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BELIEVE 
The Message From Beyond 

Text: John 20:24-31 
 

When the Light Goes Out 
 
Brian Mavis tells the story of an historic engagement that took place on Halloween 
night, 1936.  A group of people sat silently around a large table, with their hands 
joined… waiting… waiting for a message… waiting for the same message they had 
come to this table, hoping to receive, each Halloween night for the past ten years. But 
the message never came.  At long last, a woman rose from her seat and spoke, not only 
to the others seated there but to a vast radio audience listening in: "Houdini did not 
come through," she said. "My last hope is gone. I do not believe that [he] can come 
back to me, or to anyone…  The Houdini Shrine has burned for ten years.  [And] I 
now… turn out the light. It is finished. Good night, Harry!"   
 
The woman speaking was Bess Houdini, wife of the famous magician and escape artist 
– a figure known across the world in that era as “The Man No Jail Could Hold.”  Shortly 
before his death at age 52, Houdini had made a covenant with Bess that, if it were 
possible, he would make contact with her from beyond the grave. The two of them 
devised a coded message that only they knew -- a message which, if communicated, 
would prove that it truly was Houdini himself breaking the bonds of death and speaking 
out from the afterlife. But after ten séances in ten years, the message she’d so 
desperately hoped to receive from the man she so loved had not come.  The message 
was to be a set of word combinations that corresponded to a spelling code only Bess 
and Harry knew and it would have spelled out one word – “Believe.”1 
 
A friend of mine came to me the night before last after our Good Friday service with her 
eyes red-rimmed, in that way that communicates beyond words when someone is really 
hurting.  “It’s just so hard without him,” she said.  “I miss him so much.  I wish I could be 
with him again.”  She gave me permission to tell you this, because she knows that in the 
grief she experiences over her dead husband, she like Bess Houdini is not alone.  
There are many of us who know something of this kind of pain.  There some of us here 
feeling it today.  The decision is made to stop the machines or the medicine.  Someone 
whose very words and walk was the breath of life for us, stops breathing.  They take our 
beloved away.  The casket is closed and sealed.  We turn out the light and say, “It is 
finished.” 
 

Death Is Not Good to God 
 
No matter how it is perfumed or poeticized as a natural part of the “circle of life”; no 
matter how much we are rightly glad that someone has been spared further suffering; 
no matter how rightly we celebrate the good life that preceded it, the reality of death is 
still so very hard.  It means that there will be no more talking with that person or 
watching him or her live on.  No more shared meals or holidays.  No more laughing or 
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jousting together.  No more sitting in sweet silence with one another.  No more of all 
those tremendous, tiny, or trivial experiences that make up the mysterious magnificence 
of what we call Life.  
 
Do any of you remember how, back in the Star Trek days, they were always talking 
about this stuff called “Anti-Matter”?  While they never fully explained it, one thing was 
absolutely clear: If Anti-Matter came into contact with Matter, it was not good.  Well, 
Death, is Anti-Life.  And it is not good.  It breaks up relationships.  It robs people of the 
very ones they love and need.  It interrupts individuals while they’re still trying to 
contribute something.  It ravages bodies that once were toned, smooth-skinned 
children.  It destroys consciousness and personality.  It drags people through retching 
illnesses.    It stops people sometimes before they even have a shot at all these things 
for which we were made.   
 
Some people feel that this is just the way it has to be.  They reckon the Universe 
spontaneously originated itself and now it just churns on insensibly making and then 
mulching people.  Some people think there may be a God but that this God doesn’t 
particularly care about death -- that life on this planet is not all that important in the big 
scheme of things.  But the stories the Bible tells say differently.  In Genesis 2:16-17, 
God is pictured as saying to the first human beings, "You are free to eat from any tree 
in the garden; 17 but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die." The clear message is, “If you try and 
seize more for yourself than is good for you, then you will bring death upon yourself and 
I don’t want that. I don’t want you to dis-integrate from me.  I don’t want you to dis-
integrate from one another.  I don’t want you to dis-integrate back into the cosmic dust, 
again.”  “I want you to have life.”  To the God of the Bible, Death is neither natural nor 
good.  God’s heart aches for Bess Houdini, for my friend from Good Friday, for each 
and every one of you who has lost someone you love or faces with fear the prospect of 
your own sure and coming demise. 
 

God Has Done Something About It 
 
But I am here this morning to declare the good news.  And if you will hear it, if you will 
act on it, it will alter your life for the better, perhaps even for eternity.  In 1 Corinthians 
chapter 15, the Apostle Paul tells us that God chose to come to earth in the person of 
Jesus Christ to defeat death, who Paul calls “the final enemy.”  By voluntarily giving 
his life on the Cross, Jesus broke the power of sin that leads us to the dead-end of 
spiritual and physical Death.  When Jesus cried out on the Cross, “It is finished,”2 it 
was nothing like when Bess Houdini uttered those words and turned out the lamp on 
that Halloween long ago. When Jesus spoke it was not a gasp of defeat that death had 
won, but a cry of victory that he had now opened again the way of eternal life to 
humanity. 
 
