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… and that he appeared 

 

Isaiah 25:6–9 

Psalm 118:1–2, 14–24 

1 Corinthians 15:1–11 

John 20:1–18 

 

Text: 1 Corinthians 15:3-6 

For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our 

sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third 

day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.  Then 

he appeared to more than five hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most of whom are still 

alive, though some have died. 

 

Introduction 

During the second world war, in the small town of Alliston, Ontario the family of Lawrence 

Greenman received the difficult news that their son and brother was missing in action.  He was 

presumed to be dead.  Unknown to them was that Lawrence had escaped the enemy and was 

being sheltered by a farming family in rural France.  After the war was over it was discovered 

that Lawrence was still very much alive.  You can imagine the joyous reunion the day he arrived 

home.  (Not long after Lawrence arrived home he married, and my wife Valerie was his 

daughter). 

 

We love stories of these kind of reunions.  No doubt you have seen those made-for-television 

moments when an unsuspecting wife and children are surprised when their military husband and 

father arrives home from duty unexpectedly.  You can picture the scene; the embrace that doesn’t 

want to let go and the kisses and the shrieks of delight and the tears of joy.  If you have ever 

loved someone, seeing these moments touches us in the deepest resonances of our being—such 

is the nature of love.  We find ourselves moved because we are happy for them.  We can feel, in 

our imagination, what it is like to be in their shoes. 

 

Whenever I read this story of the reunion between Mary Magdalene and Jesus outside the garden 

tomb where she had seen her Lord buried, I find my heart swelling with the joy of their reunion.  

It is especially so in that moment when Jesus speaks her name, ‘Mary’—only he says it this way; 

in that moment of recognition as she cries out that familiar name she uses for him, ‘Teacher.’  

You can picture the scene, can’t you?  You know why Jesus has to say “you don’t have to hold 

on to me”; Mary has one of those I’m-not-letting-go-of-you grips on Jesus.   

 

In the Apostle Paul’s first letter to the Corinthian church, he probes the wonder of the 

resurrection of Jesus.  We call the fifteenth chapter of that book the resurrection chapter.  He 

begins by reminding them of the good news (gospel) he proclaimed to them through which they 

are also being saved.  This good news has certain essential components that Paul had received 

and handed on.  These fundamental truths of first importance are bedrock for Christian faith.  … 

(1) that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, (2) and that he was buried, (3) 

and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scripture; and there is a fourth ‘and 

that’, “and that he appeared”, going on to list some of our risen Lord’s appearances. 
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The fact that Jesus appeared very much alive to certain witnesses is, according to this good news, 

of first importance for our faith.  And these four things go together; that Jesus died for our sins, 

that he was buried (really dead), that he was raised the third day, and that he appeared to certain 

witnesses.  In other words, this story that John preserves for us about how Mary Magdalene met 

Jesus is also for us and for our faith.  “And that he appeared’ is essential, of first importance, for 

this story of Jesus. 

 

I invite you to consider this story from our Lord’s perspective.  Knowing, as he said to Mary, 

that he will soon ascend to the Father, Jesus purposes to have certain witnesses, for the sake of 

his church, who will bear witness that they saw him alive after he had been dead and buried.  

Jesus is not wandering around the garden, enjoying a spring morning, and as happenstance may 

have it, he bumps into a weeping Mary.  Jesus comes looking for her in particular.  As the 

Apostle Peter noted, “God raised him (Jesus) on the third day and allowed him to appear, not to 

all the people but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses.”  (Acts 10:40-41). 

 

Mary Magdalene is one of these chosen witnesses—the first to see the risen Jesus, according to 

John’s gospel.  Mary is the first one to bear witness to our Lord’s resurrection—bearing witness 

to the apostles, no less, in the midst of their despair.  Mary's part in announcing the resurrection 

to the disciples caught the imagination of later interpreters: in the Western church she became 

knows as ‘apostle of the apostles,’ and among Greek Orthodox known as ‘equal to the apostles.’  

 

Let us bring this home to us.  According to the gospel, when we gather in our Lord’s name he 

promises to be in our midst.  When the scriptures are read and gospel proclaimed the risen Jesus 

looms before us in his ever present reality.  In short, Jesus stands among us today and offers us 

Mary’s witness to the facticity of his resurrection from the dead.  Jesus invites us to consider 

Mary and let her experience bear its witness for us that he was raised bodily from the grave.   He 

chose Mary to be this witness to us of Him.  Will we believe?   

