
       WHEN THE MORNING COMES
Living in the Light of Easter

Text: John 20:1-2, 11-18

Sooner or Later the Night Comes

Of all the needs that human beings have, there may be none greater than our 
need to find hope in the face of death. If you’ve ever looked into the eyes of 
parents who’ve lost a child, or are one of those parents yourself, then you 
know this. If you’ve gone to the funeral of someone you dearly loved, then you 
need no convincing. If you’ve got a family member or friend who is 
progressively losing their mind or body to age or disease, then you get it. If 
you’ve ever known a person who had so much to give this world, but whose 
light was suddenly snuffed out by an accident or violent act, then you 
understand the aching need for hope that death is not all there is.

To get even more personal, maybe you are one of the rare people who has 
embraced the reality of your own mortality. You know that some day in the 
future your heart will stop pumping, your brain will stop firing, your cells will 
start melting – but hopefully not before dessert at today’s brunch! It will not 
matter how many times you went to the gym, or ate the right foods, or fired up 
the Botox. A day is coming when all that you are is swallowed up in darkness. 
There will be a nice service, a fine reception, and then the world will go on 
without you till there’s not a human being alive who remembers you even 
existed.

No wonder so many of us work to deny this. No wonder some of us are wishing 
we’d gone over to the service at that HAPPY church today. I don’t even like 
talking about this! But I am talking about it because all of us know that sooner 
or later, without exception, there will come upon us and everyone we love, the 
merciless nightfall of Death. This is why we need the hope that only Easter 
brings.

Easter Begins in the Darkness

The Bible takes this need of ours very seriously. It’s why the biblical story of 
Easter doesn’t start with HAPPY thoughts, sunshine and flowers. People who 
think life is mainly about sunshine, flowers, and when we get out for lunch 
don’t really need the kind of hope Easter proclaims. They just need a good 
parking spot! Easter is for people who know that they and their loved ones are 
going to die and aren’t too happy about that. That’s why the real Easter starts 
there. It begins in the darkness. John chapter 20 and verse 1 reads: “While it 
was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the tomb” (John 20:1). 



If ever there was someone who’d come face to face with death and its 
implications, it was Mary Magdalene. The Bible tells us that Mary’s life had been 
one long struggle against a variety of destructive spirits and diseases (Luke 
8:1-2). Like anyone who has lived a long time with cancer or mental illness, 
Mary had no illusion about her mortality. The darkness was always with her.

But then Mary had met a Man with the radiance of immortality about him and 
he had healed her. Everything about Jesus breathed and shouted “LIFE.” He 
lived and talked as if there was an entire universe beyond this one we see with 
our eyes, one more bright and beautiful than we could even imagine. This 
“kingdom” of which Jesus spoke was a place where sins could be forgiven and 
wounds healed and relationships fixed and gifts maximized and love 
experienced with a glorious intensity. Everything you do here, Jesus had said, is 
preparing you or failing to ready you to live there. And for a moment, Mary 
believed. The darkness receded. Her hope brightened. 

Until Death overtook Him. “Between noon and three, darkness came over 
the whole land” (Mark 15:33).  Mary saw Jesus crucified, dead, and buried. It 
was one more unthinkable tragedy in the news, one more insufferable injustice 
in her life, one more incontrovertible evidence that, in the end, Death IS the 
end. And the merciless night swept over Mary and the other disciples 
throughout that dark Friday, throughout that silent Saturday, and into the 
despair of that Sunday. “While it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to 
the tomb” (John 20:1).

Then Comes the Morning

But Mary found the dealers of death, the Roman guards gone from where they 
were supposed to be watching. She found the huge stone that sealed the tomb 
rolled away. Peter and John found Christ’s mummified graveclothes lying where 
the body had been, as if Jesus had dematerialized right through them and 
walked away. And, then, Jesus appeared ALIVE to Mary in the Garden, and later 
to the eleven disciples, and later still to more than 500 other witnesses in 
various times and places. People who were formerly terrified of being arrested 
for their faith, were now so certain that Christ had defeated Death that they 
were willing to die as martyrs for his sake. Death might bring on the night, but 
they were sure that Christ was Lord of the dawn. 

Do you know this for yourself? Peter Marshall, the famous Chaplain of the U.S. 
Senate, tells the true story of a child with terminal cancer who asked his mother 
one night: “Mama, what is it like to die? What will happen to me?” Tears sprang 
to the mother’s eyes and she fled to the kitchen, supposedly to tend to 
something on the stove. Collecting herself, she breathed a prayer that God 
would help her keep it together and be able to give her son the answer. The 
Lord gave it to her.



