
	 Easter	2016	–	John	20	 	
	

	 Mike	Woodruff	©	March	2016	 	

1	

I. Set Up 

A. This is Easter and there is an Easter Greeting that has been used for 
hundreds and hundreds of years. I say, “He is Risen,” and you respond, “He is 
Risen Indeed.”  He is risen. 

B. Welcome to Christ Church. My name is…. If you are new we’d love to 
know that you are here. In fact, if you fill out the card we’d love to give you a free 
book, one written by Mike. And – we will not call you every night for the next 2 
weeks, but we will keep you posted from time to time on things going on at the 
church.  You can just drop that card in the offering in just a moment or – if you 
want the book – take it to the Connection Center right after the service. 

C. Right now... 

II. Introduction 

A. That brief clip comes from a 1970s production, called The Jesus Film, 
which is a portrayal of the Gospel of Luke. As you may have noticed, it doesn’t 
have Luke Skywalker level special effects, but according to the New York Times 
it is the most watched movie of all time. It has been translated into 1,300 
languages and by some estimates it has been viewed five billion times by three 
billion people.  

B. Several times today you have heard the standard Easter Greeting.  

1. It is known as the Paschal Greeting or the Easter Acclimation and 
in some settings – mostly in Eastern Orthodox churches in Europe – it’s 
used year round, almost as a way of saying, “Hello, how are you?”   

2. A friend of mine – also a pastor – said that a few years ago one of 
his kids bounded into their room early on Easter with a slightly altered 
greeting, “It’s candy day!”  

C. As you likely know – given that you’re here – this is a big day. In fact, in 
many ways it’s the high water mark of the whole year for those who follow 
Christ. There are other big days.  

1. We just celebrated the crucifixion on Friday – Good Friday and 
Easter go hand in hand, but they also stand-alone. Both are huge.  

2. We celebrate the incarnation at Christmas  

3. In some settings, people make a lot of Pentecost or the Ascension  

D. But most would say that this weekend is the biggest of all.  
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III. And on Easters past I’ve often used it to try to persuade you – in particular, those 
of you who are here against your will, or do not believe or who are not planning to be 
back until next year (or Christmas Eve) – that the events we are celebrating today should 
profoundly shape your life.  

A. The approach I have taken most often is to argue that the resurrection 
actually happened and that this validates Jesus’ claims – and that given everything 
else we know about Jesus (he’s the most important and influential person who 
ever lived, he gave us the greatest ethical system we have and he perfectly fulfills 
all of these very specific prophecies that are found throughout the Old Testament) 
– given all of this, you really need to take a grown up look at him. 

1. I’ve noted that everyone agrees – set aside the Bible and just look 
at the historical record – everyone agrees that there was this man:   

a)  A Jewish teacher who emerged around 30 AD; 

b) Who had a reputation for miracles and wisdom – who drew 
large crowds because people believed he could heal them, and who 
taught with great power and authority; 

c) He claimed to be God – which got him sideways with the 
Jewish leaders; 

d) He was betrayed by one of his closest followers 

e) He was charged with insurrection and crucified on a Friday 
afternoon.  

f) His body was placed in a tomb, around which a guard was 
stationed; 

g) On Sunday morning when a few of his followers went to 
further attend to his body, they discovered that it was gone.  

h) And then His followers began claiming that they had seen 
him alive – that He had defeated death and that He had 
commissioned them to tell everyone that: He was who He clamed 
to be – God’s Son; that his Death had been intentional – He had 
died in their place; and that those who agreed with God that they 
were broken, sinful, and decided to follow Jesus would be forgiven 
and gain eternal life.  

i) From this belief Christianity grew. It spread quickly 
throughout Israel and then – in spite of the fact that those who 
became Christians faced great opposition and persecution by 
Roman authorities – it spread throughout the Roman Empire and 
kept going. Over time the number of those who have sworn some 
sort of allegiance to Jesus has numbered in the billions.  
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(1) More books have been written about him than have 
been written about any other person who ever lived.1 

(2) He has inspired more paintings and music than 
anyone else.  

(3) Tens of thousands of schools, colleges, hospitals, 
orphanages and homeless shelters have been founded in his 
honor.   

(4) His followers credit him with their efforts to abolish 
slavery, educate the masses and end poverty. 

