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April 20, 2014     John 20:11-18 

  

The disciples went back to their homes, but Mary stood outside the tomb crying. As she wept, she bent 

over to look into the tomb and saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus’ body had been, one at the 

head and the other at the foot. They asked her, “Woman, why are you crying?” “They have taken my 

Lord away,” she said, “and I don’t know where they have put him.” At this, she turned around and saw 

Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was Jesus. “Woman,” he said, “why are you crying? 

Who is it you are looking for?” Thinking he was the gardener, she said, “Sir, if you have carried him 

away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.” Jesus said to her, “Mary.” She turned toward 

him and cried out in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which means Teacher). Jesus said, “Do not hold on to me, for 

I have not yet returned to the Father. Go instead to my brothers and tell them, ‘I am returning to my 

Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” 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. 

  

Who are You Looking For?   

 

I.  Blind people aren’t looking 

 

In Amazing Grace we sing of how we were blind, but now we see.  Mary was blind while she could see.  This is 

how God describes the world.  That’s what makes their blindness so shocking.  

 

Why couldn’t Mary see who she was talking together?  We can venture some guesses.  If you put the scenes 

together from the Gospels, it would appear that when she first arrived at the tomb to see the stone rolled away, 

she then ran immediately back to tell the disciples.  When Peter and John hurried to the tomb, she fell far behind 

- arriving after they had already come and gone.  By the time she arrived this second time her head would have 

been swimming after running to and fro and she would have been exhausted.  But was that the only reason? 

 

Consider what was going through her mind especially.  Mary was convinced that “they” had stolen Jesus’ body.  

Who is the “they?”  We’d have to assume she was referring to Jesus’ enemies.  It’s interesting to note how both 

sides thought that Jesus’ body would be stolen.  The Jewish leaders were afraid the disciples would steal Jesus’ 

body.  Mary was afraid the Jewish leaders had stolen Jesus’ body and that they would perhaps desecrate it in 

some way - expose it to the sun - make everyone see that He didn’t rise.  This would have been like pouring salt 

on her wounds.  She would have been thinking, “Wasn’t it enough for you to whip Him and crucify and mock 

Him?  You already put Him to death!  Now you want to spit on His grave and do even worse?”   

 

That’s what happened to Saul when he died in battle.  The Philistines chopped off his head and took it back 

home with them and hung it in the temple of their god.  Perhaps Mary thought the same was going to happen to 

Jesus.  The saddest part was that the farthest thing from her mind or her imagination even was that Jesus had 

actually risen from the dead; even though he said that’s what He’d do.  Her eyes were filled with tears.  Maybe 

that’s why she couldn’t see who she was talking to.   We don’t know for sure, but we do know she was blind to 

what she was seeing.  

 

Mary stands as an example to us of how blind sinners can be.  Look at the evidence of God’s power and design 

in creation.  Yet thousands of people would rather believe the theories of Evolution.  Some are even saying we 
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came from aliens; but never could the Biblical account be true.  Look at the message of Christ crucified and 

risen that has been given through churches and even in movies.  Yet more and more people are exchanging the 

glory of Easter with candy and the Easter bunny.  

 

This doesn’t end with unbelievers.  God’s Word clearly says that unbelievers are condemned to hell; that sin is 

still sin; that Bible based morality is still legitimate and the Ten Commandments still apply; but much of the 

Christian community in America is turning a blind eye to it and ignoring it; calling it outdated and old.  

Academia is claiming that Jesus never performed miracles and proclaiming Jesus to be mere folklore.  Others 

say that Jesus never really did rise from the dead.  It was all a figment of their imagination.  This is spoken of 

among those who claim Christ and read the Bible!  

