03-23-08 Easter Sunday
“The Heavenly Gardener”

John 20:1-18

Introduction:

I.
The First Assumption about the Missing Lord vv. 1-10
A.
The Empty Heart (vv. 1-2)
-early, while it was still dark…the word that John used for “early” is the same word that describes the fourth watch of the night from 3 am – 6 am

-Mary Magdalene came earlier than the other women on that Sunday morning

-she and a few other women had watched Jesus die on the cross and were witnesses to the hasty burial preparations done by Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus

-they decided to purchase proper burial spices at sundown on Saturday night to properly prepare the body of Jesus 

-she comes to the tomb before daybreak probably with a torch to light her way; and then she sees from a distance the large, round flat cartwheel-like stone rolled out of its slot which had covered the entrance to the tomb

-out of shock and horror she doesn’t even look into the tomb but immediately heads back to where Peter and John were staying
-she tells them this: “They have taken away the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid Him”

-notice a couple of things in her statement: first of all, she still refers to Jesus as her Lord, even though she believed He was dead

-she owed her very life to Jesus; He had cast seven demons out of her at some point within the last three years; her very life was a testimony of Jesus’ healing power

-it would be tragic enough to have been possessed by one demon or two demons—but seven demons ravaging through your body and affecting your mind and life!

-she was forever grateful and expressed that honor by being one of the last to see Jesus even after His death and then entombed; now she would be the first to see Him risen from the dead

Luk 7:47 NKJV  Therefore I say to you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much. But to whom little is forgiven, the same loves little."
-but the second observation here is that she jumped to a conclusion based upon circumstantial evidence; she hadn’t examined the inside of the tomb to see if in fact the body had been moved

-she brought back a report that was based upon assumption and circumstantial evidence

-how often we still do that with the Lord in things that take place in our own lives!

-we can tend to take what looks like the end—death—in our circumstances and make wrong assumptions about how God dropped the ball on us or didn’t rescue us

-but have we looked into the empty tomb? Have we gone back to what He has already told us through His word about how He’s working in the midst of it all?

-do we default to our own opinion based upon assumption and circumstantial evidence rather than trusting His faithfulness?

-God is faithful to His word; and His promises toward us are sure

-may we hold back from assuming the worst and take the time to examine further the word of truth He has already spoken to us
-read the Old Man with the Beautiful Horse
B.
The Empty Tomb (vv. 3-10)
-as Peter and John run to the tomb, Mary makes her way slowly back to the tomb, probably consumed with grief upon grief
-not only had they crucified her Lord, He hadn’t been properly wrapped in the right burial spices; and now to make matters completely desperate, the Jewish leaders or grave robbers had stolen His body out of the tomb!

-Peter and John don’t hesitate to look right into the tomb and examine the evidence
-they felt compelled to enter the tomb and take a closer look even though it made them ceremonially unclean for the day according to Jewish law
- they were expecting to see an empty tomb with no grave clothes; but what they saw really set them back

-they saw the linen burial cloths Joseph and Nicodemus had wrapped Him in lying there empty probably in the exact spot and formation where the body had been

-it would have been reasonable to assume that if the body had been stolen away, all the linen clothes would have been wadded up in a corner off to the side

-the handkerchief that had been around His head was folded together in a place by itself

-but they don’t see any angels there, just the empty grave clothes

-Peter and John leave the tomb after examining the empty grave clothes and then head back to their home in Jerusalem
-John mentions that he for one believed when he beheld the empty grave clothes
-Jesus had told them on many occasions during the last few months that He would be crucified and rise again on the third day
-but although the disciples had heard what He said, they didn’t (or couldn’t?) internalize that reality; although John believed when he took a closer look, it appears from the rest of the accounts that Peter still doubted
-actually according to Luke’s gospel Jesus made a special appearance to Peter that same day before He made a surprise visit to all the disciples in the evening
II.
The First Appearance of the Risen Lord vv. 11-18

A.
The Heavenly Messengers (vv. 11-13)
-it was after Peter and John leave the tomb that Mary made her way back to the tomb and the whole scene just overwhelmed her once again

