
Sermon – John 20:1-18 – Easter Sunday – April 4th, 2021 

Certain Hope for Uncertain Times 

When everything shut down a little over a year ago because of the pandemic, how many of you really thought this 

pandemic would last this long?  When we initially shut down our school, we told families, it was just a two week shut 

down. That got extended a couple more weeks.  Then we finally said, we would go virtual the rest of the school year. I 

remember thinking, “After the summer is over, this will all be over with.  We won’t have to be wearing masks anymore.”  I 

remember thinking, there is no way this is going to go until Christmas.  I remember thinking, I’ll go to Menards when the 

mask mandate goes away.  I remember thinking, “Once the vaccine is here, everything will go back to normal.”  We still 

aren’t there yet. I just remember this past year, being very optimistic with a hope that things were going to go back to 

normal.  And over and over again, I was left disappointed.   

But we can’t look at this past year as an anomaly, as if this is the first time that hope left us disappointed. Every year of 

our lives there have been plenty of moments when our hopes were dashed. You had hope that your cancer wouldn’t come 

back. You had hope that your marriage would get better.  You had hope that problems with your children would take care 

of itself. You had hope that your problems at work would go away.  Any psychologist will tell you about the importance of 

hope for individuals.  Here is the human conundrum: We desperately need hope, but hope constantly disappoints us. That 

is, until Easter happened.  Today as we pour over this section in John, words that many of you know well, I want you to 

think about how hope changed, from uncertainty to certainty.  Through what happened here on easter we have one hope 

that will never disappoint us.  

So look at that first section again.  “Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the 

tomb.”  Why did she go to the tomb?  To wait for Jesus to rise from the dead like he said he would do? No, she didn’t 

have any hope that would happen.  Just the opposite. She came with burial supplies with every intention to finish the job 

that was rushed a few days earlier. The thought wasn’t even in her mind that he would be alive.  She expected to see him 

dead.  

The disciples didn’t have any hope that he would rise from the dead either.  After Mary saw that Jesus wasn’t in the tomb, 

she ran back to Peter and John and told them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they 

have put him!” And they didn’t respond by saying, “Well, he did say he was going to rise from the dead.  You owe me $20 

bucks. I told you so.”  No.  There wasn’t even a glimmer of hope that this would happen.  Instead, they ran to the tomb to 

figure out what was going on.   

When Elvis Presley died at the age of 42, a lot of people believed he was still alive.  For the last 4 decades there are still 

some who talk about Elvis sightings.  People didn’t believe it when James Dean died in 1955 and there were some who 

insisted that Micheal Jackson also was not dead when he died. But there wasn’t a single soul who thought that Jesus 

would come back to life.  There wasn’t even a small crew of his closest followers crossing their fingers outside of the tomb 

on easter morning. They saw the crucifixion. They knew the Romans were good at killing people.   

Hope, it seems has its limitations. People will hope for just about anything in this world. You can hope that your spouse’s 

sickness isn’t that bad.  You can hope that if the sickness is bad that your spouse will still get better.  You can even hope 

for a miracle when the doctors tell you that there is nothing more they can do.  But when a person dies and time of death 

is called, that’s when hope dies. That’s when you have to face reality. That’s when hope leaves us disappointed.  And that 

is what Jesus changed on Easter.   

When we place our hope in anything in this world, there is a chance that we may be disappointed.  Hope has always been 

connected with that idea of chance.  But death always killed hope.  Death always took away any chance.  That’s the way 

death was designed. Back in the garden of Eden, when Adam and Eve sinned and God told them what the consequences 

of sin would be – there would be pain, work would become work, but then he said, from dust you are, and to dust you will 

return.  People would die.  Hope would end.  We would be separated from God for an eternity in hell.  Suffering that 

doesn’t end: that’s what sin does.  I remember hearing a former professor of mine talking about hell by saying, that’s the 

place where there is no hope of hope.   

But on that day that Adam and Eve sinned, he introduced to the world a different kind of hope.  A certain hope.  God 

promised that he was going to send someone to save this world, and undo what Satan did.  There wasn’t a possibility that 

he would come.  There were no odds attached to what God said in the garden.  This hope was certain. This hope was a 

promise.  It would simply be a matter of time.  God’s simple plan is to remove us from a world where hope always 

disappoints, and put us into a world where hope is certain.  



