[bookmark: _Hlk68105624]Easter Sunday John 20.1-18 “An assumption proved false!” 

Most of you know what I’m going to preach today- the resurrection of Jesus Christ; that Jesus is alive!  That shouldn’t be a surprise.  It is Easter Sunday and the beginning of the season of Easter that goes on 50 days until Pentecost in the church calendar after all.  It would be a mistake not to preach this most vital truth of the Christian faith.  It is the resurrection of Jesus that we celebrate every Sunday.  We call it the Lord’s day for that reason.  In fact, the Christian faith is nothing and our faith is futile if Jesus is not raised from the dead. 

For those of us who believe now, that is elementary, but the first disciples did not understand that Jesus had to suffer, die and then be raised from the dead on the third day even though Jesus told them time and again that this is what must be.  This lack of understanding as well as the grief, deep loss and pain they all experience as a result of Jesus’ crucifixion, make it difficult for them to be hopeful at all.  

For Mary Magdalene this all makes it impossible for her to imagine another explanation for an His empty tomb other than that Jesus’ body is stolen.  Three times she is distraught over the whereabouts of the Jesus’ body and makes the same assumption each time- someone has carried off the dead body of her Lord (v. 2,13,15).  The first time is in her report to Peter and another disciple likely John.      

John 20.1-10
 
From the other gospels we know Mary Magdalene is with other women when she comes to the tomb on Sunday morning.  Her report verifies this as well, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid Him,” but John focuses on and wants to highlight Mary Magdalene especially.  Notice her assumption is that Jesus’ body is taken.   

When Peter and the other disciple hear this report, they run to the tomb to check for themselves.  John outruns Peter and arrives first and sees the burial wrappings lying there.  True to his brash personality, Peter runs straight into the tomb with no hesitation.  In addition to the burial wrappings, he sees “the face cloth which had been on [Jesus’] head, not lying with the linen wrappings but folded up in a place by itself” (NASB).    

This detail reveals that Jesus’ body has not been stolen.  When the church was robbed last June, the thieves left a complete mess- three broken windows, papers scattered everywhere and drawers open after being shuffled through.  They left in a hurry unconcerned about clean up (show pictures).  

Thieves don’t stop before leaving and say, “You know what.  We have left a mess.  Let’s tidy up a bit before leaving.  Let’s broom up this glass before we leave.  All these glass shards are dangerous.”  In the same way, tomb raiders would not take a minute to fold up the burial cloth that was around Jesus’ head, nor would they bother to strip the body of the wrappings.      

On the basis of this evidence, v. 8 says that after going inside the tomb to see everything Peter sees John believes.  Believes what?  Mary Magdalene’s report that the body of Jesus is stolen or that Jesus has been raised from the dead?  That second possibility seems contradictory with v. 9- “They still did not understand from Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead.” 

The NLT suggests John does believe Jesus is alive and tries to account for this by translating v. 9 “…for until then they still hadn’t understood the Scriptures that said Jesus must rise from the dead.”  Lindars' agrees and observes, "John does not say what the Beloved Disciple believed. He means that he drew [a] conclusion from the facts, and the reader is expected to be able to do the same. The Disciple has reached Resurrection faith without an appearance of Jesus."  This fits with the emphasis of the gospel of John on faith, but even so John can’t yet fully understand and certainly Mary Magdalene still holds on to her assumption someone has stolen the body of Jesus.     

After Jesus’ death, one of the fears of the Pharisees was that the disciples would steal the body and declare- “He has been raised from the dead.”  Certainly, this account proves that conspiracy theory false, but it is for this reason they persuade Pilate to have the tomb guarded.  The tomb is also sealed to secure it (Matthew 27.62-66).  That’s interesting isn’t it?  The Pharisees remember Jesus said, “After three days I will rise again” but the disciples don’t.  It is likely due to their debilitating grief.  Mary Magdalene certainly can’t imagine any other explanation than that someone has stolen the body of Jesus even with all those protections in place.  She goes on to reiterate this assumption two more times.  She is not foolish nor should she be condemned for this.  This is the way she makes sense of everything so far.   

