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4.16.17 Easter      When Seeing Isn’t Believing                        John 20.1-18 

Pastor Douglas Scalise, Brewster Baptist Church 

 In the last week or so I sat with, talked to, and prayed with three different people 

from our church, Dot, Bob, and Mary Ellen who were getting ready to transition from this 

life to the life to come. All three of them died peacefully in bed after a long and full life 

with a loved one present to comfort them and keep them company. I’ve since met with 

and talked with some of their family members and will be leading services for all of them 

in the coming days. I’m familiar with issues around death and dying because it’s my 

privilege to walk with families through those situations. I spend more time in cemeteries 

and dealing with grief and loss than most people and I know that at the end of our time 

on earth, most people hope to die peacefully, preferably at home, with loved ones 

around them. Sadly that’s not the way life ends for many people. It certainly wasn’t how 

it ended for Jesus and for the countless others who tragically have died violently. 

However, I think every one of us would like to have the ability to face death with peace 

and assurance, with hope and confidence, whenever it may come for us; and our ability 

to do so is greatly impacted by what believe and how we live as a result of what we 

believe.  

 The traditional Easter story from the Gospel of John involves a death, but it’s not 

the peaceful passing of a mature person after a full life, but the awful death of a young 

man on a cross. The story takes place in a cemetery in the darkness of early morning. It 

involves three friends who are dealing with their own feelings of loss as well as trying to 

understand what they’re seeing and hearing and what it means. Listen to John 20:1-18 

  “Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came 

to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb. So she ran and 

went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and said to 

them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have 

laid him.”  Then Peter and the other disciple set out and went toward the tomb. The two 

were running together, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. 

He bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in. 

Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He saw the linen 
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wrappings lying there, and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the 

linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself. Then the other disciple, who reached 

the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed; for as yet they did not understand 

the scripture, that he must rise from the dead. Then the disciples returned to their 

homes.  

   But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into 

the tomb; and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been 

lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. They said to her, “Woman, why are 

you weeping?” She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know 

where they have laid him.” When she had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus 

standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus. Jesus said to her, “Woman, 

why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” Supposing him to be the 

gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have 

laid him, and I will take him away.” Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him 

in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). Jesus said to her, “Do not hold on to 

me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to 

them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’ ” Mary 

Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and she told 

them that he had said these things to her.”  

There’s an old saying, “Seeing is believing,” but is that really true? On the first 

Easter morning as described in the Gospel of John, Mary Magdalene sees a number of 

things that are signs of the resurrection. She sees an empty tomb (20:1-2), she sees 

two angels and talks with them (20:12-13), and she even sees Jesus (20:14-15) but 

seeing all those things didn’t immediately lead her to believe in the resurrection. Mary 

reacts in a typically human way to discovering an open tomb and a missing body– she 

assumed it was an act of robbery or vandalism and that the body had been stolen.  

 In addition to Mary, Peter and the other disciple (who we believe to be John), 

also see the empty tomb and the grave clothes lying there with no body in them. John 

believes and Peter does not. Seeing doesn’t guarantee believing even for those who 

were with Jesus and knew him best. It’s when Mary hears Jesus call her by name, 

“Mary,” that she cries out in recognition (20:16). Her recognition comes from hearing 
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the word Jesus spoke. Mary’s response demonstrates that seeing alone doesn’t 

necessarily lead directly to believing. If there’s to be faith in the resurrection it needs to 

come from something more than seeing an empty tomb.  

 Hearing is crucial to faith because John’s Gospel was written for people who 

lived after Jesus had been physically present so hearing was more vital to coming to 

faith than seeing. Mary Magdalene is the pattern for Christians in later generations 

including ourselves who come to know Christ on the basis of what we hear rather than 

on the basis of physically seeing him. One outcome of the resurrection story is that it 

leads us to be humble about our own believing. Mary, Peter, and John all saw the 

empty tomb and they all had a different response. There’s an element of mystery and 

humility that are a part of believing.  