For the first time in the lives of the disciples and Mary, they started to experience this new kind of hope.  Notice the details 

of what happens when Peter and John reach the tomb.  It says, “Then Simon Peter came along behind him and went 

straight into the tomb. He saw the strips of linen lying there, 7 as well as the cloth that had been wrapped around Jesus’ 

head. The cloth was still lying in its place, separate from the linen.” (vs. 6-7) Do you understand why they added those 

details?  If you are going to steal a body, you don’t unwrap the body first.  You don’t fold up the linens carefully and place 

them back where the body was lying. So, they were looking at it as one would look at a crime scene, noticing the specific 

details. As John looked in, it says, “He saw and believed.”  Now this is John who is writing this book, so he is giving a 

personal testimony to what he saw on that day, and the moment where he changed from no hope to certain hope.   

January of last year, I got a phone call from a guy by the name of Ron.  He wasn’t a member of our church or any church, 

but he said he wanted to meet with a pastor.  So I went to his place on the south side of lacrosse. He lived in a small 

trailer with a roommate.  It was probably one of the shadier homes I’ve ever walked into. Looking back, it probably would 

have been smart to bring someone with me, because I had no idea what I was walking into. It turned out that he was 

sincerely looking to talk to a pastor. He told me that he hadn’t stepped foot in a church for probably 30 or 40 years.  The 

only reason he called me was because he had been baptized in a lutheran church years ago.  So he thought he would 

start there.  He found out that he was going to die soon.  He struggled with alcohol for the majority of his life.  He admitted 

that he still drank often.  His liver was failing. Cancer was spreading.  He didn’t have much time.  I asked him, “If you died 

today, do you think you would go to heaven?  Immediately tear came to his eyes as he said back, “I hope so.”  There was 

no certainty in that hope.  There was lots of doubt.  He talked about how he thought deep down inside he was a good 

person who always tried, but he also admitted that there were many times in his life that he let others down.   

We know how when we put hope in anything in this world it will disappoint us.  But that is also true when it comes to 

putting hope in ourselves as we contemplate our eternal destiny.  God demands perfection, not hopeless efforts of being 

in the upper 50th percentile of good people in this world. It wasn’t that there was a chance or a possibility of going to hell. 

There was no hope at all of escaping hell.  Christ came because our efforts were hopeless. God’s plan was to use the one 

thing that was supposed to keep us away from all hope – death – and use it for our advantage.  So he had to live his life in 

our place as a substitute. But he was different than us in that he never once sinned. He was perfect and holy in every 

way, unlike us.  He lived his life looking forward to the day when he could die on the cross, because that’s where he was 

going to give to us, credit to us, his perfect life.  At the same time, we needed someone who would bear the punishment 

for our sins.  On the cross Christ received the punishment for our sins that we deserve. He suffered that hell for our sins.  

On Easter Sunday he proved that he made that switch. He transferred his holiness to you and his sins on himself.  On 

Easter Sunday he proved to us that he defeated death so thoroughly that he changed death from the doorway to eternal 

hopelessness, to the doorway that takes us to a place where hope will never disappoint us again.  

So after I explained all of this to Ron, I put another question in front of him.  On the day you die, do you want to be judged 

by your life and how good you were, or would you rather be judged by Christ’s life?  All the sudden, you could see by the 

look in his face that hope changed. There were a lot of uncertainties in his life, but there was now one thing that he was 

certain of – That when he died he would be with the Lord. He decided that day that he wanted to keep meeting and learn 

more about this.  He wanted to take the starting point class.  We had one more lesson.  The week after that he called me 

from the hospital and said he would have to cancel our next bible study.  He said he hoped he would get out soon so we 

could have another bible study.  He died a couple of days later.   

Friends, that is not a sad story.  This was a man who had a lot of uncertainties in his life.  But he died with one certainty, 

and that’s all that mattered.  We are no different than Ron.  We may not be on our death bed, but our life is full of 

uncertainties.  Just like Ron we have a lot of experience with hopes that left us disappointed. But on Easter Christ gives 

us one certainty and that makes all the difference.  That on the day you die, you will leave this world of uncertainty, and 

enter into a world where you will never be disappointed again.   

That certain hope of heaven and the resurrection doesn’t just affect us one day. It changes our entire purpose and attitude 

on life now no matter how many disappointments we face.  Look at what happened to Mary Magdalene at the very end of 

our lesson. She had seen Jesus at the tomb with her own eyes.  She talked with him. She hugged him.  She probably 

poked him a few times to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating.  Then our lesson ends by saying, “Mary Magdalene went to 

the disciples with the news: “I have seen the Lord!” And she told them that he had said these things to her” (vs. 18).  You 

can sense her joy. Her life would be changed forever.  Her purpose and attitude about life changed because she was no 

longer living for this life but for the next.  You view covid or cancer differently when you know that no matter what happens 

you will live forever in heaven. The other disappointments that we face in life aren’t as tragic when we remember that our 

greatest problem was solved in Christ.  In these uncertain times we have one certain hope.  That makes all the difference.  

Amen.  