 

We too are not guiltless even with our high regard for the Word.  We pray for miracles, but we don’t really 

think they could happen for us.  We know what God demands and threatens but we tend to ignore it when we it 

doesn’t fit our time schedules or our pleasures.  We know of the promise of the resurrection, but we live as if 

life were only for the here and now.  Our eyes - like Mary’s - are often blinded by only focusing on what we 

have here and now; what feels and tastes and sounds good; then our eyes are filled with tears over things we 

miss in the here and the now and over sins that harm us - and we blind ourselves to the words of Christ when He 

is standing right in front of us.  Yes, Mary is in some senses ATYPICAL of every person in this world; ever 

SEEING but never PERCEIVING that the Word is true. 

 

II.  Mary was looking for a dead body 

  

In the midst of her despair, Mary bent over and looked into the tomb.  What did she find?  She saw two angels 

sitting at the head and the foot of the stone where Jesus lay.  Some have made mention that this is the same as 

the Ark of the Covenant, when an angel stood on either end; hovering over what was known as the Mercy Seat; 

with the actual presence of God dwelling in the middle.  And isn’t that an interesting picture!  The tomb is the 

Mercy Seat of God; where Jesus dwelt; having obtained for us the payment needed for our payment.  The blood 

of His wounds poured out on this rock, just as the priests would sprinkle blood on the Mercy Seat of the 

Covenant on the Day of Atonement.  “Woman, why are you crying?”  She had no reason to.  Her sins were 

paid for.  

 

But Mary doesn’t recognize the picture.  So she turns back and sees the Man she thinks is the gardener.  She 

gets in a conversation with Him too.  Isn’t this an interesting thing as well?  Might it bring to our mind another 

time that a woman was in a conversation in a Garden; the Garden of Eden!  There too the woman was in 

conversation with someone else she didn’t know; a different angel; a fallen one; Satan himself; who lied to Eve 

and told her she’d be like God.  Here Mary has a much better conversation with the King of Angels; Jesus 

Himself.   

 

Jesus asks her the same question as the angels and adds another one.  “Woman, why are you crying?  Who 

are looking for?”  Mary doesn’t mention Jesus by name.  Perhaps it was too painful to actually say it.  But 

she’s still deluding her thoughts with the idea that his body had been stolen.  She thought she was talking to a 

gardener.  Ironically, Jesus used that very term to refer to His Father in John 15.  So Jesus was indeed a 

Gardener; but not of the fruit in this Garden.  He was here to harvest Mary and many more blind sinners to 

heaven.   
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But Mary didn’t get it.  She espoused her conspiracy theory again; that someone had stolen Jesus’ body.  I love 

her love.  She just wants Jesus back.  She offers to go and get him.  Now envision this in your mind.  Just 

imagine if The gardener had shown her where Jesus was.  What was she going to do?  Drag him back and put 

Him on the slab?  It seems to me she sure would have tried!   

 

Remember, after all, who Mary was.  This was Mary Magdalene - the one who had SEVEN demons driven 

from her.  What an awful thing.  Who could imagine having not just one but seven demons living inside you?  

What would they have said to her?  The Bible talks about demons throwing little children into fires and burning 

them.  Who can imagine the filthy and disgusting things they did with Mary’s body?  How awful that would 

have felt!  But Jesus had freed her from that!  Even if He were dead and He didn’t set up a kingdom; He 

changed Mary’s life; and He had her utmost devotion for that.  Oh, that we had such passion!  Oh, that we had 

people seeking after Jesus; willing to face graves and soldiers just to touch Him and honor Him; no matter what 

has happened of their dreams!   

 

III.  Jesus is looking for the blind 

 

What is it that finally gets through to Mary?  What does Jesus use to open her eyes?  Mary.  That word gets me 

every time.  There’s something so powerfully simple in it all.  It takes me back to what God said to the Israelites 

in Isaiah 43: 

  Now, this is what the LORD says— he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel: 

      “Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have summoned you by name; you are mine. 

God assured them that He knew them by name; He had created them and redeemed them.  He wasn’t going to 

let them go, no matter what they went through.  He was more powerful than fire and water.  The Israelites 

walking through the Red Sea and the three men in the fiery furnace show us this truth.  So here; Jesus had 

walked through death and promises that He will bring us to life even after death. 

