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THE RISEN CHRIST
March 31st, 2024

John 20:1-31
Key Verse 20:29 “Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.””

As Henry emphasized in last week’s message, the cross is the heart of Christianity. It is through the cross that God demonstrated the extent of His divine love for mankind and the lengths He is willing to go to save us from eternal condemnation due to our sins. We see how all four Gospels build toward that fateful day that we Christians amazingly refer to as Good Friday. The cross was the very message the early Christians joyfully carried with them and spread wherever they went to the point where the cross eventually became the thing that people associated them with. But how on earth did an evil structure designed to inflict the most excruciating death imaginable become the symbol of new life and a great hope for all who identified with it? None of these things could have taken place without the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ from the dead. As we celebrate the Resurrection Sunday, let us remember why an empty tomb is just as important as the cross itself for it is the symbol of the ultimate hope we have in Jesus Christ.

Look at verse 1. “Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance.” Other Gospel accounts mention that there were other women who came to the tomb alongside Mary Magdalene (e.g. Luke 24:1). These women were mostly the same women who bravely stood by Jesus as He was crucified. Because Jesus’ death happened just before Sabbath, they did not have enough time to do all the necessary preparations and had to hurriedly place His body in the sealed tomb, guarded by Roman soldiers. Now that the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene and the other women made the decision to go to the tomb as soon as they were able to, with all the spices, aloes and wrappings they needed to finish their final act of love for Jesus. They did all of this without even knowing who would roll the stone away to open the tomb. This shows what great love these women had for Jesus. While the disciples went into hiding out of fear of the religious authorities, these women wanted to be with Jesus until the very end no matter what obstacles they had to overcome. Their faithfulness in the face of a hopeless situation is a testament to how much Jesus Christ meant to them. This is especially true for Mary Magdalene, whom Jesus drove seven demons out of (Luke 8:2).

But their arrival at the tomb was met with both great shock and even greater horror. The shock was because the tomb was completely unsealed with no one standing guard. The horror was because they must have thought it was the work of either grave robbers (a common occurrence during that time) or the religious leaders who wanted to possess Jesus’ body and make sure there would be no chance of a resurrection. Either prospect was too terrible to imagine, so Mary immediately ran back to Peter and John saying, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have put him!” (2) The two disciples immediately snapped out of their sad stupor and sprang into action (3). They must have run like their lives depended on it with John being the first to arrive (4). It’s quite funny that even though John was humble enough to never refer to himself directly in this Gospel, he couldn't resist letting us know that he won the race against his chief rival Simon Peter. They had always been in competition throughout their time with Jesus and even this moment was no exception. Thankfully, it would be through the Risen Jesus that Peter and John would go from being great competitors to being greater coworkers in Christ as witnessed in the Book of Acts.

As John waited for Peter to catch up, he took a look inside the tomb. John saw the strips of linen lying there but did not go in, just to be on the safe side (5). Though Peter lost the footrace with John, he got ahead by stepping into the tomb without hesitation (6a). We appreciate his boldness in walking right into the tomb. He did not let his fears, uncertainties or even his recent failure of denying Jesus three times hinder him from seeking Jesus Christ once more (Luke 22:54-62). What did Peter find when he entered the tomb? Look at verses 6b and 7, “He saw the strips of linen lying there, as well as the cloth that had been wrapped around Jesus’ head. The cloth was still lying in its place, separate from the linen.” To his surprise, he saw the linens and the cloth... but no Jesus. To understand the significance of this, we need to learn a bit about the Jewish burial culture of that time. We know from the previous passage that Jesus' body was wrapped in linen and spices. The strips of linen would be dipped in a mixture of ointments, aloes and spices and then wrapped around each limb and the torso, like an Egyptian mummy, with a final wrapping around the whole body. When it dried out completely, the dead body would be encased like a cocoon. The only part that was not wrapped was the head for it was covered by a separate cloth. But now Peter saw the wrappings and the cloth lying perfectly intact (thus ruling out Jesus ripping them from inside them) and perfectly in their respective places as if Jesus’ body had simply evaporated into thin air! No grave robber or religious authority would go through the hassle of stealing Jesus’ body yet leave everything in place. 

