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WHEN GRAVITY MEETS GRACE 
Turning Points (Part 8) 

Text: John 19:38-20:18 
 

When The Leaves Have All Fallen 
 

Sometimes the very best news comes only on the heels of the worst. 
 
A woman was released from the hospital after extensive rounds of therapy had failed to 
turn back the progress of a deadly disease.  Confined to her bed at home, the woman 
received regular visits from her physician, but could not work up the courage to explain 
her illness to her six-year-old daughter.  One morning, however, the little girl overheard 
the doctor speaking gravely with her mother and father.  "I'll be frank with you, Susan" 
the physician said.  "You don't have much time.  I don’t think you’ll survive the Autumn."  
A short while later, the mother glanced out the bedroom window and saw something 
that nearly broke her heart.  She watched as her daughter stooped to pick up the leaves 
that had begun to fall in the September breeze; and then, as if to foil the force of gravity 
itself, the little girl worked to scotch-tape each leaf back on a branch.1 
 
The gravity of death must have weighed heavily upon Nicodemus too as he made his 
way among the trees of the graveyard that  Good Friday.  It seemed like only hours ago 
that Nic had been talking with Jesus.  There always seemed something so amazingly, 
indomitably, ALIVE about Jesus.  He had said that Nicodemus could come to know this 
life too, provided he was willing to be “born again”2 spiritually.   
 
For a time, Nic had dared to believe it – that there might just be a power for living larger 
than anything he and the other Pharisees had dreamed; that he, an “old” man, might 
actually re-enter springtime from the winter of his days.  But that was before he’d 
watched the man who spoke of such things die so cruelly and so quickly.  Now, as 
Nicodemus knelt on the ground, wrapping the graying corpse of Jesus for burial, it 
seemed to the old man like things were pretty much as he’d always thought they were – 
that death was a whole lot stronger than life. 
 
Joseph of Arimathea felt the gravity also.  Not so much the weight of mortality, perhaps.  
It was the gravity of fear and failure that seemed so crushing to Joe.  The Bible says 
that Joseph “was a disciple of Jesus, but secretly because he feared the [Jewish 
authorities].”  Maybe Joseph had wanted to stand up for Jesus when the crowd was 
shouting for his death.  Perhaps he’d started to follow Jesus in the first place because 
he sensed that real goodness was about a whole lot more than doing the occasional 
charitable thing or living within the limits of law.  Real faith demanded courage.   
 
But Joseph hadn’t had the courage to really go too far with Jesus.  He’d always stopped 
short of doing the radical thing for God.  He’d just been too scared of what it might cost 
him or of what the guys at the office might think.  And so he’d denied the full call of 
Christ upon his life, kept his light beneath a bushel.  And filled with remorse at his 
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failure, he finally did the one thing he could to honor Jesus in death the way he wished 
he had in life.  Joseph went to Pilate and got permission to take Christ’s body and bury 
it properly.   
 
Nicodemus and Joseph had long since done their work and left the tomb, when Mary 
Magdalene got there.  By now, it was Sunday morning.  Perhaps it was Mary who felt 
the weight of falling leaves most, and knew enough to not pretend that the mere tape of 
human wishes or last-ditch deeds could ever hold gravity back.  Jesus meant life itself 
for Mary.  He had found her when she was nothing more than a common whore and 
shown her a love of the highest kind.  He had cast from her life the evil and distortion 
that made her less than human.  He had saved her from stoning and given her reason 
to live. 
 
But now He was gone.  She came to the tomb because she had nowhere else to go.  
What IS there to do, when all that you've lived for, all that brought light into your day, is 
gone?  Only one thing.  Mary did what any of us who have ever lost our job, or a loved 
one, or our reason for living does.  She did what even nature herself does when the 
leaves are finally off the tree.  She wept.  There in the emotional winter of that 
graveyard, Mary “stood crying outside the tomb," crushed by the terrible gravity of a 
life that’s lost meaning. 
 

Fellowship of the Grave 
 
Many of us could join this fellowship of the grave.  For we too live within a world where 
gravity seems so strong.  Can any amount of cosmetics, or medications, or surgery truly 
counter the final weight of time?  Can hiding our graveyards and crematoriums, or 
locking away our elderly, deny the coming of that day when our family gets dressed up 
for church and then goes to a graveyard to lay you or me in the ground?  No, at some 
point, like Nicodemus, we all come to terms with the gravity of death. 
 
We know Joseph’s anguish too beneath the gravity of fear and failure.  We know what 
weight the opinion of our peers places on our willingness to be and do what we should.  
We know how we turn a blind eye to wrongdoing; how we only half-live our convictions; 
how we compromise our character in a million subtle ways – perhaps hoping that we’ll 
redeem ourselves by doing something really noble and courageous at the end. 
 
