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“Faith: Resurrection’s First Response”      Text – John 20:10-18       Readings – Psalm 16; 1 Cor 15:1-11





Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Those of you present on Friday will recall that we considered the story of Jesus’ interaction with Peter that ended with Him saying to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan.”  
And as we focused on this episode from the life of Jesus, we did so noting that Jesus was continuing to introduce Himself to His disciples.  
Just as we normally introduce ourselves by giving our name and then what we do, so Jesus, who had just been recognized in terms of who He was by Peter and the disciples, was now beginning to introduce Himself according to what He must do.  
And what He said that brought about Peter’s reaction was that He had to go to Jerusalem to suffer, to be killed, and to rise again on the third day.  

Well, Peter’s reaction, and the rest of the Gospel narrative from that point on until now, reveals to us that the disciples just did not get it.  
Their faith, in one way or another, was so limited, that even though they listened to Jesus repeatedly tell them what was going to happen, they did not hear Him.  

Now, we know, because of what the Bible makes clear, that faith has to do with the work of the Holy Spirit.  
What we see with our eyes and the words we hear with our ears, as clear as they may be, by themselves, are insufficient to create faith.  What is needed is the insight, illumination, and understanding that only the Holy Spirit can give.  

And in my Heidelberg Catechism class this week we discussed Lord’s Day 7 and Q/A 21 – True faith.  
And we saw there that true faith is made up of three parts; knowledge, conviction, and assurance.  
And each of those three are needed for there to be true faith.  
You need to know the facts, you need to believe the facts, and you need to be assured that what those facts reveal is for you, personally.  
So, if any one of knowledge, conviction, or assurance is missing, your faith is not true faith.  

And true faith is what the story before us today is all about.  
You see, at the beginning of the story, Mary Magdalene’s faith is not yet true faith; it is something else as we shall see.  But at the end of the story it is most definitely true faith.  
And we are going to see, this morning, that this happens, once again, as a result of Jesus introducing Himself to one of His disciples; not one of the Twelve disciples, but one of His disciples, nonetheless.  

But even though much will be said about Mary, our focus in this story needs to be on Jesus; the Risen one; the teacher; the Lover; the Shepherd; and the Creator of faith.  
And in so doing, we will have to examine the nature of our own faith in the Resurrected One.

And so, as our text begins, and early on Sunday morning, Mary Magdalene had gone to the tomb, seen that the stone had been removed from the entrance, gone to tell the disciples, and followed them back to the tomb.  
Now, isn’t this typical of the disciples.  Mary has come to them with striking news.  And they, like the perfect gentlemen that they are, run off to the tomb leaving Mary to follow along in their wake; typical males!  

Well, v8 reveals to us that John saw the empty tomb and believed.  
John, and perhaps Peter, are finally starting to grasp the truth that Jesus has been setting before them.  It is as He said!  He has been killed, and now He must have risen!  
But they still don’t understand this fully, and what it all means.  

And what do they do after inspecting the tomb?  Run back home, again, leaving Mary at the tomb, alone.  Hm!  Nothing much has changed, has it Sisters!
So, whether they meet Mary briefly or not, as v10 opens, they have gone back home, and Mary remains “outside the tomb crying.”

Well, who is this Mary Magdalene?  What does the Bible reveal about her?  The fact is not a lot.  
	We are introduced to Mary in Luke 8.  
	There we read, “After this, Jesus traveled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God. The Twelve were with him, and also some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called Magdalene) from whom seven demons had come out; Joanna the wife of Cuza, the manager of Herod's household; Susanna; and many others.  These women were helping to support them out of their own means.”  
	Clearly then, Mary was a woman of some resources, perhaps wealthy even.  
	But what is the most obvious thing about Mary? 
	Well, as obvious as it seems to be, we should not fail to note that she is a woman.

Once again, a place of honour in the biblical account is to be given to a woman.
In a culture so dominated by men, the first to see the risen Lord will be Mary.
God will once again demonstrate that His salvation purposes are not bound to human conventions.
	Again, just as the line of Christ was preserved through the birth of Isaac to a woman who was 90 years old, and David was born to a family that included Rahab the prostitute and Ruth the Moabitess, and as Jesus, Himself, was born to a young nobody virgin named Mary, an unconventional person is given a place of biblical honour by the God of salvation surprises!


	And this woman is named Mary Magdalene.  
	Now, Magdala was a town in the area of Naphtali – in the north of Palestine.  So Mary Magdalene likely means Mary who came from the town of Magdala.  


	And Mary Magdalene has been rescued from a terrible demon possession; seven demons had been driven out of her by Jesus.  
	And it is this that her faith is built on.  Mary doesn’t have true faith yet, she has miraculous faith.  
	To her,Jesus is the great miracle worker; the one who can master the demons.  