 Nearly 2,000 years later, those of us who profess faith in Christ as risen from the 

dead shouldn’t be prideful or surprised that many people find the resurrection of Jesus 

difficult to believe. It was difficult for those who knew Jesus personally and who walked 

and ate and served with him to believe it. Others who heard Jesus speak and saw him 

in the flesh, didn’t believe he had been raised from the dead. Sometimes a person will 

say to me with longing that I can relate to and appreciate, “I wish I lived in Galilee or 

Jerusalem and saw and heard Jesus for myself because then I wouldn’t have any 

doubts and it would be easy to believe.” The Gospels remind us, however, that being 

present in Palestine at the time of Jesus didn’t guarantee anyone would believe Jesus 

was who he claimed to be nor did it ensure that people would actually try to live their 

lives the way Jesus teaches us to live. Many people, who personally saw Jesus 

dismissed him, criticized him, opposed him, and even supported his condemnation.  

 Perhaps what we see or even what we hear isn’t as important as the receptivity 

or the character of the person seeing and hearing. Are we humble and open to wonder 

and mystery and things we can’t fully explain or understand, such as the resurrection? 

Or is it possible that our self-assurance or lack of openness and receptivity are blinding 

us to what is possible and even to how God is acting in our life right at the present 

moment? One can debate if it’s seeing and hearing that lead to believing, or if how we 
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see and hear leads us to believe and to interpret and understand life one way and not 

another.  

 This past week the trailer for the next film in the Star Wars saga, The Last Jedi 

was released. It’s hard for me to believe that the original Star Wars movie came out 

forty years ago. In the original film, there’s a scene in which Han Solo, Luke Skywalker, 

and Jedi Master Obi Wan Kenobi are discussing the ways of The Force as Luke is 

training with his lightsaber and a laser remote aboard the Millennium Falcon. Han: 

Hokey religions and ancient weapons are no match for a good blaster at your side, kid. 

Luke: You don't believe in the Force, do you? 

Han: Kid, I've flown from one side of this galaxy to the other. I've seen a lot of strange 

stuff, but I've never seen anything to make me believe there's one all-powerful Force 

controlling everything. There's no mystical energy field that controls my destiny. 

Anyway, it's all a lot of simple tricks and nonsense. 

Obi-Wan: [gets up and takes a blast helmet] I suggest you try it again, Luke. Only this 

time, let go your conscious self and act on instinct. [puts the helmet on Luke, which 

covers his eyes] 

Luke: But with the blast shield down, I can't even see! How am I supposed to fight? 

Obi-Wan: Your eyes can deceive you. Don't trust them. 

 Han Solo who is skeptical and doubting, Luke a novice, apprentice learner, and 

Obi Wan a mature believer who practices the ways of the Force demonstrate three 

different responses to the Force. Mary Magdalene for whom hearing is more important 

than seeing, Peter who is slow to believe, and John who is quick to faith demonstrate 

three different responses on the first Easter morning. In both the movie and the Gospel, 

it’s the combination of what is seen and heard interacting with the character of the 

individual that leads to believing or to doubting.  

 What Mary Magdalene, Peter, and John saw, heard, and believed led them to 

totally re-structure their lives and to give themselves to the way of love, joy, and peace 
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that Jesus taught and embodied. What they believed enabled them to live with love, joy, 

and purpose and when their time came to face death they did so with faith, confidence, 

hope, and peace. What difference does our seeing, hearing, and believing make in our 

life?  

 Whichever of these characters we relate to or identify with the most, hopefully we 

can recognize the intertwined nature of seeing, hearing, and believing. Like a rope 

made of three cords, it can be hard to identify which comes first for any of us, but I pray 

that we can cultivate a spirit and attitude of receptivity and openness to seeing and 

hearing the presence of the God in our lives and in the world this Easter season. 