Have you ever been wrong about some assumptions you have made about another person or situation?  You thought you had it right.  You thought you had all the information, but it turns out you were misinformed by others trying to stir up strife or you misunderstood what someone meant and read into it your own motives or maybe you didn’t take the time to investigate yourself and relied on hearsay.  Maybe someone has done that to you and you can’t get through to them.  

Perhaps there are even assumptions we have made about Jesus.  In his book Mere Christianity C.S. Lewis, a former atheist (author of the Chronicles of Narnia), raises one common assumption.  

“I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: (stated assumption) ‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.’  That is the one thing we must not say.  A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher.  He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else He would be the Devil of Hell.  You must make your choice.  Either this man was, and is, the Son of God; or else a madman or something worse.  You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God.  But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being [just] a great human teacher.  He has not left that open to us.  He did not intend to.”      

One of the implications of what Lewis is saying is that if we will accept Jesus, it must be for all that He is or we reject Him completely.  We can’t accept Jesus as a Teacher, but not accept Him as the Lord of our lives.  It would be convenient if we could so, but the truth is if we accept Jesus, His claim to be the Son of God must be included and that truth about Him requires a complete rearrangement of our lives.  This calls for a turning to the Lord to live according to His will and purposes; as He intends and created us to live and a turning away from going our own way.  
 
This brings us back to the resurrection of Jesus.  For Christians and according to the Word of God, it is His resurrection that vindicates all of Jesus’ claims about Himself and verifies all His teachings and miracles- that He is indeed the Son of God, the Messiah; that He is not a madman, but in fact is Lord of all.  

It is Mary Magdalene who is first, to encounter the Living Christ after His resurrection.

Read John 20.11-18
  
Peter and John go back home, but Mary Magdalene remains behind at the tomb weeping.  As Mary wept with loud wailing over her brother Lazarus’ death in John 11, so now Mary Magdalene weeps in the same way for Jesus here.  Can you hear her weep?  Her weeping and that she stays behind is evidence of her devotion to Jesus.  It is Jesus who had cast out 7 demons out of her and delivered her from their torment.  She and other women travelled with Jesus and the Twelve and provided for them out of their own resources (Luke 8.1-3).  Mary Magdalene is among His disciples.        
  
Mary Magdalene also weeps as she still presumes the body of Jesus has been stolen.  She too looks inside the tomb, but she sees a vision of angels sitting where Jesus’ body had been.  That note further verifies that this is the right tomb.  It is to the angels Mary states her assumption again- “They have taken my Lord away and I don’t know where they have put Him.”  

Still weeping she turns and sees Jesus, but like the two disciples on the road to Emmaus she does not realize that it is Jesus.  Jesus asks the same question as the angels, but adds, “Who is it you are looking for?”  A third time Mary Magdalene assumes Jesus’ body has been taken, but this time her devotion to Jesus comes through further.  “Tell me where you have put him, and I will get Him.”  Merrill Tenney says, “She had hoped for the sad consolation of completing the burial, and even that had been taken from her.” 

She has no thought that Jesus is alive or that she is speaking to Him right now.  That Jesus’ body is stolen is still the only explanation she can imagine until He addresses her by name.

Like the two disciples on the road to Emmaus in Luke 24 who don’t recognize Jesus until He breaks the bread, Mary Magdalene doesn’t realize that is it Jesus until He says her name.  As one of His sheep, she recognizes the voice of the Shepherd (John 10).  In John 10.3 Jesus says, “He calls His own sheep by name and leads them out.”  

This verse is the basis of a song Tommy Walker wrote that we sometimes sing- "He Knows My Name".  Tommy shares the story behind the song on worship-with-us.org.  He writes, “The song is one example of what God can do if we will follow through in obedience to Him. My pastor, Mark Pickerill, wrote a sermon of the same name and asked me to write a song to go with it. In the process, I thought it was turning out to be one of the worst songs I had ever written, but I just went ahead and finished it, knowing the greatest enemy of songwriters is unfinished songs. I also kept going because I had the sense in that moment that this would be a simple act of obedience to God. The inspiring part of the story is the testimonies of people all over the world that have been touched by my feeble little act of finishing what I started. 