And like Mary, sometimes, the gravity of life’s lost meaning leaves us feeling crushed.  
In a world where loved ones are taken from us or leave us… Amidst a life where 
ostensibly religious people crucify innocents, emotionally or literally… On a planet 
where war rages on holy land and businesses collapse and towers come crashing 
down… is there anything that stands against the gravity of it all?  Is there any hope? 
 

The Turning Point 
 
Oh, yes there is!  And let me give you a mental picture of it.  I'm told that years ago, 
before the Second World War, there was a grave in Germany over which someone had 
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placed a massive granite slab.  The slab was bound to the ground with a set of iron 
chains.  And upon the great stone, some enterprising atheist had scrawled the words: 
"Not to be opened throughout eternity!"  Somehow, however, a crack developed in that 
slab. Into that crack a small acorn fell and its outer shell "died," commencing one of the 
most dependable and awesome processes in all the universe.  Today, I understand, 
visitors to that place behold an amazing sight. Amidst the broken shards of what once 
seemed an immovable slab of granite, there now grows a towering oak, rising 
inexorably against the force of gravity into the heavens above.3 
 
2000 years ago, the most beautiful leaf to ever adorn the tree of life was ripped from its 
branch by the winds of sin.  It fell to the ground and was buried.  But those who saw it 
fall did not understand that this leaf was different than the others – that it carried within it 
the seed of eternal life.  As the Apostle John puts it: "They still did not understand 
from Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead."  Even though they saw the 
graveclothes lying in the tomb like an empty acorn shell, it took a little while longer for 
the first disciples to see that there was a force at work among them that was 
unstoppable in its upward rising; a force that must, by the very design of the Creation, 
ultimately triumph over gravity; a force fully alive in Jesus Christ and still at work by his 
Holy Spirit in the world right now; a force the Bible calls GRACE. 
 
Grace is simply that aspect of God’s nature that wills and empowers the complete 
reversal of everything that crushes human life.  Grace met Mary in the graveyard and 
turned her tears over the meaninglessness of life into tears of joy and a message of 
hope.  Grace met men like Joseph and Peter and the other disciples in the midst of their 
fear and failure and turned them into the fellowship of forgiveness that overturned the 
Roman Empire.  I believe grace met old Nicodemus that day when he slid through the 
passage of death and suddenly found himself born to eternal life.   
 
Grace is God’s greatest gift and most glorious signature.  It mends marriages and heals 
hearts.  It supplies people strength to get up again when they’ve been beaten down.  It 
enables the dying and the grieving to look up beyond death with hope.  It creates the 
capacity to build something beautiful on the ashes of what hate or greed has torn down.  
There is not a grave or crushing problem we face in our world today that would not yield 
to the upward influence of God’s grace if that grace was planted firmly within it.  For, as 
the Book of Revelation reminds us, “the leaves of [God’s] tree are for the healing of 
the nations.”4 
 
But here’s the thought I want to leave you with today.  It’s where I want to turn from 
preaching to meddling.  The Apostle John once wrote: “To all who received Christ, to 
them He gave” power.5  You see it is nothing at all for God to break through stone from 
the inside and grow His glorious life from that place.  Easter makes that clear.  The hard 
part is finding an opening in the stone in which to first plant Himself.   
 
How’s the surface of your heart, your life right now?  Is it all smooth and hard, like 
polished granite?  Did you come here today, pretty sure that you’ve got it all together, 
that the world will be just fine if we all keep going as we are?  Or is your heart like the 
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little girl I spoke about at the start of this message, like those people who first came to 
the Tomb – cracked and yearning for something more?  As Easter reminds us again this 
year, God is so ready to give that we might live.  Are we ready to receive Him? 
 
Let’s pray together… 
 

O God whose grace is ever greater than gravity, you have risen from the grave 
that we might also rise above all that would crush and hinder us.  Where we have 
tried to handle the challenge of life with scotch-tape and our efforts alone, call us 
to a brighter hope.  Let today be a Turning Point for us.  Plant deep within the 
cracks of our being today the seed of your redeeming grace.  Lead us to people 
and places in days to come where that life may be watered and nurtured.  Then 
grow up in us that mighty oak which is your abundant and eternal life living 
through us.  For this we pray in the name of the Risen Lord.  Hallelujah.  Amen.  

                                                 
1 Story by Rex Humbard. 
2 John 3:1-17 
3 A. Wetherell Johnson, Created for Commitment.  See also John 12:24 
4 Revelation 22:2 
5 John 1:12 