	So faith, as far as Mary is concerned, has died with Jesus.  
	Even the life of this astonishing miracle worker has ended.  

He has come to the same end that all men come to.  
And so, her faith has died with Jesus.

	And hope too, as far as Mary is concerned, has died with Jesus.  
	No longer can He perform such wonderful miracles.  

No longer can He bring healing and joy and peace to Israel.
	And so, her hope has died with Jesus.

	What’s left then?  Why is Mary Magdalene still here at the tomb weeping?  Love.
	It is love that drives Mary’s actions.  
	It is love that still floods her heart.  
	It is love that causes her to yet seek more time with His body, even though He has been dead these three days.


	And how do we know this?
	We know it because of her tears; rivers of tears.

We know it because while the disciples, one by one, fled from Jesus in fear, as Matthew tells us of his crucifixion, “Many women were there, watching from a distance.  They had followed Jesus from Galilee to care for His needs.  Among them [was] Mary Magdalene.”
	We know it because Matthew also says, “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were sitting there opposite the tomb.
	And we know it because Luke tells us that “on the first day of the week, very early in the morning, the women took the spices they had prepared and went to the tomb.”
Mary has seen every moment of the trial.  
	She has heard the crowds cry out for His crucifixion.  She has witnessed Him be so horribly beaten and mocked.  She has followed His stumbling footsteps to Golgotha.  She has heard every word He has uttered on the cross.  She has seen Him commit His spirit to the Lord, and breathe His last.  She has seen the spear pierce His side.  And she has seen His broken body laid in the tomb
	Can you imagine, congregation, the sheer agony and sorrow that she has experienced witnessing each of these injustices piled one upon the other?

	And yet, through it all, Mary remains.  Why?  What keeps here so near to Jesus?
	Not faith anymore.  Not hope anymore.  Just Love.


And so, congregation, picture the scene that lies before us.  
Mary has left Jerusalem, in the dark, for the tomb.  
She has returned to Jerusalem to tell the disciples that the stone has been removed.  
She has returned again to the tomb.  Peter and John have gone.  The other women have also left.  
She is alone.  She does not know what has become of Jesus’ body.  
And she cannot keep it together anymore.  It is simply too much.  
And so she is sobbing, weeping, crying; such deep sadness grips her.  
And as she weeps, she looks into the tomb and sees two angels in white.  
Now they know that Jesus has risen.  But as angels, they do not know Mary’s thoughts.  
They simply see her tears.  And so they ask, “Woman, why are you crying?”  
And whether, at that time, she knew them to be angels or not, she says, “They have taken my Lord away … and I don't know where they have put Him.”  
She wants to know where His body is.  It is inconceivable to her that Jesus has risen, because she does not yet have the eyes of true faith.  
And so, the only possible explanation is that someone has moved His body.  

Boys and girls, have you ever had that experience when you are talking to someone and their eyes flick up and stare beyond you and you just know that they are looking at someone else who has arrived?  

Well, perhaps for that reason, or perhaps because Mary sensed the arrival of someone else, she turns to face this newcomer.  
And with tear filled eyes, love filled eyes, eyes prepared only to see a dead body, she does not recognize this newcomer to be Jesus.  

Now, this does say something to us about resurrection bodies.  
It is Jesus.  
	He still has His body as His offer to Thomas to put his hands in the nail holes and His pierced side reveal.  
	Peter, James, and John recognized Moses and Elijah when they stood with Jesus on the Mount of transfiguration.  

And yet, His body has also changed.  
Clearly then, resurrection adds a new dimension of glory to our bodies that makes Him not immediately recognizable to Mary.  

However, remember also that Cleopas and his friend did not recognize Jesus on the road to Emmaus.  But then, as Luke says, “Their eyes were opened and they recognized Him.”  
Yes, Mary’s eyes were filled with tears, which perhaps blurred her vision.  
But Cleopas’ eyes were not filled with tears.  They were wide open, and dry, the whole time.  
What Cleopas needed and what Mary still needs, are the eyes of faith to be opened.  

And this is what Jesus now proceeds to do.
He too says to Mary, “Woman, why are you crying?  Who is it you are looking for?” 
And notice the prod to faith that Jesus now uses.  
Like a shepherd who pokes the sheep with his staff to point it on the right track, this Gentle Shepherd prods the faith of Mary by asking her WHO she seeks, not what.  
She has been seeking a corpse, Jesus wants her to seek a person; Him.  

But still, Mary does not hear or see Jesus for who He really is.  
“Thinking He was the gardener,” a most logical explanation considering where she is, “she said, "Sir, if you have carried Him away, tell me where you have put Him, and I will get Him."”  
Perhaps assuming the gardener would know who she is talking about or perhaps because her grief is keeping her mind from functioning properly, she does not mention which body she is talking about, just “Him.”  