 Resurrection isn't cheap; it's costly and painful. Hope isn't sentimental; it's won 

through great sacrifice. On Thursday evening in this sanctuary we heard the account of 

Jesus’ trial before the political and religious leaders in Jerusalem who had no concern 

for justice or truth but sought only to preserve their power. On Good Friday we 

remembered Jesus death on the cross at the hands of the empire. When Jesus was 

hanging on the cross, the skeptics and critics mocked him and in effect said, “If you’re 

the Son of God, why don’t you come down from that cross? Why don’t you come down 

and show that you’re really who you claim to be?” Jesus had something more 

impressive planned. He essentially said, “I’m going to let you bury me for three days, 

then I’ll come back to prove I am who I am.” In a sense, Jesus Christ is still on trial. He’s 

on trial in the heart and mind of every person as each of us considers whether or not we 

will acknowledge him as the Son of God, the Savior of the world. 

 What’s your verdict? On Easter each of us is encouraged to ponder our answer 

to the question, Is Jesus who he says he is? And, if he is who he says he is, when are 

you going to start following what he says to do with your life?  

 The apostle Paul wrote in Romans 10 that faith comes by hearing. “If you 

confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him 

from the dead, you will be saved. For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; 

the same Lord is Lord of all and is generous to all who call on him. For, “Everyone who 
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calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” So faith comes from what is heard, and 

what is heard comes through the word of Christ.”   

 One final thought, once Mary hears Jesus call her by name, she wants to 

embrace him and hold the moment as long as possible. But even the greatest possible 

moments in life are exactly that – moments, they don’t last forever. Jesus said to her, 

“Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my 

brothers and say to them…” Our task is not to hold on to a great spiritual moment, but 

to go and tell the good news that Jesus is risen and death is defeated. The greatest gift 

you can give someone else is to go and tell them about the God who loves them.  

 We won’t see the signs of the resurrection that Mary saw - an empty tomb, 

abandoned grave cloths, and most likely we won’t be spoken to by a couple of angels or 

even the risen Christ. Today the greatest signs of the reality and validity of Easter’s 

resurrection message are the lives of those who have heard the good news and 

responded in faith by acting like a follower of Jesus. Each person by the love, kindness, 

and faithful service we share in Jesus name by the power of the Spirit of God at work in 

our lives, bears witness each day that Christ Jesus has risen and that he lives in our 

hearts and in our lives. Through trusting and believing in Jesus we can live with love, 

hope, and joy, and we can face death with peace, confidence and without fear. 

 Right where you sit can put your trust in Jesus. Believe that he teaches us how to 

live fully with love and joy, that he died for you on the cross. Trust him to forgive you of 

your sins. As soon as you do this you’re adopted into the family of God and enter into a 

personal relationship with the God of the universe. If you’re trusting in Jesus today you 

can express your newfound faith in Christ by simply repeating these words in your heart 

to God, “Dear God, thank you so much for sending your Son to teach me how to live, to 

die in my place for my sins. I believe Jesus died on the cross, was buried and rose 

again.  I trust in him to forgive me for all of my sins. I receive the gift of eternal life 

through faith right now.”  

 Remember that this prayer doesn’t save us, but our faith in Jesus does. 
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Questions for Discussion or Reflection 

1. What emotion do you most associate with Easter? Why?  

2. Mary comes to Jesus’ tomb weighed down by grief. How do you think that impacted 

her initial response to what she found and saw?  

3. Mary, John, and Peter all see certain things on that first Easter morning, yet they 

have different responses to what they see; how do their reactions reflect different ways 

that people still respond to Jesus and the news of his crucifixion and resurrection?  

4. In John’s account of the resurrection how would you describe the role of hearing 

compared to seeing? Are there times in your life when you’ve failed to “see” God even 

when God was close?  

5. All of us eventually face death, loss, and grief. Where is despair turning to hope in 

your life?  

6. Who needs to hear your story of Easter joy? 

 

  

 