In 1997, I met a 7-year-old orphan in the Philippines named Jerry. Everyday he would ask me, "Tommy, what’s my name?" I have to say, not many people on this earth knew this abandoned, extremely poor boy's name -- but I got to tell him that someone much greater than me did and I got to sing to him and many of his orphan friends this song. I’ve had the privilege of telling forgotten people in many parts of the world, both rich and poor, that God knows them and is calling their name, and what a privilege it has been.”  Perhaps someone here needs to hear this morning that you are not forgotten.  He knows your name.   

Tommy continues, “I recently rerecorded this latest version with producer Ed Cash... We purposely put children's voices on the new bridge because it echoes the sound of Jerry and the millions of forgotten children in the world who are not forgotten by God! In the end I turned the song into a prayer saying let the abandoned, nameless, friendless and forgotten say... ‘He knows my name!’ There is nothing more powerful than to know and declare that the God of heaven knows us and loves us.”  

That is what is being communicated to Mary Magdalene.  That she is loved and fully known.  Sometimes we can be slow to admit we were wrong about our assumptions, but in this case, Mary Magdalene throws hers aside gladly, when she hears her name.  Her mourning turns to joy (Psalm 30.11-12).  The One she has been looking for is here.  His body has not been stolen- Jesus is alive!   

That she clings to Him demonstrates that Jesus is not a ghost.  Both the “empty tomb” and that she holds onto Him verifies His bodily resurrection.  Roger Hahn explains, “Jesus was not concerned about Mary touching him, but clinging to him. She is not to cling to him for he has not yet ascended to the Father. After she thought Jesus was gone, when Mary found that He was back she wanted to never let Him go. However, Jesus was still bound to fulfill the will of the Father.”  

Before He ascends to the Father, Jesus presents Himself alive to His disciples by many convincing proofs over the course of 40 days, including to over 500 brothers and sisters at one time (Acts 1.1-5).  Mary Magdalene is the first to encounter the Risen Lord however and is the first to tell others this good news.  

Jesus commissions her to go tell the others and she obeys.  “I have seen the Lord!”  Her declaration and the message she has from Jesus to the others makes it apparent she doesn’t mean- “I have found His body.”  She means, “Jesus is alive!  He is risen from the dead and He is Lord!”  

This has been the assignment of the church ever since- to tell the world Jesus is alive- that He has conquered sin and the grave and offers a new life and the forgiveness of sins.  His later ascension to the Father affirms that Jesus did not die again and that Jesus is the Way, the Truth and the Life- not one comes to the Father except by Jesus.      
  
Response In other words, you can have an encounter with the Living Christ today.  Not in the same way Mary Magdalene did, but no less real.  Have you heard Him call your name this morning?  

For some of us that is a gracious reminder and confirmation that we belong to Him.  You are one of His sheep.  What a blessed assurance that is for us.  

For those who feel or have been “abandoned, nameless, friendless and forgotten,” He calls to you by name to assure You that He loves you and that you are fully known.  He invites you to know Him, to do life with Him, to learn His ways, to place your trust in Him.  When we respond to His invitation and what He has done on our behalf and enter into a right relationship with Him we will be able to testify even this morning as Tommy Walker puts it, “There is nothing more powerful than to know and declare that the God of heaven knows us and loves us.”  That’s just the beginning of the life He has for us- to know Him and enjoy Him forever.  Don’t you see- Jesus isn’t just a great Teacher.  Jesus is risen from the dead and He is Lord- that calls us to come before Him and worship Him all of our days.       

If the musicians would come.  As we sing, “He Knows My Name #6 All the Best Vol #2”, I don’t know where all of you are in your relationship with the Lord, but will you take the next step in your relationship with Him?  Listen to His voice.    

Benediction Acts 2.22-24    