And as she says these words, still filled with so much grief and such a deep and powerful love, she has turned away from Jesus to face, once again, the empty place where His body laid.  

And then, Jesus said to her, “Mary.”  
With the voice of command, with the voice of instruction, and with the voice of pure love, Jesus says, “Mary.”

Just a few months ago, perhaps even in Mary’s hearing as she followed Jesus around, Jesus had said those words recorded in John 10, “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me-- My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.”

And so, immediately upon hearing Him say, “Mary,” the eyes of love become once again eyes of hope and eyes of faith, as she turns around towards the one who is no longer an anonymous gardener, but Jesus!  
Oh, she has still more to learn about the object of her faith, but, as one commentator says so beautifully, “In that moment, Mary experienced her own resurrection, for she had been reborn.  Faith had died, but now it came leaping from its tomb.  Hope had evaporated, but now it gathered again around the person of the Lord.”  
And it does so as Mary cries, “Rabboni! (which means teacher).”

And then follows Easter’s first resurrection lesson: For “Jesus said, "Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet returned to the Father.  Go instead to my brothers and tell them, 'I am returning to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.'"”

And as we consider the beginning part of Easter’s first resurrection lesson, there are a number of interpretations given to Jesus’ words.  
	Some suggest that the first part of what Jesus says is meant like this: Because time is of the essence, Jesus is keen for Mary to stop holding on to Him because He has a job for her to do.  He needs her to go and tell the disciples what has happened.  So, Mary, let go, get up, and get along to tell what you have seen.  Come on now!!!  But perhaps that seems a little cold given the circumstances.  
	A better suggestion yet has it this way: Tenderly, Jesus is saying, Mary, it’s OK!  I’m not going anywhere for a while.  You can let go of me.  We will have further times to be together and to talk.  
	And indeed, it would be a further 40 days until Jesus ascended, which would provide time for other meetings.  
	When Jesus met the other women, it says that they “took hold of His feet and worshipped Him” and He did not rebuke them.  He even invited Thomas to physically touch Him.  
	But so too do Jesus’ words convey this meaning: Mary, things have changed in relation to who I am.  So don’t physically take hold of me as you used to.  The relationship you have with me now needs to be different than it was before.  You see, Jesus now has a resurrected body.  Soon He will be absent from her altogether.  In 2 Corinthians 5;16 Paul says, “So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view.  Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer.”  Mary now needed to learn about a spiritual relationship with Jesus.  
	You see, Mary thought that the past had been restored.  She thought she could take Jesus with her and care for His needs again, just as she had done previously.  
	But Jesus wants her to see that now He must take care of her every need, not just as her healer, teacher, and friend, but as her Saviour!


And this is why He moves on to speak in these obviously relational family terms.  
He says to her, “Go instead to my brothers.”  
For the first time in John’s Gospels, the term “brothers” is used to describe the followers of Jesus.  
No longer are they just His disciples, or His followers, or His friends, now, they are His “brothers.”  
And they are so because through what Jesus has accomplished by His death and resurrection, Jesus’ Father is now their Father; Jesus’ God is now their God.  
Like Mary, they now must learn to enjoy a relationship with God that is similar, not the same, but similar, to Jesus’ relationship with God.  
While Jesus is the eternal, natural, and only begotten Son of God, because His blood has been shed, and because He has broken forth from the tomb, they are now the adopted sons of God.
And because of this, all of the spiritual blessings that sonship entails are now, fully, theirs!

And v18 reveals that this is exactly what Mary did.  She “went to the disciples with the news: "I have seen the Lord!"  And she told them that He had said these things to her.”

And now, congregation, these things have been said to you.  

Today is Easter Sunday.  And you too have heard Jesus introduce Himself.  

To you, He says, “Andre, Jake, Erika, Margaret, James, Piet, Dilys…”  

And the question you must answer today is who is it that calls your name?  
Is He just a man?  Is He just a teacher?  Is He just a miracle worker?  Is He the invention of a few misguided followers?  
Because if He is only one or some of these things, you have no faith at worst, or historical or miraculous faith at best.  
And you need to beg Him for the eyes of true faith or you will perish, eternally.  

But if you recognize His voice as the voice of Jesus Christ; 
if you KNOW Him to be the Son of the Living God; 
if you believe Him to be the One who died on the cross and rose again on the third day; 
and if you are assured that He did this for you, then His Father is your Father and His God is your God.  

And as one of His adopted sons or daughters, may your Father strengthen your faith in Jesus, your hope in Jesus, and your love for Jesus.  Amen.

	