 

I can’t help but go back to the miracle of baptism, where God puts His name on us and says, “YOU ARE 

MINE.”  As He pours His blood on us He adopts us into His family; promises us that all the hairs of our head 

are numbered, that all works for our eternal good.  He says to me, “I know exactly who you are.  You are mine.”   

 

So it’s the personal name that reaches through to Mary and enables her to believe something that she never 

conceived to be true.  Jesus was alive.  His body hadn’t been stolen.  She turned toward him and cried out in 

Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which means Teacher). Jesus said, “Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet 

returned to the Father.  The Scriptures don’t say exactly how she held onto Jesus.  Imagine when the soldiers 

surprise their families by coming home from service overseas.  Think of how they come rushing towards the 

soldiers and giving them huge hugs.  That’s how I would envision this.  She held on to Jesus with a death grip 

and didn’t want to ever let go.  How long did Jesus wait before He told her to let go?  We don’t know.   

 

Jesus then said, Go instead to my brothers and tell them, ‘I am returning to my Father and your Father, 

to my God and your God.’”   Think for a minute about what Jesus was saying.  Go tell MY BROTHERS 

(what a key term - not those rotten traitors) - go tell my brothers - I am returning to my Father.  “Go tell them 

I’m leaving.”  What?  You just returned from the dead and now you’re leaving us?  Notice also how Jesus says 

this.  I am returning to (because that’s where He came from) My Father AND your Father, to My God AND 
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your God.  Jesus is putting Himself in the same class as His fellow humans; and yet distinguishing Himself 

from them as their Savior and God’s Son as well.   

 

With these words Jesus was reminding the disciples of why He came in the first place.  He didn’t come here just 

so that He could spend some time here with us and improve our life HERE ON EARTH.   He came here so that 

WE could LIVE THERE with HIM.  He came to RESCUE us from this accursed place; not to make this a better 

place to live.  So Jesus didn’t just come to make sick people feel better and enable a few people to walk, hear 

and see.  He came to eternal rescue the world from any sickness and any death and any hell; and the only way 

He could do that was if He went through it Himself FOR us – to give it to us and promise it to us so we could 

cling to Him through faith.   

 

Painful as it was, Mary had to let go of the idea that Jesus was here to stay.  Instead of wanting Mary to hold 

onto Him for a moment in time; Jesus wanted to hold onto Mary for eternity.  He didn’t come just to free her 

from demon possession, a gift great in and of itself.  Jesus came to free her from death and God’s wrath.  His 

crucifixion achieved that.  His resurrection proved it.  Jesus came here to bring her to HEAVEN.  So Mary had 

to let go.  She needed to go and tell the other disciples that Jesus was on His way home; in order to bring all of 

them home where they now belonged.   

 

This is the ultimate purpose of the resurrection.  Jesus wants us to cling to His Word.  He wants us to cling to 

our baptism.  He wants us to hold onto Him in the Lord’s Supper.  But this was never meant to be the end of it 

all.  Jesus never came just to make this world a better and more tolerable place.  He came here to die our death 

and suffer our hell.  Jesus came to give us LIFE from death.  He came to bring us HOME to heaven with Him.  

The whole reason we come and keep clinging to Jesus by listening to His Word and taking His Supper and 

baptizing our children; is not so that we can just hold onto Jesus for the here and now; but is so that Jesus can 

hold onto us for eternity.   

 

Why are you crying?  What are you looking for?  These are the questions we can ask to all those who are 

blindly deluded with the promises of this world; worried by the conspiracy theories of their minds and thinking 

that Satan and hell have won.  These are the questions we can ask those who think that God has died and 

looking for proof of it.  When Jesus called Mary by name he freed her from her fears.  She found the One she 

was looking for; but she found Him to be alive!  This same God has found you and is calling you by name.  He 

has shown you hope and wiped away your tears in His death and resurrection for you.  You have no reason to 

keep crying.  You have nothing more to search for.  You’ve found it all in Christ crucified and risen.  You too 

have reason to rejoice this Easter.  Amen.   


