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An Easter Sermon 

John 20:1-29 

 

 Sometimes tragedy turns our world upside down. It can leave us dazed, confused, afraid, in 

doubt, and in grief.  

We’re certainly experiencing this in the midst of the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic! Our 

schools have been closed for almost a month. Non-essential businesses have been closed for 

more than two weeks. We can’t go out to eat in a restaurant. It’s hard not to be paranoid when 

you go to the grocery store. The residents of all but a few states in our country are under stay-at-

home orders. And in my 40 years of pastoral ministry, today is the first Easter Sunday where the 

congregation I was serving has not been able to gather together in person to celebrate and 

proclaim that “Jesus Christ is risen, He is risen indeed!” 

Our world has been turned upside down by a tiny virus that entered the human population on 

the other side of the world late last November. It has wreaked havoc on humanity, with nearly 

1.8 million cases worldwide, more than 533,000 of those in the United States, with more than 

109,000 deaths worldwide, more than 20,500 in the United States so far. 

 It was a lot like that for Jesus’ disciples that Thursday, Friday, and Saturday nearly 2,000 

years ago. The tragic betrayal and crucifixion of Jesus had turned their world upside down. 

Everything they had expected, all their hopes that He was the Messiah they were expecting—it 

was all cut off, trampled on, and torn asunder now. Jesus was dead and in the tomb. They were 

grieving, not only for their beloved Teacher, but for their dashed hopes and their now dead 

dreams. 

 

Mary at the tomb 

 It was in that grief that Mary Magdalene goes to His tomb very early on the first day of the 

week. His lifeless body has been placed there late that Friday afternoon. The Sabbath has started 

at sundown on Friday, lasting to sundown on Saturday. Because of the traditions of the elders 

and their interpretations about keeping the commandment to remember the Sabbath and keep it 

holy, she has rested on the Sabbath. 

 But before dawn on Sunday morning, the first day of the week, she makes her way to the 

tomb where Jesus’ body has been laid. When she gets there, she sees the stone rolled away. She 

turns and runs to Simon Peter and the beloved disciple (apparently John), and tells them what she 

assumes has happened: “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where 
they have put him!” (20:2).1 

 Peter and John run to the tomb. John outruns Peter, but stops at the entrance, bends over and 

looks in. He sees the linen cloths that Jesus’ body had been wrapped in lying there, but doesn’t 
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go in. When Peter arrives, he barrels on into the tomb, and sees not only the linen cloths but the 

cloth that had been around Jesus’ head. It’s folded or rolled up, and lying separate from the other 

cloths. Finally, John goes into the tomb, and something about how the cloths are arranged, and 

especially the cloth that was around His head, is a catalyst for faith for him—“He saw and 
believed,” even though “they still did not understand from Scripture that Jesus had to rise 
from the dead” (20:8-9).  

  Peter and John go back home, but Mary stays there. She’s crying. Not only has her Lord 

been crucified, now she thinks somebody has taken His body away. She stoops and looks into the 

tomb, and sees two angels dressed in white, sitting at each end of the stone slab where Jesus’ 

body had been. They ask her why she’s crying, and she answers, “They have taken my Lord 
away, and I don’t know where they have put him” (20:13). 

 And then she turns around and sees Jesus standing there. But blinded by her grief, she 

doesn’t know that it’s Jesus. He asks her, “Woman, why are you crying? Who is it you are 
looking for?” (20:15a). 

 Mary has no idea she’s talking to Jesus. She thinks He’s the gardener. She thinks he doesn’t 

want a crucified criminal buried in his respectable cemetery, so she tells him, “Sir, if you have 
carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him” (20:15). 

 And then Jesus calls her by name: “Mary” (20:16a). 

 And she recognizes Him! “Rabboni!” she cries out, which means “Teacher!” The Good 

Shepherd calls His sheep by name, and she hears His voice and knows Him (John 10: 27)! 

 Jesus tells her that rather than clinging to Him, she is to go tell His brothers (His disciples) 

that He is returning to the Father. She goes to them and announces, “I have seen the Lord!” and 

tells them what He said (20:17-18). 

 In the midst of her grief, Mary almost misses Him. But He comes to her, and calling her by 

name, He comforts Mary in her grief. 

 

The disciples behind locked doors 

 Later that evening, the disciples gather behind locked doors. They know what it is to be 

locked down from the inside. They’re locked in for fear—they’re afraid of the Jewish leaders 

who master-minded the plot to do away with Jesus. They’ve heard Mary’s story, but they have 

their doubts. After all, Luke 8:2 tells us that Jesus had cast seven demons out of her. Peter and 

John know His body is gone, but was Mary just hallucinating in her grief? 

 And then the risen Lord Jesus comes. The door is locked, but all of a sudden, there He is, 

standing in their midst! He greets them with a blessing: “Peace be with you!” (20:19). Then He 

shows them the wounds in His hands and side. They’re overjoyed when they see Him!  

In their fear, they’re hiding. But Jesus comes to His disciples and calms their fears. 

