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Helmut Thielicke once wrote in an Easter sermon
“The accounts of the resurrection are a moment of
the indirect and discreet way in which the Bible
indicates an event that it really cannot describe in
words. For obviously one cannot speak of resurrec-
tion as one would describe a business set back or
and ordinary historical event. What takes place
around this tomb is all bathed in an indirect and
puzzling light.” The resurrection stories we find in
the gospels are filled with mystery that is “bathed in
indirect and puzzling light.” They are stories that
are filled with as many questions as there are an-
swers. They are stories of an event so marvelous
and spectacular that its description is different in all
four gospels. What we can know for sure is what
happened previous to the moment of resurrection
and what happened afterward. The moment of res-
urrection transforms the lives of those involved and
it forever transforms the world in which we live.

The more | read the stories of Jesus resurrection in
the gospels that more | am struck by the fact that
there is more uncertainty in the stories than there is
certainty. In fact, the one thing we can say for cer-
tain is Jesus is alive when once he was dead and
beyond that the others involved are filled with un-
certainty.

If we look at John’s account we find several state-
ments of uncertainty. Mary sees the empty tomb
and her first thought is not resurrection but grave
robbing. She runs to Simon Peter and John to tell
them that “they have taken the Lord out of the
tomb, and we don’t know where they have put
him!” They, whoever they are, the Roman Guards
or the Jewish religious leaders, someone has moved
the body according to Mary. Her mind is filled
with the uncertainty of that which should have been
certain. What she knew for certain that day was
that Jesus was dead and that Jesus’ body had been
laid in that particular tomb for she had followed
Joseph of Arimethea to the tomb to see where he
had been placed. Now the body was gone and there
was uncertainty.

Peter and John run to the tomb to see and dis-
cover the body is gone as well. Although John
claims to have believed once he saw the empty
tomb, we are not sure what the term means.
Some suggest it means he believed in the resur-
rection and others say it means he believed Mary.
The next comment may give us a sense of the
previous verse because John writes an aside that
“they did not yet understand from Scripture that
Jesus had to rise from the dead.” Mary is looking
for a body and the disciples do not understand...
uncertainty.

Later in John’s account we have the story of Tho-
mas who misses the first encounter with Jesus
and the disciples and his refusal to believe until
he sees it for himself. Again there is the sense of
uncertainty on Thomas’ part even when he has
heard the story of the others. The other gospels
also have this theme. In Luke we are told the
Peter leaves the empty tomb wondering what has
occurred. The women throughout the stories,
whether it is hearing Jesus’ words or angel’s
words, are afraid more than any other emotion.

These are the emotions which emerge from the
resurrection stories. There is fear, uncertainty,
anxiety, despair, and bewilderment. Are these
not the same emotions that fill our lives in times
of uncertainty? We live in uncertain times
whether it is economically, politically, person-
ally, culturally or even sometimes spiritually.
Sometimes it feels as the world is spinning too
fast and God is too slow and our faith is anti-
guated and unable to grasp the mystery of living
in this moment and time. What we long for is
something certain. We desire something or
someone that we can count on and will be our
very rock and foundation for our future.

It is interesting that the disciples and the women
in the resurrection stories were uncertain about
the very things that cause us such angst. They
were uncertain about their past. This might
sound odd because if you pass through an event



surely you knew what happened. Yet, that is not always
true. There are many moments that we pass through and
experience that leaves us wondering what happened.
What was that moment in life about? Does this experi-
ence have more meaning for me than just another daily
event? Our past can leave us with as many questions as
our future and sometimes more.

The disciples and the women had to be uncertain about
what had happened. They had followed Jesus these sev-
eral years, seen him work his miracles, heard him teach
and preach about the Kingdom and God and now it was
over. It was over in what must have seemed like a
whirlwind week. How could everything go so wrong in
such a short time? Those kinds of moments can leave
you with in fear, despair and bewilderment. These are
the exact emotions which are expressed here in John 20.

