely on relationship: “Lord, the one you love is sick.” They didn’t ask Him 
to come. Instead, Jesus heard the news and stayed where He was for two more days. 
John records this without apology and doesn’t explain it either. By the time Jesus arrives, 
Lazarus has been in the tomb for four days. That is the backdrop for everything Martha 
and Mary say to Him. 

 



💬 GRIEF PRINCIPLE: WHAT GRIEF ACTUALLY NEEDS 
When grieving people ask “why,” they are often asking something deeper: “Where were 
You, God?” That’s the grammar of lament, an honest expression of the gap between what 
we believe about God’s love and what we experience in our pain. Our instinct in the 
presence of that pain is to explain, to offer context, to say something that makes the loss 
make sense. But what grieving people need most is often not an answer. It’s presence. 
Not someone who can account for the loss, but someone willing to enter it with 
them.God’s nearness does not always remove pain. But it means the pain is not carried 
alone. 

 

WARM-UP 

When life gets hard, who is the first person you reach out to? What is it about that 
relationship that makes them the one you call? 

 

OBSERVATION 

1.  The sisters sent word to Jesus: “The one you love is sick.” What do you imagine they 
expected when they sent that message? What do you think the four days felt like when He 
didn’t come? 
 

LEADER NOTE: This question asks the group to inhabit the story before they analyze it. The 
goal is to get people into the emotional reality of the four days: the hope when they sent 
the message, the waiting, the death, the burial, and then Jesus finally appearing. Some in 
the group will recognize this experience personally. They have prayed urgently and 
waited, and the help didn’t come when they needed it. Don’t rush past what surfaces. 
This question is doing the emotional work the rest of the observation questions depend 
on. If the group stays on the surface, press gently: what do you think it felt like on day 
two? Day three? 

 

2.  Martha comes to Jesus. Then Mary comes to Jesus. What is similar about these 
interactions, and what is different? 
 

LEADER NOTE: Both sisters come to Jesus directly and say the same words: “Lord, if you 
had been here, my brother would not have died.” They don’t soften it or perform faith 
they don’t have. That honesty is what they share. The difference is in how they carry it. 
Martha stands and engages. Mary falls and weeps. Help the group notice both without 
ranking them. Neither is stronger faith or healthier grief. If the group lands too quickly on 
the contrast, gently bring them back: what is the same here? The sameness is the more 
important observation. Both sisters bring their real grief to Jesus without editing it. That is 
the model the passage is quietly establishing before Jesus has responded to either of 
them. 

 



3.  Jesus responds differently to Martha than He does to Mary. What does He give each of 
them, and what does that tell you about Him? 
 

LEADER NOTE: Jesus meets each sister where she is. Martha is still engaged, still thinking, 
still reaching for something to hold onto. Jesus gives her truth: a claim about His own 
identity that recenters her hope in Him rather than in a future event. Martha already 
believes in resurrection as a future event. Jesus doesn’t correct her. He tells her that the 
resurrection she’s hoping for is inseparable from who He is. Her future hope has a face 
standing in front of her. With Mary He says almost nothing. He sees her weeping, is 
deeply moved, and weeps Himself. Same love, different form. Help the group notice that 
Jesus doesn’t have a standard grief response. He is paying attention to each person 
specifically. The principal worth landing: Jesus loves personally, not generically. He is a 
student of the people He loves. 

 

4.  Jesus already knows He is going to raise Lazarus. What does He do before He goes to 
the tomb, and what does that tell you about Him? 
 

LEADER NOTE: Jesus asks where Lazarus is laid. He lets them lead Him to the tomb. He 
weeps. None of that was required. He knew what was coming and He still stopped, 
entered the grief, and let it land on Him. Help the group sit with that choice. He didn’t 
manage the situation from a distance or move efficiently toward the miracle. He stayed in 
the pain of the present moment with the people He loved. That pattern is not just 
historical. It is where God stands in relation to us now. He knows what He has promised in 
Revelation 21 (the promise that every tear will be wiped away and death will be no more). 
He is not distant from our grief because He knows the ending. The hope makes His 
presence in our pain more deliberate, not less. We live in the in between. So did Martha 
and Mary. Jesus entered it then. He enters it now. 

 

APPLICATION 

1.  Do you feel like you can bring unedited grief to Jesus the way Martha and Mary did? 
 

LEADER NOTE: This question invites honesty in both directions. Some will say yes and 
mean it. Others will name what gets in the way: shame, the feeling that honest grief isn’t 
spiritual enough, or the sense that faith should mean having it together. Don’t press the 
people who say no beyond what they’ve shared. Receive it and move on. But when 
someone says yes, ask what gives them that confidence. Is it rooted in a truth about God, 
or in experience, or both? Let that answer land for the whole room. Someone who can’t 
bring their grief to Jesus yet may find the courage to do so by hearing what grounds 
someone else’s confidence. 

 

2.  Think of someone in your life who is grieving. What do you think they actually need from 
you? 
 



LEADER NOTE: Push for a name and a specific act. Not “I should be more present for 
people who are hurting” but “my friend just lost her mother” or “my coworker is going 
through a divorce, and I think she needs someone to sit with her.” If someone isn’t sure 
what the grieving person in their life needs, don’t suggest they ask. Suggest they pay 
attention. Jesus didn’t ask Martha and Mary what they needed. He watched, He listened, 
and He responded to what He saw. That’s what it means to be a student of the people 
you love. Show up. Pay attention. Let what you see shape how you respond. 

 

3.  What is one honest thing you need to bring to Jesus this week that you have been 
holding back? 
 

LEADER NOTE: This is the closing question, and it should land with weight. Give people 
time before anyone speaks. Resist the urge to fill the silence. The question is specific, not 
grief in general but one honest thing they have been holding back. If someone shares 
something raw, receive it without explanation or theology. “Thank you for sharing that” is 
enough. Resist any temptation to fix. Your presence and your prayers are enough. Carry 
whatever is named in this question directly into the prayer time. Don’t resolve it before 
you get there. 
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