(5) His birthday is the largest annual celebration in the 
world. 

(6) Millions of people have laid down their lives for 
him, and millions more stand ready to do so.  

j) And perhaps the most stunning accomplishment of all: 
millions of people are studying his life and teachings at this very 
moment. They do so in hopes of becoming more like him.2 

k) Sixty billion people have walked on this planet.3 Most have 
left it unchanged. Very few have made a lasting mark. Jesus 
fundamentally reshaped it. More than any person in history, this 
carpenter from Nazareth has formed our world. Every educated 
person should know why. 

2. I have argued that you need to take another look at Jesus and then 
– on many Easters – I have gone on to look at the theories about what 
happened to the body: 

a) Some say that it was stolen.   

b) Some say he didn’t die but rather swooned. 

c) Others contend that the disciples – and women and 
everyone else looked for him at the wrong tomb.  

3. I believe that the more you look the more you will become 
persuaded that he rose from the dead.  

4. Chicago rather famously has it’s own account of this. Back in the 
80s one of the Tribune’s investigative reporters – Lee Stroebel – a 
journalist with a law degree from Yale – went after Christianity after his 
wife became a Christian. This was bad news to him. He wanted to undo it, 
but like many others, the more he looked the more he became persuaded.  
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5. In previous years I have set out this case. And argued that you 
should take a grownup look at Him. I have repeatedly argued that thinking 
about Jesus is probably more important than season four of House of 
Cards or a third hour or Sports Center or whatever cat videos you are into. 
Whatever. And I wrote a book about Jesus. You can have it free. Fill out 
the card.  

6. The other offer we routinely make is that if you want to sit down 
and talk to someone about where you’re at and what you’re thinking and 
what it might look like to take a next step, let us know.  

B. On most Easters – that is the ground I have covered because the Christian 
faith pivots on historical claims. 

1. The ask is never, believe because you’ll feel better – you’ll have 
peace or sleep through the night or be a nicer person. The challenge is, this 
is true and you need to pay attention.  

C. On a couple of occasions I have gone in a slightly different direction and 
tried to unpack why Christ’s death was so important or looked at the idea of 
eternal life.  

D. This year I want to do something new. I want to look past the resurrection 
to the events that immediately follow it.  

1. I want to note that: it’s not just that Jesus is God; it’s not just that 
He rose from the dead; it’s not just that through Him you can gain eternal 
life; it’s not just that He has set in motion things that will change eternity; 
It’s this: He knows your name because you matter to Him.  

E. The point I want to drive home today is: you matter to God.  

F. To that end I want to direct you to an encounter that is recorded between 
Jesus and Mary (not his mother, the other Mary) that is found in John 20.  

IV. If you want to follow along, the text I am turning to is John 20:11 This passage 
begins right after the tomb has been discovered to be empty.  

A. Jesus is crucified on Friday morning. He is buried late that afternoon. 
Joseph of Arimathea and a few others quickly try to attend to his body, but they 
are sprinting to get done before sundown – which is when the Sabbath starts and 
they cannot do this on the Sabbath. On Sunday morning a few women show up to 
do a better job. As they walk there they wonder how they will roll away the heavy 
stone. But when they get there the stone is rolled back and his body is gone. I am 
reading now: John 20:11 
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B. Now Mary stood outside the tomb crying. As she wept, she bent over to 
look into the tomb and saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus’ body had 
been, one at the head and the other at the foot. 

C. They asked her, “Woman, why are you crying?” 

D. “They have taken my Lord away,” she said, “and I don’t know where they 
have put him.” At this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she 
did not realize that it was Jesus. 

E. He asked her, “Woman, why are you crying? Who is it you are looking 
for?” 

F. Thinking he was the gardener, she said, “Sir, if you have carried him 
away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.” 

G. Jesus said to her, “Mary.” 

H. She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which 
means “Teacher”). 

I. Jesus said, “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.’” 

V. In v5: Jesus asks Mary, Why are you weeping? 

A. Think about the emotional rollercoaster she is on. 

1. In the last 72 hours she has watched as Jesus was arrested, beaten, 
crucified. She had such high hopes for how he was going to fix things. 
And then He is killed. And now – insult to injury – he’s not just dead but 
she believes his body has been taken as well and that she is being denied a 
chance to give him a proper burial and grieve. She is not in a good place. 
She is distraught.  This last indignity is too much. She starts to cry.  