Our past can surely leave us with uncertainty. Although
we have experienced the events we are still left with
questions. What does it mean that | lost my job? What
does it mean that my loved one passed away? What
does it mean that this relationship has been strained?
What does it mean that | have passed through a time of
illness? What does it mean that God seems to be silent
in my life right now? Can I say anything is certain?

Those moments of our past can leave us fearful for the
future. Those kinds of moments can leave us living with
regret and shame in the present. Dr. Cleo McClure of
Princeton University once said in a lecture “We all live
in haunted houses. There are some skeletons in every-
one’s closet rattling around.”

It is true we have all live in haunted houses. We all are
haunted by our past in one form or another and whether
it is the uncertainty of what it means or the uncertainty
of one day having our past come to light our past fills
our hearts with uncertainty.

John Maxwell suggests in his book Today Matters that
our past can cause us to exaggerate our accomplish-
ments, live only in the dreams of our future, or dwell
bound by our failures. If we choose to live today and
tomorrow filled with only the mystery of the past we
will never really live. Our past is filled with uncertainty
and if we remain lost in this uncertainty we will remain
afraid, bewildered and anxious.

Those at the resurrection were also uncertain about the
present. Mary’s response is “we don’t know where they
have put him.” The cross still does not make sense and
now another event that causes questions. John and Peter
we are told did not understand that according to the
scripture Jesus must rise from the dead. They must have
been asking the questions of what now? We all have

those days that seem to go from bad to worse. Just when
we are up to our eyeballs in the demands of work there
is a call from a family member with an urgent request.
Just when we think we can do no more, more is de-
manded of us. Just when we think this is all I can take
the world laughs at us and hands us another obstacle.

I can remember when our children were little and we
took Tyler and Jordan to Disney World. We always
thought Tyler was bigger than he really was and | was
determined to make him ride Space Mountain. He was
tall enough. As got into our seats he sat down in front of
me with his grandfather and me and my brother in law
climbed into the seat behind them. Tyler was getting
more and more nervous as was |. Tyler did not want to
show his fear to his Dad but as we started off on the
roller coaster into the dark | just heard him yell to me “I
don’t like this!”

That is how we feel some days. Get us off this thing!
Someone call a penalty for life piling on. Those mo-
ments can fill us with an anxious uncertainty of what
now! So it was for the disciples and the women that day
at the empty tomb.

Of course they were uncertain about the future. Their
future had been certain only a few days before. Many of
them had left certain futures as fishermen, businessmen,
disciples of John, wives and sisters in villages where
there was security to follow Jesus. Yet, Jesus seemed to
offer them more certainty that those situations. Yet,
now that was all gone or at least it seemed that way on
Sunday morning. The plans they had made. The way
they had dreamed things would be when the Kingdom
came. All of their jockeying for position in the Jesus’
pecking order seemed silly now. Their future was so
uncertain that the disciples, except for John, had run
away into the night and were hiding in that upper room.

Let’s admit it that our future is if anything uncertain.
We can make our plans, we can have our dreams, we
can do everything we know to do to make our future
certain but the one thing we learn as we age is that life
always has some surprises that causes us to realize that
in the future there is uncertainty.

We discover our lives this Easter morning is not much
different than the lives of those who were present that
first Eater morning. They are filled with uncertainty
about the past, present and future. Yet, there is an event
that occurs which transcends their uncertainty. There is
a certainty that comes to their lives that makes the uncer-
tainty pale in comparison. Is it the empty tomb? Not
really. They all see the empty tomb and still are asking
questions and wondering. Is it seeing the grave clothes?
Not really. They see the grave clothes and still are



afraid? What is it that changes everything? It is an
encounter with the living Jesus. You see it is not the
facts but it is the Truth that changes their lives.

In his book, A Hunger for Meaning, Calvin Miller de-
scribes the difference between facts and truth. He
writes “Two plus two equals fact, but truth is too grand
a word to use when we speak of common addition.
Truth is elusive; fact is blatant. Truth is amorphous;
fact is defined. Truth is prone to be quiet and reflective
while fact is often loud. Truth is the fear of the astro-
naut; fact is the escape mechanism.” The facts on
Easter were an empty tomb, a missing body, folded
grave clothes and an echo of a promise from Jesus.
The truth was a living Christ. It was their encounter
with the Truth that gave certainty to all of their uncer-
tainty.