Peter knew something miraculous had taken place. John himself saw this too and after taking it all in, believed that Jesus had indeed risen from the grave (8). Both were persuaded by the fact of the resurrection. Unfortunately, neither of them understood the meaning and the significance of the resurrection for they failed to connect it to Scripture and Jesus’ own words about His own death and resurrection. This should serve as a reminder to always ground all our experiences in light of God’s Word. That way, God may reveal what He wants us to learn from every circumstance. But this now begs the question: what does the resurrection mean? What is the whole point of our celebration today and why should it mean everything to you? While there are a million things I can say about the resurrection, I want to distill it down to a single word; hope.

We learned last week that Jesus completed His world saving work on the cross as He declared with His dying breath, “It is finished!” (John 19:30). Jesus paid in full the price of our redemption and salvation through the blood He shed in our place (Hebrews 7:26-27). Yet if His death was the end of the story, Jesus would be no different from various people throughout history who died tragically and unjustly for a noble cause. What makes Jesus different from every other being that has ever lived is His resurrection. The resurrection is proof that Jesus is God Incarnate. The resurrection is God's ultimate vindication of everything Jesus ever said and did. The resurrection reveals that God accepted Christ's sacrifice for the forgiveness of our sins once and for all. The resurrection declares that nothing, not even death itself, can stand against He who is the very Giver of Life nor separate us from the divine love of God (Romans 8:38-39). The resurrection proclaims that Christ is King indeed, who reigns with all glory, honour and power forever and ever. And just as Christ was raised in glory, declaring victory over sin and death, we too shall be raised in the same way, just as He promised (1 Corinthians 15, Romans 6:4). This is our great hope and eternal security in our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Now, what does having resurrection hope look like? This chapter illustrates this through three figures; Mary, the disciples and Thomas. Let us start with how the resurrection gave hope to Mary Magdalene. Initially, her mourning was so deep that she did not realize Jesus standing right beside her (14).  She even mistook Jesus for the gardener and whether out of her love or grief, begged Him for Jesus’ body so she could take the body back with her (15). How many of you have been in that place where Jesus feels like He’s either far away from you or nowhere to be seen? Whether it is the pain of failure, heartache, tragedy or loss, it is very hard to see the glorious vision of the Risen Christ through tear-soaked eyes. If you are there right now, Jesus has something to say to you. 

Let us read verse 16 together, “Jesus said to her, “Mary.” She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which means “Teacher”).” When we learned about Jesus being the Good Shepherd, we saw how the Good Shepherd knows His sheep by name, calls out to them and that His sheep recognize His voice (John 10:3-4). Jesus knew the source of all her tears and how to stop them. Jesus called her name in such a way that she immediately knew it was Him. Jesus instantly turned her grief into joy (John 16:20). All it took for Mary was to hear His voice. Jesus wants to do the same for you. He knows you by name and is always right there in the midst of all your pain. He knows the reason for every tear you shed. Even at this very moment, He is calling your name so you will look to Jesus and have Him turn those tears of sadness into tears of joy. He does so through renewing your life and giving you a new purpose as we see in verse 17, “Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father. Go instead to my brothers and tell them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” This is the first time that Jesus referred to them as His brothers, revealing that the resurrection enable them (and us) to truly be called children of God. Not only was Mary blessed by being the first to see the Risen Jesus, she was tasked to carry the greatest news ever heard to the disciples in the same way that we are tasked to carry the Gospel message to the whole world (Acts 1:8).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Secondly, the resurrection gave hope to the disciples. Even though Mary Magdalene told them all these things (18), the other Gospel accounts tell us that the disciples did not believe in her or the other women (Luke 24:11). The disciples were still living in fear and couldn't bear to have their hopes cruelly dashed again (19a). They needed a personal encounter with Jesus, so Jesus went to meet them, live and in person. Rather than mercilessly rebuke all of them and call them betrayers, Jesus said to them “Peace be with you!” and showed them the marks on His hands and sides, to the unmitigated joy of His disciples (19b-20). Again Jesus declared to them “Peace be with you!” and proceeded to tell them the new mission He had for them, the reason for doing it and the power by which they would accomplish it (21-22). The peace that Jesus is speaking of is more than the absence of war and conflict. Here, peace (or shalom in Hebrew) refers to the state of joy, wholeness, completeness, safety and prosperity that starts from having the right relationship with God. This peace comes as a gift through the Holy Spirit (Galatians 5:22) and enables us to not only have God's peace but also be at peace with others and with ourselves. However, Jesus directly ties His peace with forgiveness in verses 22b and 23. The peace we received is a direct consequence of God forgiving us. But forgiveness comes at a great price. Though God had every right to pour out His wrath upon you and condemn you for all eternity, He showed His love and mercy by absorbing the cost in your place. Likewise, forgiving other people can neither be compelled nor uttered with empty words. True forgiveness comes as a result of the genuine work of the Holy Spirit dwelling in your heart, reminding you of the love and mercy that God has lavished upon you already. All these things come when we fully accept Christ’s death and resurrection. Let us pray that we can do so in every way.