B. I think we can agree that she’s got reason to cry. And I’ll go one step 
further. Setting this passage aside for a second, I think we can agree that there are 
plenty of things out there to cry over today.  

1. If we are fortunate we had childhoods were we were shielded from 
much of this. But not all of us were. 

2. There is war and terrorism, poverty, sickness, death. There is a lot 
to cry over.  
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C. In Ireland there is a TV show called “The Meaning of Life.”  Not that long 
ago Stephen Fry – a well known British comedian and atheist – was interviewed 
on the show and asked, what he would say to God if, after he died, he discovered 
that God is real. His response was measured and firm.  He said he would say: 

1. “How dare you create a world in which there is such misery that is 
not our fault. It’s not right. It’s utterly, utterly evil. Why should I respect a 
capricious, mean-minded, stupid God who creates a world which is so full 
of injustice and pain?” 

D. Fry goes on to say: “It’s perfectly apparent that he is monstrous. Utterly 
monstrous and deserves no respect whatsoever.  

E. And then he says this, “The moment you banish him, life becomes 
simpler, purer, cleaner, more worth living in my opinion.” 

F. Some think his comments are irreverent. Some think he really put it to 
God. Others say, “That’s my question.” I’m inclined to say: 

1. I think everyone who is thinking has seasons of doubt and reasons 
for frustration.  It is easy to feel that this is a god-forsaken world. 

2. In fact, Stephen Fry’s comments sound a lot like a number of the 
prayers you find in the Bible, in particular the Psalms. 

3. And I suspect what Fry said might be exactly what Mary was 
feeling.  

4. “God, really?  You are just going to keep pilling on?  You let him 
die and now this? Would you please pay attention to what is going on!” 

G. But  what’s happened here is not the last word. Let me keep reading. 

VI. V15.  Jesus started by asking, “Why are you weeping?” He now asks a second 
question: Who are you looking for? 

A. There are four Gospels – so there are multiple accounts of Christ’s 
resurrection. We know from Luke’s account that Mary has already been told that 
Jesus rose from the dead.  Luke 24 reads: 
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1. 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. 2 They found the 
stone rolled away from the tomb, 3 but when they entered, they did not 
find the body of the Lord Jesus. 4 While they were wondering about this, 
suddenly two men in clothes that gleamed like lightning stood beside 
them. 5 In their fright the women bowed down with their faces to the 
ground, but the men said to them, “Why do you look for the living among 
the dead? 6 He is not here; he has risen! Remember how he told you, 
while he was still with you in Galilee: 7 ‘The Son of Man must be 
delivered over to the hands of sinners, be crucified and on the third day be 
raised again.’ ”  

B. When we put all of the accounts together - everyone tells the story from 
their angle, so we have to figure out how the pieces fit together. When we create 
the time line using all of the accounts it becomes clear that the angel has already 
told her that Jesus was risen. But she’s not buying that. She doesn’t say,  “I’m 
looking for my risen Lord.” She says, in effect, “I’m looking for his body. I am 
looking for his corpse.” 

C. She has lowered her expectations.  

D. In this broken world we look for answers or ways to be consoled. We are 
often willing to settle for not that much.  

1. Fry’s solution is to eliminate God. He says that if you do that, then 
life becomes simpler. Let me repeat something I said earlier – I’m after 
what happened. I’m not after simple or convenient. I am after what is true. 
The question is, did he rise or not. 

2. But for what it’s worth, please note, Fry’s approach doesn’t solve 
much. It takes away the idea that there is a monster behind the curtain 
causing bad things to happen. But it doesn’t provide meaning. In Fry’s 
view the best we can hope for is that there is no meaning.  

E. Fry’s interview generated a lot of comments. One person noted that Fry, 
“would rather be closed to the idea that the universe could have some meaning 
than think that it does.”  This person noted that Fry had set his sites quite low. 

1. In his comments on the interview, Skye Jethani refers to this 
instinct to strip away all meaning as “disenchanting the world.” He notes 
that some want to take the magic out of the machine so they can say, 
“’Let’s eat and drink and be merry for tomorrow we die.’ I do not want to 
have a higher calling. I do not want to be responsible to God for the 
choices I make.”  

