“Woman, Why Are You Weeping?”

John 20:11-18

Easter, March 23, 2008

Read: John 20:1-18

Why do we celebrate the resurrection? 

Does it really matter if Jesus was raised from the dead? Yes, it matters. It absolutely matters. What we celebrate today is the difference between hope and despair. It is the difference between life and futility. 


It is this event – what God did, in time, with a very real Jesus, who had really died – this event frames everything else. Either Christ was raised from the dead, victorious over the grave, or we are hopelessly deluded. 

Don’t kid yourselves: the resurrection was not something that even the eyewitnesses accepted easily. Even though Jesus had predicted it, even though Jesus had raised Lazarus from the dead, even though they had seen him do undo-able things: resurrection was not something they understood immediately.

Look at the text. 

Watch Mary. She went to the tomb in grief. She saw the stone had been moved – but by whom? The guards were not guarding, the scene was not at all like it was supposed to be. Can you imagine? Heartbroken already; now, someone had messed up everything she expected to find. Can you feel how frustrated and exasperated she must have been as she ran back to the disciples to report, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they had laid him.” In other words, perhaps the Romans were not done humiliating Jesus – even after death.

Consider Peter and John. They took off running. It did not make sense. Yes, the Romans were cruel, but there was an edict from Caesar against robbing tombs.  They believed Mary that something had happened; they had to see for themselves.  If it were the Romans, there would be little the disciples were going to be able to do about it. At the least, they could check out the scene to see if there were any clues as to where they might have taken Jesus.

John tells us that he outran Peter to the tomb; perhaps indicating that John was younger than Peter. John tells us that Peter blasted past him into the tomb, perhaps giving us a vivid picture of Peter’s personality. 

We see the guys acting like guys – all action and busy-ness. But turn your attention back to Mary. After they left to do something, she remained at the tomb. She was still crushed. She was still in despair. She was still grieving. She was openly weeping.  As she wept, she bent over to look again into the tomb. When she did, she saw two angels.

At this point, if I were Mary I would have been wondering about my sanity. After the trauma of the previous week, after being emotional wrung out and feeling like she had been run over by the whole world, to see two angels sitting in the tomb must have felt like a hallucination. 

“Why are you weeping?” they asked. She repeated her story, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.” Then, someone else asked her the same question, “Why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” Through her tears, through her despair, through her grieving, through her exasperation, and thinking that she must be addressing the gardener who might actually know what had happened, she said, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” Oh, can’t you just hear her heart breaking all over again? 

Turn your eyes to Jesus. Can’t you see the compassion in his eyes? Can you picture both his heart breaking for the pain Mary is experiencing, while at the same time bursting with joy and anticipation at seeing her reaction when she finally recognizes him?

“Mary,” he said. She realized who was speaking and her heart leapt for joy. She is the first to experience the fulfillment of the promise Jesus gave to the disciples just a few nights before, “In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will live.” John 14:19. And he explained when they asked him about it, “Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them.”

As she saw Jesus clearly, she knew fully. She knew, but what did she know?

1. She knew Jesus’ resurrection meant Jesus is who he said; it means what he said about himself is true.

The resurrection is the ultimate sign of power. It means that even death could not hold Jesus. This is such a simple truth, but yet it is so difficult to understand. It is a sign of sovereignty and divinity. Only God has the power of life and over death. Jesus had told the disciples that he would be raised from the dead and it came true. So, if the most impossible thing came true, we can have confidence that the other things he said also are true. 

Ask yourself today, do you believe what Jesus said about himself? Not just intellectually, but are you willing to stake your future upon the truth of what Jesus said about himself? Are you willing to trust Jesus with your past – the things you wish you had done, the things you wish you had not done? If you have not already received him as Lord and Savior, I invite you to listen and hear Jesus in his own words:

Because he was raised from the dead, we can believe the words he said during his travels. He said:

· To the woman at the well, to whom he promised living water, which will satisfy the drinker’s thirst forever. The woman said to him, “I know that Messiah coming”, and Jesus said, “I am he, the one who is speaking to you.” (John 4:25-26). Jesus the Savior.

· To the Jews upset when he told the man to “Stand up, take your mat, and walk,” he said, “Indeed, Just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, so also the Son gives life to whomever he wishes. The Father judges no one but has given all judgment to the Son, so that all may honor the Son just as they honor the Father. …Very truly, I tell you, anyone who hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life, and does not come under judgment, but has passed from death to life.” (John 5:21-22, 24) Jesus is the Lord.

Because he was raised from the dead, we can believe the words he said during his ministry:

· Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.” John 6:35.  Jesus is sufficient for us.

· Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.” John 8:12. Jesus is our hope.

· So again Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep. …I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture. John 10:7, 9. Jesus is the judge.

· “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. …I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father. John 10:11, 14-15. Jesus is our redeemer.

· Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.” John 11:25-26. 

Because he was raised from the dead, we can believe the words he said during his last night with the disciples, 

· Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” John 14:6. 