-after weeping for a bit she musters up the courage to actually look inside the tomb
-it was then that she saw two angels in white sitting, one at the head and the other at the feet, where the body of Jesus had lain.
-this scene actually reminds me of the ark of the covenant, where you have two cherubim at each end of the mercy seat; it was above that mercy seat where the shekinah presence of the Lord God was manifested before the high priest

-but here the two angels were sitting, not standing; why? Because the risen Lord wasn’t there in the tomb

-listen to what they said to Mary: “Woman, why are you weeping?”; Why did they say this? Could it have been to help Mary lift her focus on to the promises of Jesus? 
-notice that she didn’t accuse them of stealing the body; she said to them, “Because they have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid Him.”

-she was sticking to her story even before the angels; but she missed the reason for the question; the question was meant to correct her focus
-but all she could see was what had been taken away from her unjustly, unfairly, cruelly 
-what she needed to see was what John saw: not only was the tomb empty, but the grave clothes were empty as well!

-sometimes we can be so focused on what is missing in our lives that we don’t see what God is doing right in front of us, even if angels were sent to tell us 
-what is it that is going on right now in your life that you are sure is dead? God is still at work doing according to His long-range plan for your life
B.
The Heavenly Gardener (vv. 14-18)
-as she turned herself about she saw a man standing behind her outside the tomb
-it was Jesus but she didn’t recognize Him at this point; she thought he was the caretaker of the garden
-it is interesting that she was able to recognize angels but not her risen Lord

-it is sometimes difficult to recognize the Lord in the midst of deep grief and tragedy

-all we can see is what has been destroyed, what has been broken down, what has fallen apart; and in our grief and broken dreams we tend not to recognize the hand of the Lord at work

-Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you seeking?”; this was to help her move focus off of what she had lost, and get it locked in on what she had just gained

-even at those words she still doesn’t recognize her Lord voice; her answer to Jesus is almost amusing: “Sir, if You have carried Him away, tell me where You have laid Him, and I will take Him away.” 

-she actually is accusing Him of this injustice; in her grief she says that she’ll take Him away, which would have been nigh unto impossible physically for her
-remember that Jesus’ body had been wrapped with 100 lb. of burial spices in addition to the weight of the body

-how often we also can accuse the Lord of not stepping in to take care of something and then we think we can take over and handle things ourselves!

-but Mary missed the question, “Whom are you seeking?”

-Mary was focused on the dead body; Jesus wanted her focus to be on the living Lord

-Finally Jesus calls out her name, and suddenly she recognizes that familiar tone
-suddenly her eyes are opened and she recognizes her Lord and calls out, Rabboni! (My Master – Aramaic)
-apparently she latches onto Him at that saying wanting to never let Him get out of her sight ever again

-but Jesus needed to correct her focus yet again; He understood her reaction; He had compassion on her grief and sorrow; but she needed a new direction and focus

-He told her not to cling to Him; He had not yet ascended to the Father

-I believe that Jesus was instructing Mary that she now needed to let go of the security of His personal bodily presence
-she needed to be open to a new kind of relationship with Him, one that was based upon His word and the power of the Holy Spirit

-then Jesus gave her the first commission recorded after His resurrection: “…Go to My brethren and say to them, ‘I am ascending to My Father and your Father, and to My God and your God.’”

-the message of the church from this point on was to focus on the risen Lord, not the crucifixion of the Lord
-yes, the crucifixion paid the price for our redemption; but the resurrection was our receipt of that redemption, marked PAID IN FULL

-Mary’s life had changed dramatically since she had encountered Jesus; He had cast out seven devils from her; it had been such a terrible life of sin and destruction

-she knew all too well the depth of depravity and pain; so this full grace and forgiveness and healing gained from her Lord caused her to love Him more intently 

-the crucifixion scene must have really rocked her world; but still she sought to honor her Lord even though she didn’t have a complete understanding on what He was doing

-but now she had her Lord forever; He truly would never leave her nor forsake her
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