It was the moment Jesus said “Mary” that Mary experi-
enced the resurrection. It was Jesus coming through
their closed door of fear and bewilderment and being in
their midst and speaking peace that became the trans-
forming moment for the disciples. It was Jesus saying
to Thomas to effect touch my hands and my side...go
ahead touch them so that you might believe. It was the
personal encounter with the living Jesus that brought
them peace to their anxiety, hope to their despair,
meaning to their questions and confidence to their fear.

Here is what | find the most interesting about the story.
There was still a lot of uncertainty remaining even after
the encounter with Jesus. To be sure there is a change
but not everything had changed. Jesus is alive but there
is still uncertainty. Although Jesus was alive this was
not a back to the future moment. The certainty of the
future and present was not found in a return to the way
things used to be. Sometimes we think that the only
way to control the future is to stay living in the past
where we are comfortable. Jesus is back but things
have changed. He is going to the Father and he is not
staying around. There are still the questions of what
they are to do now and what the future will be like.
What | want us to understand is that the resurrection
did not erase all of the uncertainty it just gave us the
certainty of a living Jesus with which to face uncer-
tainty.

A living personal relationship with Jesus is the only
way to give us certainty in the midst of uncertain times.
With the certainty of a living Jesus then we look at our

past and all of sudden meaning and purpose become
evident where once there was nothing but lack of un-
derstanding. With the certainty of a relationship with
the living Jesus the present which would send us into a
spin become moments where we have a peace and joy
in our hearts even as we pass through troubled times.

With the certainty of a relationship with the living Je-
sus we do not fear the future. We can fact tomorrow
with confidence for as Paul would write 1 know whom |
have believed in and | am persuaded that he is able to
keep that which | have committed to him against that
day.

Max Lucado asks the question of why John stuck around
till Sunday. Others had deserted Jesus. There was no
real reason to stay through till Sunday. He had seen the
events of the death. He alone of the 12 had witnessed
the crucifixion. Maybe he stayed to care for Jesus’
Mother Mary as he had been instructed. Maybe he
stayed because it was the Sabbath and he would not
travel on the Sabbath. Yet, Lucado suggested that he
stayed for the very reason the woman stayed and pre-
pared to anoint the body. They all stayed around be-
tween the crucifixion and that Sunday morning because
they were in a relationship with Jesus. This was not just
another prophet, healer and teacher it was their friend.
They had shared life with Jesus and so out of love and
because of relationship they stayed. Lucado comments
on this thought by suggesting the John had the habit of
staying close to Jesus whether it was in Gethsemane or
at the cross. He was also quick to go to the tomb. Did
he understand it all when he went to the tomb? No, but
he went anyway. He stayed near Jesus long enough to
see God work. Then Lucado writes:

When it’s Saturday in your life, how do you react?
When you are somewhere between yesterday’s tragedy
And tomorrow’s triumph, what would you do?

Do you leave God- or do you linger near him?

John chose to linger. And because he did on Saturday
He was around on Sunday to see the miracle.

A young man asked his pastor “I want to know what
really matters! Don’t give me the flowery words of re-
ligion. Tell me from all of the pages of the Bible what
really matters. The pastor thought to himself for a few
moments and then said here it is from Paul’s words in 1
Corinthians 15:

I delivered to you that of first importance what | also
received, that Christ died for our sins in accordance to
scriptures. That he was buried, that he was raised on
the third day in accordance to scriptures and that he
appeared to Peter and the twelve.

That’s it! That is the heart of the gospel. That is the
certainty we need for certain times. Jesus died for you
and | and God raised him from the dead. No matter how
our yesterday haunts us, no matter the trials of today or
the fears of tomorrow Jesus is alive and of that we can
be certain.
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