In John 3:16, Jesus says: “For God so loved the world that he sent his only Son, 
that whosoever BELIEVES in me should not finally perish, but have everlasting 
life.”  In John chapter 11:25, Jesus puts it another way:  “I have the power to 
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resurrect life, and whosoever believes in me, will live again, even though their 
body dies.”  Jesus promises that one day God is going to recreate completely this 
death-ravaged world and resurrect those who have died.  Many of those people we 
feared lost forever to us will appear there and gather for a great reunion. In Luke 13:29, 
Jesus says: “People will come from east and west and north and south, and will 
take their places at the feast in the kingdom of God.”   
 
In the Book of Revelation, Jesus assures us that this table will be nothing like that dark 
and hopeless one around which poor Bess gave up hope for her husband.  Jesus says 
that for those who have put their trust in him: “There will be no more night. They will 
not need the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God will give them 
light. And they will reign for ever and ever… He will wipe every tear from their 
eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order 
of things [will have] passed away."3  
 

All For Now Before All is New 
 
The great preacher of a century ago, C.H. Spurgeon, once addressed our natural 
skepticism about such things by pointing to one of the most common technologies of his 
time.  “The electric telegraph,” he said, “would have been as hard to believe in a 
thousand years ago as the resurrection of the dead is now. Who in the days of 
packhorses would have believed in flashing a message from England to America? 
Everything is full of wonder till we are used to it, and resurrection owes the incredible 
portion of its marvel to our never having come across it in our observation--that is all. 
After the resurrection we shall regard it as a divine display of power as familiar to us as 
creation and providence now are.”4 
 
It can, frankly, be hard to believe that Victory is coming when you are still being battered 
by the Enemy.  When you’re watching people you care about falling dead… when 
you’re seeing death’s ravages in our world… when you’re feeling death’s downward 
drag in your own body… it can be hard to believe that Christ has already defeated the 
Last Enemy and that now it is only a matter of time before all things become new.   
 
During WWII an Allied plane was flying over the Nazi city of Kassel, Germany when it 
came under withering anti-aircraft fire.  At one point the crew felt a twenty-millimeter 
shell pierce the plane’s gas tank but, miraculously, there was no explosion, and the 
plane was able to land safely.  The next morning, the crew chief told the pilot, Bohn 
Fawkes, that not just one shell, but ELEVEN unexploded shells had been found in the 
plane’s gas tanks.  When the shells went to the armorers to be defused, they were 
opened up and each found to be completely empty, without an explosive charge.  Inside 
of one shell, however, there was found a carefully rolled piece of paper.  On it was 
scrawled a handwritten message:  “This is all we can do for you now.”5  
 
I don’t know why God designed a world in which the full fruits of resurrection must still 
be awaited.  I don’t know why God does not or cannot bring to us the full victory at this 
moment, ending death entirely.  But I am grateful for and I trust the message that comes 
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to us from within the empty tomb, for it contains a word of strong assurance. “This is 
what I can do for you now. This is the sign that the battle has turned.  Believe.” 
  
The great question of our time is “In what shall we believe?”  In what shall we put our 
hope and trust for victory over that which shackles or imprisons us, that which degrades 
and drags us down, that which is killing us?  Houdini put his hope in his own ingenuity, 
his own capacity to dislocate a shoulder or hide a key.  Human beings keep doing this in 
various ways.  But the Christian message is that there is no final escape unless we put 
our trust in Someone beyond us, in the One who wrestled that old Enemy from the 
Garden, onto the Cross, down to the depths of Hell, and then rose victorious from the 
grave with a personal message for his beloved.   
 
You know the word, don’t you?  “Believe,” he said to Mary who was grieving so deeply.  
“Believe,” he called to Peter who had failed him so miserably.  “Believe,” he said to the 
intellectual John.  “Believe,” he spoke to his persecutor Saul, who would become the 
Apostle Paul.  And, to the man for whom we should all be especially grateful – because 
through him, Jesus was actually speaking across history and geography directly to each 
of us:  "Because you have seen me, [Thomas], you have believed; blessed are 
those who have not seen and yet have believed." And the gospel-writer concludes 
his account with these words: “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the 
presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are 
written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by 
believing you may have life in his name.” 
 
Please pray with me… 
 
Great God, we praise you for the wonder of the love you showed for us in the darkness 
of Good Friday and the power of the life you displayed for us in the glorious light of 
Easter.  On behalf of all the disciples who meet here week-by-week, I also want to 
personally thank you, Jesus, for the many miraculous signs of your grace and power 
that you have been doing in our presence that I’ve not been able this morning to record 
in this sermon.  I simply pray with all my heart, that you have inspired in some new ones 
of us today the willingness to believe in you, and that by believing these beloved ones 
may return next week to discover more of life in your name.  Amen. 
 
                                                 
1 From Brian Mavis, Jesus Is Alive—True or False?  paranormal.about.com/library/weekly/aa103000a.htm)) 
2 John 19:30 
3 Revelation 22:5 and 21:4 
4 Charles H. Spurgeon in the Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit (Vol.18). Christianity Today, Vol. 33, no. 6. 
5 As told in Elmer Bendiner’s book, The Fall of Fortresses. 