2. He then argues that this might be easier than wrestling with God, 
but it is not more satisfying because our longing and hope is to believe that 
there is more.  
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F. Let me reframe that. You do want to think that your life has meaning – 
that this universe is not God-forsaken 

G. In the first line of Julian Barnes’s memoir, Nothing to Be Frightened Of, 
which he wrote when he was an atheist. (He has since changed his perspective.) 
Barnes writes, “I don’t believe in God, but I miss him.”  

H. Do you miss God?  Don’t settle for less than what you were made for. You 
were made to know God.  

I. Let me frame this in light of our passage: don’t settle for a corpse.  Don’t 
look for the living among the dead.  

1. We settle for less than we should. We have been made for God and 
nothing is going to be able to satisfy our desire for God but God.  

2. But if we do not find Him then we end up settling for lesser things. 
Not always bad things, but lesser thing. We look for meaning in: 
shopping, work, success, a meaningful career, a loving family, we adopt a 
cause believing that this cause will change the world, we live vicariously 
through celebrities – movies and music 

3. Or we try to numb the pain. We try to keep the big questions at 
bay. People often keep themselves distracted so they don’t have to deal 
with the angst they feel that they might be aiming too low. Some do this 
with the corpse of institutional religion. Some opt for carnal pleasures: 
alcohol, drugs, sex, food 

J. Men and women, I want to say, “You were made for more than this.  
There is a God. It’s all a bit more mysterious than we can fully wrestle down. But 
He is real. And – and here is the next part of the passage – Verse 16 – he calls her 
by name.  Please see this for what is: the claim that God died for her – and you.  
This is crazy talk.  

K. I want to make a specific point today: God knows. He knows your name. 
And He knows your pain and your fear and your hopes and your challenges. And 
that is why He showed up.  It’s unthinkable at one level. If offends most religious 
sensibilities. Muslims say Jesus only appeared on the cross but was taken up 
before he died; Buddhist say suffering and death are mere illusions to be 
transcended. Even some early members of the church tried to by-pass this claim 
by saying Jesus wasn’t really a person. He just looked like it. 

L. But that is not the claim. The claim is: Jesus entered into this broken 
world. He took on the pain.  And He did it for you. He knows your name. He 
loves you and He died to offer you a way forward. 

M. We can wish that the world worked better. We can wish we had more 
answers to our questions.   
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N. Right now what I can say is what I know - this is not a God-forsaken 
world. He is real and He knows your name because you matter to Him. I want to 
encourage you not to be like Mary and miss the God who is right in front of us. 
God is calling you by your name.  

VII. C.S. Lewis – the prominent British academic who was an atheist and then became 
quite an outspoken Christian – once noted that:  

A. There is an answer for every desire we have. We get hungry and there is 
food; we get tired and there is sleep; we feel attraction and there is sex. 

B. We desire God and there is a God 

C. This is a God-with-us world. He is near. And he is in the midst of all the 
pain and loss and grief and injustice 

D. I don’t have a great answer to the brokenness of the world. But there is a 
God who entered into it for you. And He died and on the third day he rose from 
the dead. And because he kept that promise we can assume that He will keep all 
of the others. One day he will fix all that is broken.  

1. He is alive and present and calls us by name, 

2. The good shepherd call us by name 

VIII. Why do you weep? What pain or loss did you experience? What are you looking 
for? Let me suggest that you are looking too low.  True meaning can be found in the 
universe.  

A. It’s not in an idea it is in a person.  He rose from the dead and He is calling 
your name. His laid down his life to give you another change to be right with 
God. And His resurrection is proof that the offer is real.  

B. Take a next step. 

IX. Announcements 

A. If you want the book, take your card to… 

B. If you want to pray with anyone, there are people up front 

C. Next week we are going to be looking at what God is looking for. I am 
pretty confident that it is not what you think. 

																																																								
1 The Gospels have been translated into more languages than anything else ever written, and numerous 
people devote decades of their life to learn languages with the expressed purpose of translating the New 
Testament into that language.  
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2 There are several points worth noting here: 1) Christianity is the fastest growing religion in the world; 2) 
it is growing rapidly through conversion; and 3) because of this more books have been written about Christ 
in the last twenty years than in the previous 1,900.   
 
3 John Blanchard, Why on Earth Did Jesus Come (EP Books, 2009).  
 


