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Easter, 2008
Text:  John 20:1-9
Theme:  The last crossroad leads out of the grave.
1. It’ll shake you up.
2. It’ll bring you running to see.
3. It’ll lead you to believe.
Preached:  March 23, 2008 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

I love to travel. I love to go to far away places where the landscape looks totally different from what I’m used to. I love to go places where I can meet people that are completely different from the ones I live with. I love to see other cultures and taste other kinds of food, listen to foreign styles of music and entertainment. But I have to admit that after I’ve been gone for a while, I love to come home. I guess down deep I’m a home body. I like to come back to the familiar and the comfortable. Being away from home makes me think about the things that I like at home, things that are often missing in other places.

Once I took a trip to Greece and had just the time of my life. For two weeks I got to see amazing sights—the majestic Parthenon, the Aegean Sea which is a brighter blue than I could ever describe to you. I got to stay for a few days with a Greek family. I tasted things that just made my mouth water. They have a desert that is a mixture of yogurt and honey that is just the perfect combination of sweet and tart. After two weeks I was supposed to continue on to Italy, but I said, “No, I’m going to go home. It’s been awesome, but enough!” And I went home.
For the past forty days we’ve been traveling with Jesus. During the season of Lent, we Christians have followed Jesus, traveled with Him from His homeland, Galilee, down to Jerusalem. We’ve followed Him through His arrest, through His trial. We’ve followed Him up the Via Dolorosa, the street in Jerusalem up which He carried His cross to the Place of the Skull. We’ve traveled with Him through His crucifixion—into death. But today He returns. He returns to life, to a life the way it was for Him from the beginning, to a life that is not bound by space or by time or by physical limitations. We see Jesus today return to eternal life. 

But our sermon text for today does not really focus us on Jesus Himself. As a matter of fact, did you notice that Jesus doesn’t even appear in this text? John in this 20th chapter of his Gospel chooses to focus on three of Jesus’ first followers and teaches us about Jesus’ resurrection by focusing on the reactions that the three followers had to the evidence of Jesus’ resurrection. First there’s the excitable one who jumps to conclusions. Then there’s the one who is eager to check out the evidence. And finally there’s the one who is able to take it all in and make the right conclusion, the tough deduction.
Let’s take a look at this final crossroad in the passion account of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. It begins very early—while it was still dark—on the third day after Jesus’ crucifixion. The women followers of Jesus went out to the tomb. John is very sketchy about this part of the event. He was the last of the four Gospel writers to record the story, and he knew that his readers would be familiar with the incident from the other three writers—Matthew, Mark and Luke. So he only tells us about one of the women who went out to the tomb that first Easter morning—Mary Magdalene. He doesn’t even tell us what she went out there for. The women had gone out to embalm the body of Jesus. They went out to put spices on His dead body because when He died the previous Friday they had not had time to give Him a proper burial. John doesn’t tell us how they were discussing on their way out there how they would possibly be able to remove the big, round stone that was rolled in front of the cave-like tomb. He chooses only to focus in on Mary’s reaction. “Mary Magdalene went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance. So she [went] running.” We know that Mary was the only one who went running away when she saw the stone removed, because did you pay attention to the other account we read—the Matthew account in the Gospel? The other three Gospel writers tell us that the women went up to the tomb and saw the angel who had rolled the stone away. The angel spoke to them and said, “Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified. He is not here; he has risen!” And after the angel got done speaking to them, Matthew says that Jesus Himself met them, and they bowed down before Him, and they clasped His feet, and He spoke to them. 
No, Mary obviously jumped to conclusions, assumed as soon as she saw from a distance the stone rolled away from the tomb that Jesus’ enemies had come and stolen His body. What would have made Mary go off on her own so quickly? Was there something about her personality? Was she a particularly excitable person? Was she someone who was shaken up easily? We don’t know her well enough. The Gospel writers don’t give us a complete enough picture of her. But one thing is for certain. Mary was off on the wrong track. She went “running to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one Jesus loved (most Bible interpreters believe this one is John, the very man who wrote this account). And [she] said, ‘They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have put him!’” 

Do you know any disciples of Jesus who are like Mary? They jump to conclusions. They’re excitable. They get shaken up when they begin to consider the sometimes earth-shaking things that God does. They get upset and they upset others with their “Oh-my-the-sky-is-falling” approach to life. Let’s leave the picture of Mary for a moment, and go on to the next disciple.