· “I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.” John 15:5. Jesus is our life.

2. It means we have life and hope, now
Jesus’ resurrection means we have life and hope, now. This morning, we are celebrating the baptism of a young lady. She is publicly proclaiming her faith and trust in Jesus Christ as her Lord and Savior. In baptism, she is joined with Christ in his death so that she also may be united with him in his resurrection. We have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in the newness of life.

She knows – as we know – that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him. The death he died, he died to sin, once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. We also must consider ourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus. (Romans 6:5-11)

The resurrection is new life, now. It is hope assured, now.

On-line yesterday, the Washington Post ran a piece by author Anne Rice, most famous for “The Vampire Chronicles” novels. Listen to her testimony:

Look: I believe in Him. It’s that simple and that complex. I believe in Jesus Christ, the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity, the God Man who came to earth, born as a tiny baby and then lived over thirty years in our midst. I believe in what we celebrate this week: the scandal of the cross and the miracle of the Resurrection. My belief is total. And I know that I cannot convince anyone of it by reason, anymore than an atheist can convince me, by reason, that there is no God.

A long life of historical study and biblical research led me to my belief, and when faith returned to me, the return was total. It transformed my existence completely; it changed the direction of the journey I was traveling through the world. Within a few years of my return to Christ, I dedicated my work to Him, vowing to write for Him and Him alone. My study of Scripture deepened; my study of New Testament scholarship became a daily commitment. My prayers and my meditation were centered on Christ.

And my writing for Him became a vocation that eclipsed my profession as a writer that had existed before.

Why did faith come back to me? I don’t claim to know the answer. But what I want to talk about right now is trust. Faith for me was intimately involved with love for God and trust in Him, and that trust in Him was as transformative as the love.

Right now as I write this, our nation seems to be in some sort of religious delirium. Anti-God books dominate the bestseller lists; people claim to deconstruct the Son of Man with facile historical treatments of what we know and don’t know about Jesus Christ who lived in First Century Judea. Candidates for public office have to declare their faith on television. Christians quarrel with one another publicly about the message of Christ.

Before my consecration to Christ, I became familiar with a whole range of arguments against the Savior to whom I committed my life. In the end I didn’t find the skeptics particularly convincing, while at the same time the power of the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John swept me off my feet.

And above all, when I began to talk to Jesus Christ again it was with trust.

On the afternoon in 1998 when faith returned, I experienced a sense of the limitless power and majesty of God that left me convinced that He knew all the answers to the theological and sociological questions that had tormented me for years. I saw, in one enduring moment, that the God who could make the Double Helix and the snow flake, the God who could make the Black holes in space, and the lilies of the field, could do absolutely anything and must know everything --- even why good people suffer, why genocide and war plague our planet, and why Christians have lost, in America and in other lands, so much credibility as people who know how to love. I felt a trust in this all-knowing God; I felt a sudden release of all my doubts. Indeed, my questions became petty in the face of the greatness I beheld. I felt a deep and irreversible assurance that God knew and understood every single moment of every life that had ever been lived, or would be lived on Earth. I saw the universe as an immense and intricate tapestry, and I perceived that the Maker of the tapestry saw interwoven in that tapestry all our experiences in a way that we could not hope, on this Earth, to understand.

This was not a joyful moment for me. It wasn’t an easy moment. It was an admission that I loved and believed in God, and that my old atheism was a façade. I knew it was going to be difficult to return to the Maker, to give over my life to Him, and become a member of a huge quarreling religion that had broken into many denominations and factions and cults worldwide. But I knew that the Lord was going to help me with this return to Him. I trusted that He would help me. And that trust is what under girds my faith to this day.

Simply, Anne Rice experienced being “born again.” Not a political statement, not a status pronouncement, she simply experienced the conviction of God’s love and the power of the one who was raised from the dead. Think about it: then, she used her gifts to write about the demonic – fiction about vampires – now, she lives a relationship with the eternal, loving, giving God. Being joined in Christ’s death, she is now united with him in his resurrection. That’s life, now. That’s hope, now.

3. Conclusion

As we conclude this morning, we find ourselves back on that resurrection morning; asking the ironic question, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” Sir, we want to see Jesus. We want to know Jesus. We want to be with Jesus. 

He is here. He is with us until the very end of the age. He is alive.

So, if there are tears this morning – like Mary – they are tears that change from despair to uninhibited joy. Today is a day for celebration. “Death has been swallowed up in victory. Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?” Thanks be to God who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ!”

I invite you to join with me in the confession of the early church, the shouts that began service this morning:

Christ is risen!  HE IS RISEN INDEED!

Christ is risen! HE IS RISEN, INDEED!

Christ is risen! HE IS RISEN, INDEED!

Hallelujah! Hallelujah! Amen and amen. 

That is our testimony, that is our hope, that is our gospel to proclaim. In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

8:45 (offering)

10:00 (final hymn – For Thine Is The Glory)
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