The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Easter Sunday




The Text: John 20:1-18



Early in the morning, on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb, and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance. 2Then running, she came to Simon Peter and to the other disciple whom Jesus loved, and she said to them: “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb and we do not know where they put Him.” 3Then Peter and the other disciple headed off for the tomb. 4The both of them were running together, but the other disciple ran faster than Peter and reached the tomb first. 5And stooping down, he saw the strips of linen lying there, but did not go in. 6Then Simon Peter, who was following him, came into the tomb and saw the strips of linen lying there, 7as well as the cloth which had been on Jesus’ head, folded up, separate from the other linen strips. 8Then the other disciple, who had reached the tomb first, also entered and he saw, and believed. 9For they did not yet comprehend the writings that it was necessary for Jesus to rise from the dead. 10Then the disciples left, 11but Mary stood outside the tomb crying. As she was weeping, she stooped down to look into the tomb, 12and saw two angels in white sitting where the body of Jesus had laid, one at the head and the other at the feet. 13And they said to her: “Woman, why are you crying?” She answered them: “Because they have taken away My Lord and I do not know where they have put him.” 14Having said these things, she was turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but did not know that it was Jesus. 15Jesus said to her: “Woman, why are you crying? Who are you looking for?” Thinking that He was the gardener, she said to Him: “Sir, if you have taken Him away, tell me where you put Him and I will take Him.” 16Jesus said to her: “Miriam!” Turning to Him, she said to Him in Aramaic: “Rabboni!” which means ‘teacher; master’. 17Jesus said to her: “Do not detain me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them ‘I am ascending to My Father and your Father; My God and your God.’” 18Mary Magdalene went to the disciples, telling them that she had seen the Lord, and that He had said these things to her.

A senior minister who had conducted Easter services for 50 consecutive years was once asked which one of them was the most memorable. Without needing to give any thought to his response the minister smiled and replied: “The first! I’ll never forget the first. It was all so new to me.” He continued: “It is regrettably sad but unfortunately true that that with the years we are inclined to miss much of the terror and triumph and joy of those momentous days in Jerusalem because we know the end before we begin to read the story.”

What about you? What’s your most memorable Easter? Was the first time that you heard the Easter story the most exciting and joyful for you? Perhaps there’s something in what that senior minister had shared. Perhaps we do become desensitised to the fear and pain and joy and exhilaration that comes with the Easter story over time. Perhaps that’s why so many who nominate Christianity as their religion aren’t at worship today―because, in the words of that minister: “we know the end before we begin to read the story.”

But Easter is not just a story. With today’s Gospel text John shows us why. John doesn’t just tell us that it’s the first day of the week, Sunday, but also that it is early in the morning, it’s still dark, when Mary goes to the tomb and finds the stone rolled away. Then she runs to Simon Peter and John. Simon Peter and John run off for the tomb together, with John arriving first. John is concerned to mention that he stoops down to look, and sees the strips of linen lying there―but at this point he doesn’t go in. He specifies that it is Simon Peter who enters first, and like John, he also sees the strips of linen cloth lying there, and additionally the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, folded up neatly in a separate place from the linen strips. 

John could have told us in one sentence that Jesus’ body was not in the tomb because he had risen from the dead. But with so much specific detail, John shows us that the account of Jesus’ resurrection is more than a story. It is truly an eyewitness account involving real people, with all their human struggles to comprehend what has happened: John, Simon Peter, Mary and even those from heaven. Just as angels announced the Good News of Jesus’ birth to the shepherds watching their flocks by night, they are present at the empty tomb as witnesses to what has happened. But this time it is not the angels who announce the Good News. They leave that to the risen One. 

And so Jesus simply says: “Mary”. In doing so he brings about for her everything that God promised through Isaiah the prophet: “But now, this is what the Lord says—fear not for I have redeemed you; I have summoned you by name; you are mine” (43:1). Even though Mary hasn’t recognised Jesus and even thinks him to be the gardener, Jesus calls Mary by name. He causes her to recognise him and rejoice that she is standing in the presence of the risen Christ. A whole new future has been opened up for her. Jesus takes away all her confusion, anxiety, uncertainty, grief and numbness of that first Good Friday when calls Mary by her name. God knows her, and in Christ, he is with her. 

Having risen from the dead, Jesus could have basked in glory and power. But the Servant King of the Cross is still the Servant King after his resurrection. He is not distant and remote from the needs of our world, and our own. He does not withhold his goodness. He did not wait for us to recognise who he is, but he has sought you out and called you by name into a daily, living relationship with him. A whole lifetime of blessing awaits you, for Jesus your risen, living Lord who triumphed over sin, the devil and death for you, stands with you. Through faith in him you are now his siblings, sons and daughters of the Father, for in our text Jesus says: “I am ascending to my Father, and your Father.” It wasn’t just to Mary Jesus said this. It is to you too. As sons and daughters of the Father through your risen Lord Jesus Christ you share in all the blessings, favour and inheritance that Jesus has from his Father himself.

That’s why there’s really no such thing as a ‘first Easter story’―if we can even call Easter a ‘story’. There is only one Easter story. The ongoing story of Christ’s resurrection and what it means for you and the world around you. You are a key character in it. In fact, Easter would be absolutely useless to you unless it was for you. And it is! For it is only because Jesus has first called your name that you are able, like Mary, to recognise him and respond in joy. It is only because of his death and resurrection and his calling of you in baptism that you are able to live a resurrected life by believing the scriptures concerning him.

The one Easter story, the same Easter story of John 20 continues today. It overflows from our redeemed hearts and lives into the lives and hearts of those around us. You are one of the witnesses among those of heaven and earth to Jesus’ resurrection which is exactly what he has freed you for. That’s how others become witnesses of the risen Christ too and the Easter story continues to continue. 

I often think in some ways pastors have it pretty easy―sharing the resurrection news with a captive audience who largely want to be here and know what to expect in a dedicated timeslot. The sermon is prepared ahead, shaped around a predictable theme. But it is you, the laity of the church, who has more of a challenge―as you share the Good news as the holy priesthood out there in the world, like Mary, in your families and social clubs and amongst work colleagues that think that Easter’s a great time to get drunk with mates on a fishing trip, or an opportune time to work on that DIY project at home. Jesus calls you to be witnesses of the Easter Good News to a world that largely thinks of Christianity as a crutch for weaklings—or that the ones who are blind are really us, who (they think) have been brainwashed into giving all our money away to the church. You are called to share the Good News to those who perhaps only use the Lord’s name when they hit their thumb with a hammer or the full forward on their footy team misses the match winning goal. You are called to share the Good News to those who see only hopelessness, losing a child to cancer or a marriage and family to gambling, or a teenager to Ice…and who may even blame God for these situations.

In this time of social distancing and isolation, God is not distant and isolated from us. For Jesus triumphed over death to give everyone a new future with him and his Father in heaven. As you witness to that Good News, you have your risen Lord with you, who has dissolved the fear of death with peace, washed away weeping with joy and filled emptiness with the hope that the living Christ is with you each day no matter what you face. The Good News you share has flesh and bones, with hands punctured by nails as they received the sin of the world, hands with holes that let daylight through as the risen Christ continues to lift them up in his blessing of his people. The Good News you share has a mouth that speaks people’s names, to give them a new future by calling them out of the kingdom of darkness and into his kingdom of resurrection life and light. The Good News himself has done this for you, his brothers and sisters whom he has redeemed and has called by name to share in his own resurrection for all eternity. Amen.