Peter is the next one mentioned. He started out for the tomb with the third follower. They’re running, to confirm what Mary was saying. But the other disciple outruns Peter. Christians have wondered over the centuries whether the reason for the outrunning was because John was younger than Peter. There are some hints in the Gospels that “the disciple Jesus loved” was indeed younger. In any case he arrives first and bends over to look at the strips of linen that had been wrapped around Jesus body, but he doesn’t enter the tomb. Peter was famous for being bold, for being impetuous. And his actions on Easter morning seem to go with this bold, impetuous picture we have of him. He steps before he looks. “Then Simon Peter, who was behind him, arrived and went into the tomb. He saw the strips of linen lying there, as well as the burial cloth that had been around Jesus’ head. The cloth was folded up by itself, separate from the linen.” All the details of what Peter saw are listed here. But notice what’s not mentioned at the end of the picture of Peter. Where-as Mary jumps to conclusions, Peter is not said to have drawn any conclusions. He just goes and looks.
And then we get a close-up of the disciple whom Jesus loved. Though he ran with an eagerness that outdid Peter, he was the type who paused when faced with evidence. He lingered outside the tomb. He took a moment to consider what he was seeing and how it fit in with what he had heard in the past. I would guess that the words of Jesus were running through his ears as he studied those strips of linen: “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days.” “The Son of Man will be killed and on the third day be raised to life.” “I am the resurrection and the life.”  He studied the evidence, and he listened to the Word. “He saw and believed.”
Which of the three types of disciple are you? Are you the kind that is easily shaken? You know, God does some earth-shaking things. He revels in doing things that are intended to shake us out of our complacency. When He sends illness, money problems, persecution—how do you react? Do you jump to conclusions? Do you assume that Jesus is powerless? That He couldn’t have risen from the dead? That someone is playing an evil trick on you? You had trusted in Jesus. But why would God let this situation go from bad to worse? Now I don’t even have a Lord to go to anymore! Oh, woe is me! Have you had that pity party lately? Well, just don’t go, like Mary, spreading your wrong conclusions and despair to others.

Or are you like Peter? Bold, eager to get in there in the fray. Bold to speak up, but often speaking before thinking. Examining the evidence, but unable to come up with a proper conclusion. 
In the last few years I’ve been more and more intrigued by the characters in the Gospel who are not named. I’ve already mentioned how Bible students have always been intrigued as to who this disciples was, “the disciple whom Jesus loved.” They’ve speculated if it might be John himself, the author of the book. They speculated about whether he may have been the closest one to Jesus of all of the Twelve, and that he was being particularly modest in not mentioning himself—that there were certain incidents that he wanted to include in his account, but he wanted to leave his name out. I’ve sometimes wondered if another reason for these unnamed characters (there are others too) being left unnamed is because the writers want to invite us to imagine ourselves in the events they describe. It’s an intriguing way for them to spur us into thinking of ourselves as “the disciple Jesus loves.” It certainly fits each one of us, doesn’t it? Jesus does indeed love us. And I wonder if the author, John, is subtly trying to say to us:  “Look at the evidence, and just believe it!” 
There is no perfect kind of disciple of Jesus. There is no ideal type of personality that accepts faith in Jesus more easily than others. These that stand in front of us in today’s sermon did not believe in the fact of Jesus’ resurrection perfectly that day either. It’s interesting (isn’t it?) that our text ends with a sentence in parentheses:  “(They still did not understand from Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead.)” Though the disciple whom Jesus loved now did believe that Jesus had risen from the dead, there was still so much more he had to learn about it. He still didn’t recognize all the prophecies in the Old Testament that had foretold that the Messiah would rise from the dead. “They still didn’t understand from Scripture.” You see that’s the real evidence that Jesus wants to set in front of all His disciples. Scripture is the real thing that will do the convincing. Inspired by the Holy Spirit, these words contain a convincing power that goes beyond logical reasoning, that goes beyond emotional appeal. These words that we are considering today are God-breathed. They were breathed into the minds of the writers by the Holy Spirit Himself. And when they are read and heard and reflected on they have a power to awaken and strengthen faith.
Why didn’t Jesus appear to them there that day? Why didn’t He stay by the tomb? Wouldn’t His body—for them to see and to touch—have led them to the right conclusion? Why does God so often move on after His mighty acts and let us just struggle with the remaining evidence of what He did in the past? Because He knows that we are people who have to simply think it through again and again. Our little minds can only process little parts of the evidence, one at a time, sifting through the evidence of what God has done. The Scriptures are the footprints of the Spirit, the little trails and deposits that show where Jesus stepped and what He did. And until these leave an impression on us, we can’t believe. Jesus did indeed rise from the dead to win eternal life for you. That’s the long and short of it. That’s the end of the journey. But this final crossroad in the journey is an incredible one. So be prepared to be shaken up by it. It’s going to challenge all your preconceived notions. But just go to the evidence. Take a look and see the evidence. It’ll lead you to believe.  Amen.