 And then Jesus blesses them again: “Peace be with you!” He tells them: “As the Father has 
sent me, I am sending you” (20:21). He breathes on them, telling them to receive the Holy 

Spirit who would both empower them and give them authority for their mission. Though they 

don’t understand everything that’s going on, Jesus commissions them to continue His mission. 

 

Thomas the skeptic 

 One of the disciples was missing that night—Thomas the Twin. He wasn’t there with the 

others. One elderly gentleman in one of my churches used point to this passage and say, “You 

never know what you might miss if you don’t come to prayer meeting!” 

 The other disciples tell him about their encounter with the risen Lord Jesus. But Thomas is a 
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realist. Remember when Jesus wanted to go to Bethany when Lazarus had died? It was Thomas 

who said to the others, “Let us also go, that we may die with him” (11:16). Being the kind of 

personality that he was, he needed evidence. He was as skeptical of the disciples’ testimony as 

they were of Mary Magdalene’s. 

 But then a week later he is with the other disciples. Again, the doors are locked. And again, 

Jesus comes and stands among them and says, “Peace be with you” (20:26). 

 When He appears to the disciples the first time, He shows them His hands and His side. Now 

He does the same for Thomas, and invites Thomas to do what He has said he will have to do to 

believe—put his finger in the nail prints and his hand in the wound from the spear in His side. 

But Thomas doesn’t need to do that now! Jesus comes to him, and he is convinced! He confesses 

Jesus as “My Lord and my God”—about as strong an affirmation of Jesus’ divinity as you’ll 

ever find!  

 

When the risen Lord Jesus comes to us 

 Jesus did all this—comforted Mary in her grief, calmed the disciples’ fear, commissioned 

them, and convinced Thomas—when He came to them. 

 And He still does the same for us. 

 Now He doesn’t usually come to us in the same way He came to them in His post-

resurrection appearances that we read about in the Gospel accounts and in 1 Corinthians 15. But 

He does still come. Through the Holy Spirit who is in us who trust in Christ, and among us as 

His people, and in us as the body of Christ, He comes. Even when we can’t gather in person 

because of the COVID-19 pandemic, He comes among us as we gather by radio broadcast or 

internet live streaming. 

 He comes to us when we are grieving or hurting or afraid. He comes to us when we are in 

doubt. He comes to us to guide us and empower us when we don’t know what we’re supposed to 

do next. 

 Sometimes we don’t recognize Him. We’re like Mary, so consumed with our 

disappointment, distress, discouragement, or disillusion that we don’t recognize Him. We think 

He’s someone else. And then when we least expect it, He calls us by name. And we know it’s 

our risen Lord Jesus! 

 Sometimes He makes His presence known in obvious ways. He comes to us in ways that we 

know it can only be the risen Lord Jesus!  

 And sometimes He comes to those around us through us as His disciples or through our 

church as the body of Christ and the family of God. 

In times past I’ve seen Him show up in some very obvious and powerful ways. Nine years 

ago this week, while I was serving as pastor of the Jonesboro Heights Baptist Church in Sanford, 

a strong EF-3 long-track tornado touched down just inside Lee County, of which Sanford is the 

county seat, and tore a path of destruction for 63 miles, all the way to north Raleigh! There were 

so many incredible stories of protection and escape that could only be described as miraculous! 

How else can you explain a strong EF-3 tornado tearing through so many neighborhoods, 

destroying so many homes and businesses, with so few serious injuries and deaths? 

It was horrible! JoAnn and I went to one of the neighborhoods where several of our church 

families lived. People were walking around almost in a daze. Houses were in shambles, some 

blown completely off their slab foundations and in ruins.  

But Christ was there. 

And He showed up for the next several weeks in yellow shirts and work clothes, as the North 
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Carolina Baptists on Mission disaster relief ministry coordinated a host of volunteers from all 

over our state and from other states out of our church facilities, much as they did here in 

Wilmington after Hurricanes Matthew and Florence! 

Since last year, we as the Temple Baptist Church have been expressing our vision as 

engaging our community with the presence of Christ and the power of His gospel. In the midst 

and the aftermath of this COVID-19 pandemic that has impacted not only our health but our 

economy, it’s more important than ever that we engage our community with the presence of the 

crucified and risen Lord Jesus Christ and that we demonstrate and proclaim His gospel by our 

works of love and our words of witness. 

Indeed, our risen Lord has come to us in so many ways in the midst of our grief and fear and 

questions! And He says to us again, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am 
sending you” (20:21).  

 

 My dear brothers and sisters, it is Easter! It’s the day of our Lord’s resurrection! He was dead 

and in the tomb. But now He’s not in the tomb. He’s alive! And He is with us through the Holy 

Spirit! 

And just as He did that first Easter, Jesus comforts, calms, commissions, and convinces us as 

He comes to us. And He sends us to proclaim and to demonstrate that good news to a hurting 

community and world. 

Jesus Christ is risen! He is risen indeed! Alleluia! Amen! 

 
 MEG 

 
1 Scripture quotations taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 


