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John 20:1-18 
 
When our story opens, we can almost feel the darkness and the confusion and the 
despair that is hovering over the story. “Early in the morning, while it was still dark…” 
This wasn’t just the darkness of night, waiting for the morning sun to pierce it. This was 
a heavy darkness. An all-encompassing darkness. A darkness ripe with despair, and grief, 
and regret. For the disciples and the women, all of the images from the last week are 
seared into their minds, haunting their imaginations and keeping them awake at night.  
 
Images of palm branches and moneychangers’ tables and trial courts and angry crowds, 
and finally, the cross. They wish that they could push this image of the cross out of their 
minds, but it is burned there. Emblazoned there. Every time they close their eyes, it is 
like they are back there again. Re-living those horrors, over and over and over again. 
 
They had barely slept at all the last two nights. I think that might be why, when we read 
the resurrection story in all four of the gospels, the events of the stories differ wildly. 
Nobody can seem to agree on what happened, and when, and how. It’s no wonder. I can 
imagine their brains were pretty much mush. 

• So just before this morning’s reading begins, John’s gospel tells us that there 
were two “secret” disciples of Jesus – members of the Sanhedrin - basically the 
ruling body of the Jewish people who had just succeed in putting Jesus on trial 
and having him executed. And the names of these two men were Joseph of 
Arimathea and Nicodemus. Joseph and Nicodemus pressure Pilate into allowing 
them to take Jesus’ body down from the cross so that they could bury it.  

• And then early the next morning, Mary Magdalene alone makes her way out to 
the tomb. For what reason, we don’t really know. Maybe it was simply to pay her 
respects. Mark and Luke suggest that the body needed to be anointed, and so 
maybe that’s what Mary was going to do, although in John’s gospel Joseph and 
Nicodemus had already anointed the body. Or it could be that Mary feared the 
worst – she was afraid that the body would disappear. 

• It’s worth remembering, that at least in John’s telling of the story, the women 
weren’t there when Joseph and Nicodemus were taking the body down and 
laying Jesus to rest. All Mary would have heard was that Pilate had released the 
body to two powerful dudes – two Pharisees, and members of the Sanhedrin. 
Bad guys, in Mary’s mind. Because the two men were so secretive about their 
relationship with Jesus, Mary would have had no reason to know them or trust 
them. 

• And it’s interesting, too, that when Mary gets close to the tomb and sees that 
the stone is no longer sealing the entrance, she doesn’t get any closer. She never 
goes and looks inside to see what is really going on. She takes one brief look 
from a distance, and her worst fears are confirmed. “They” – Joseph and 
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Nicodemus and the rest of the religious leaders and Pharisees who are not to be 
trusted – “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb and we do not know where 
they have laid them!” 

• So Peter and another disciple set out in a race to the tomb. The other disciple got 
there first, and looked inside and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did 
not go in. Then Peter got there and went in. And then the other disciple went in 
– and believed.  

o I want to be clear here: We’re probably not talking about “believed” as in 
“believed that Jesus was risen and death and sin were conquered.” But 
rather, “believed” as in “believed that what Mary had told them was 
true.” 

• What we have here is this very slow, long, drawn-out progression. 
o Mary gets close to the tomb, assumes the worst, and runs back to the 

disciples. 
o The other disciple goes all the way to the tomb, but doesn’t go in. 
o Peter goes in the tomb, but doesn’t understand what he is seeing. 
o The other disciple follows Peter in, and believes – but doesn’t know the 

fullness of what he believes. 
o Very slowly, step by step, closer and closer to the answer, never quite 

getting there, never quite sure what they are looking for, what to believe, 
what they are seeing, what to hope for. 

o What’s clear is that as they approach the tomb, enter the tomb, look 
around for the Jesus who is not there, they’re not looking for life. They’re 
looking for death. They are looking for a dead body. A Jesus who has had 
life taken from him. They are looking for a reason to despair: “Who took 
him? Where have they put him? Will this nightmare never end?” 

o It’s interesting – that because they are looking for death, that’s all they 
see, even when the very signs of death cease to exist. They see what they 
expect to see and they assume that which confirms what they are looking 
for. Jesus is dead. His body is gone. They have taken him somewhere. We 
don’t know where. Let’s go home. 

• Mary does not go back with the disciples, though. She stays there at the tomb, 
weeping. And finally she summons the strength to take a peek inside. But when 
she looks in, she doesn’t see merely an empty tomb. She sees two angels sitting 
there, but she doesn’t recognize them as angels. Then she turns around and sees 
Jesus himself standing there, and she doesn’t recognize him as Jesus. Again, here 
is Mary, so entrenched in what she expects to see that she cannot comprehend 
the fact that Jesus himself is standing right in front of her. 

• Not until Jesus calls her name is she able to open her eyes and see life. It’s like, 
for the first time, her groggy, foggy, too-early-in-the-morning brain finally kicks 
in, as she blinks, and blinks again, and blinks again and everything slowly begins 
to come into focus. And the image in front of her is more glorious than she could 
have ever hoped to have imagined. 
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Friends, on this Easter morning we join together and sing joyful songs that remind us 
that Jesus has conquered death, Jesus is risen, death has lost its sting. God reigns 
victorious. We raise our voices. Christ is risen! Christ is risen indeed! Alleluia! Alleluia! 
 
It’s a great day of celebration. The risen Christ is staring us in the face and calling our 
name. 
 
And I have to ask the question: when we approach the empty tomb, what is it that we 
come expecting? 
 
In our heart of hearts, what are we looking for? 
 
For a lot of us, I think that as many times as we have heard the Easter story, there is still 
a piece of us that comes to the empty tomb expecting to find something other than life. 

• Some of us may approach the empty tomb like Mary – so stricken down by all 
the of pains and griefs and struggles of life that we have a hard time lifting our 
eyes up from our pits of despair long enough to notice that Jesus is standing 
right there, ready to meet our gaze. 

• Some of us may be like Peter – stuck in a spiral of regret that we feel unable to 
break free from. 

• Some of us come expecting to be turned away from the tomb – believing on 
some level that even if God has indeed conquered death, and even if God does 
raised us to new life, that has to be a gift that is only extended to people who 
live lives better that the life I have lived. 

• And others of us come looking for the enemy: Who took the body? It must have 
been “them” – “those” people. Each one of us has a different enemy that we can 
plug into our story, and sometimes – as is the case in today’s story – the enemy 
isn’t really the enemy after all. 

• Maybe we come seething after an argument with a loved one, or barely able to 
keep our eyes open after we stayed up all night worrying about something going 
on in life. Maybe we come out of a sense of obligation – because it’s Easter and 
that’s what we do, but not really expecting anything. Maybe we come with a 
great deal of skepticism and a laundry list of unanswered questions – wanting to 
believe, but not really entirely sure that we can. Maybe we come hurt, expecting 
to be hurt again, or lonely and yet afraid to reach out, or broken and believing 
that brokenness is all that life has to offer. 

 
Friends, whatever it is that we carry – whatever it is that stands between us and the 
new life that Jesus is calling us into – I would invite you – just for a second. A minute or 
two. To set that down. Name it. Recognize it. Then release it.  
 
And then step out of the tomb. Lift up your eyes. Blink a few times, letting in the early 
morning light – the light of the risen Christ standing before us. Tune your ears. And step 
into the joy of the Jesus who is calling your name. 
 