Thirdly, the resurrection gave hope to Thomas. Unfortunately for Thomas, he was not there when Jesus appeared to the rest of the disciples (24). So when they told him of Jesus’ resurrection, he refused to believe them, saying, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe.” (25) While it is easy to criticize his refusal to believe, one can see Thomas’ honesty and for the next seven days, Thomas must have felt quite justified in it. But all this makes Thomas’ restoration of faith even more remarkable. Jesus appeared again before the disciples, paying special attention to Thomas by speaking Thomas’ words right back at him; “Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.” (27) While Jesus was generous and merciful to Thomas and his unbelief, Jesus did not praise his unbelief. Jesus wanted to move him away from doubt and unbelief to faith in the Risen Christ… and the same goes for us. This encounter caused Thomas to instantly acknowledge Jesus as both his Lord and his God. He went from unbelief to wholly believing in Jesus as God Incarnate. In fact, this moment left such a mark on Thomas that even though he was nicknamed “Doubting Thomas”, Christian tradition attests he travelled the furthest out of all the disciples in spreading the Gospel all the way from Jerusalem to what is now modern-day Kerala, India.

How did Jesus respond to Thomas’ declaration of faith? Let us read our key verse for today’s passage; “Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”” (29) I have always been mystified by this verse. Jesus pronounces the blessing not on those who saw Him in the flesh but for those who have not seen Him and yet believe. Why? Because Jesus knows how hard it is to believe. It took Jesus appearing in the flesh for His closest followers to believe He was alive. Our lives would be so much easier if we had a bodily Jesus who would never leave us and we could permanently cling to, as Mary tried to do back in verse 17. However, Jesus wants us to grow in faith, for faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not see (Hebrews 11:1). While we can’t see Jesus as they did, we see His presence in the lives of every believer who has ever lived. Unlike the disciples, we have the Bible. Also, as people living on the other side of the resurrection, we have the blessing of 2000 years’ worth of sinners saved, lives transformed, prayers answered and a world completely transformed by the resurrection hope in Christ Jesus. 

So in conclusion, the resurrection isn’t just a vague hope of future happiness but has the power to change your life both now and forever. Jesus’ resurrection turned Mary’s momentary sorrow into everlasting joy. Jesus’ resurrection turned the disciples’ fear of men into the courage to boldly stand before the highest authorities in the land. And Jesus’s resurrection turned Thomas’ doubts into a faith so strong it took him all the way to the other side of the known world. This is the hope that comes from our Lord and our God and is given to you too. Lord, remind us once again today of Your living hope and how an empty tomb filled us all with Your life and eternal hope. 

BIG IDEA: The Risen Christ Gives Us Eternal Hope!