“‘Kenny,’ she said to her son, ‘do you remember when you were a tiny boy how 
you used to play so hard all day that when night came you were too tired even 
to undress and you’d tumble into [my] bed and fall asleep.” The boy nodded. 
Well, “that was not your bed; it was not where you belonged. You would only 
stay there a little while. Much to your surprise you would wake up in the 
morning and find yourself in your own bed in your own room. You were there 
because someone loved you and took care of you. While you were sleeping, 
your father came with big strong arms and carried you away.’”

“‘Kenneth, darling, death is like that. We wake up some morning to find 
ourselves in the other room. Our room where we belong, because the Lord 
Jesus loved us and died for us.’ The lad’s shining face looking up into hers told 
her that the point had gone home and there would be no more fear. Several 
weeks later, Kenneth fell asleep just as she had said. and Father’s big, strong 
arms carried him to his own room”.

“Let not your hearts be troubled,” said Jesus to his disciples. “Trust in 
God; believe also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms… I am 
going there to prepare a place for you. And I will come back and take 
you to be with me that you also may be where I am” (John 14:1-3). You 
can trust that too.

And What a Good Morning

When college professor Tony Campolo was 16 years old, he attended his first 
funeral at a black Baptist church. “The pastor began the service by talking 
about the resurrection of Jesus and the glory of that day. “Then the pastor did 
something strange,” writes Campolo, “He turned from the family and 
approached the casket and began addressing the dead man. ‘Clarence!’ the 
pastor said. [And] he said it with such authority, we half-expected Clarence to 
sit up.’ ‘Clarence,’ the pastor said, ‘you left us too soon.’” And he went on to 
talk to Clarence of all the ways he had been a blessing in this life. 

“Now, Clarence,” the pastor concluded. “We have said it all, and there’s only 
one thing left to say.” And with that the pastor grabbed the lid of the casket 
and slammed it shut with a resounding BANG! “Good night, Clarence!” the 
pastor exclaimed. And the old Baptist preacher turned toward the stunned 
congregation and said again, “Good night, Clarence!” 

And then, with a sly smile, he added: “We’ll see you in the morning, Clarence…  
Good night, Clarence, because God is giving you a good, good morning up 
there. I know, I know,” he said. And the organ began to play and the choir 
began to sing, and the people moved into the aisles hugging and crying and 
laughing and clapping and singing “On that great gettin’ up morning, we’re 
going to rise, we’re going to rise.” 



Oh, yes, we will. Christ’s resurrection shows us that yes we can. I love how C.S. 
Lewis puts the promise in the closing pages of The Chronicles of Narnia and 
with this I’ll move toward a close myself. Lewis describes a tender encounter 
between Aslan – the great Lion who symbolizes Christ – and a group of children 
– who signify followers of Jesus. The news Aslan shares is dark at first, but only 
like the darkness that comes before the dawn.  

“’There was [an] accident,’ said Aslan softly. ‘Your father and mother and all of 
you are – as you used to call it in the Shadowlands – dead.’” But let me put it 
more properly and helpfully for you. “’The term is over: the holidays have 
begun.  The dream is ended: this is the morning…’” 

Lewis continues: “The things that began to happen after that were so great and 
beautiful that I cannot write them… For [the children] it was only the beginning 
of the real story. All their life in this world… had only been the cover and the 
title page: now at last they were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story 
which no one on earth has read: which goes on for ever: in which every 
chapter is better than the one before.”

Don’t miss this life for yourself. Don’t miss the abundant life Christ offers you 
here and the eternal life he promises you there. As the philosopher Plato once 
wrote: “We can easily forgive a child who is afraid of the dark; the real tragedy 
of life is when people are afraid of the light.” The good news of Easter is that 
the Light, which no darkness can overcome, has come into this world seeking 
you and me (John 1:5). He invites us to begin a new day with him.  This 
Easter, ask him into your heart to be your Savior and the Leader of your life, or 
rededicate yourself to following him from here. For if you do, you’ll find that 
this next chapter is far better than the one before. 

Please pray with me…

Lord Jesus, you are the answer to our deepest needs. Your life and teaching 
give us a vision of the purpose and potential of our own life. Your death on the 
cross makes it possible for us to be forgiven and reconciled with God. Your 
resurrection from the grave, shows us that we never need fear the nightfall, for 
this life is only just the beginning. If that’s not a reason to sing Hallelujah, we 
don’t know what is. So help us to sing your praises with the whole of our life 
as we walk with you from here. Amen. 

During Benediction

“When I go to the grave I can say, as others have said, 
‘My day’s work is done.’ But I cannot say, ‘My life is done.’ 

My work will recommence the next morning. 
The tomb is not a blind alley; it is a thoroughfare. 



It closes upon the twilight but opens upon the dawn.”

-- Victor Hugo, author of Les Miserables
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