 

Mary’s witness has a compelling power for me.  Her witness is so utterly and genuinely 

human—it is exactly what we would expect of such a story.  If you were writing a sanitized and 

mythical story painting her as a heroine would you have had her concluding the body was stolen 

and failing to recognize Jesus at first?  When Mary comes to the grave that day she is carrying 

the heavy burden of fresh grief that often numbs us to reality.  When the two disciples come they 

see the linen wrappings lying there and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head rolled up in a place 

by itself.  If the body was indeed stolen thieves would hardly waste time removing the burial 

cloths.  But Mary can’t see that such is her distress; she can only think, ‘someone took the body.’  

Is this not also the case for us in moments of high stress we cannot deduce obvious things?  (I 

miss obvious stuff when not stressed at all.) 

 

When she first sees Jesus, and does not recognize him, she is standing outside the tomb weeping.  

If your eyes are full of tears do you always recognize people familiar to you?  Further she is in 

the fog of her despair and distress.   It was bad enough the grief she carries in losing the person 

who gave her her life back; additionally is the frustration and anger that someone took the body 

and she feels powerless in the crush of such an indignity.  She can’t even give Jesus a decent 

burial.  And then there is that practical matter that the last person in the world she expects to see 
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standing there is her dead friend Jesus, the one whom she witnessed buried in this very tomb just  

two days before.   She reacts exactly as you would expect any human would.   

 

I find Mary’s witness so compelling because I can put myself in her story and experience her 

reactions as my own.  This isn’t to say that I find the other resurrection appearances of Jesus less 

so—I love the breakfast on the beach story—each story has its own power and resonates more 

powerfully to some that others.  There are multiple stories so that each of us can find ourselves 

somewhere among them.  And our Lord purposefully engaged with each of them so that we 

might believe; might believe that this Jesus who meets Mary, looms before each of us today 

waiting for our response as he calls our name just as he did Mary’s. 

 

I know there is much skepticism about this story in our modern world.  Skepticism isn’t new—

skepticism abounds in the story.  The farthest thing from Mary’s mind is that she will see Jesus.  

Matthew tells us that, almost simultaneously when Jesus was meeting Mary in the garden, the 

priests and elders were devising a plan to give a large sum of money to the soldiers who guarded 

the tomb to say, ‘His disciples came by night and stole him away while we were asleep.’  The 

disciples that Mary first told she had seen Jesus didn’t believe her.   

 

For everyone who does comes to believe there is that point at which we leave our doubts 

behind—or perhaps, we find our doubts dissolving as Jesus makes himself known to us.  I find 

Mary’s witness compelling because she shares our doubts—she is not anticipating that Jesus is 

alive as she goes to the tomb that morning.  Like us, she knows dead people stay dead.  Even so, 

once she meets Jesus, the reality that he is alive is stamped so indelibly in her being that she will 

tell anyone listening, “I have seen the Lord.” 

 

I am not asking you today if you believe Mary—even though this is a good question to ask.  I am 

not asking you to believe your Christian friends who know they have met Jesus—even though 

their witness is quite compelling because you know your friends well enough to know they 

would not try to deceive you.  I am asking you will you believe Jesus who looms before us in his 

ever-present reality and asks you to consider the witness of his servant Mary. 

 

2. I invite you to come back to this moment Mary recognizes Jesus; the moment that she has 

Jesus locked in her I’m-not-ever-letting-go-of-you-again embrace.   “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.”  If you were 

Mary and were reunited with the One who gave you your life back; with the One you never 

thought you would see again; are you inclined to let him out of your sight?  

 

Even though every fiber of her being says ‘cling’ she obeys Jesus and goes to tell the disciples.  

She does not stay and cling.  Jesus has somehow assured her that he is not abandoning her.  She 

is somehow assured that she is never going to lose him again.  She senses that he continues 

present with her in a new way.  Her experience parallels the disciples returning to Jerusalem after 

seeing Jesus ascend to heaven; they don’t feel abandoned, Luke tells us they returned with great 

joy! (Luke 24:52)  Can’t you hear the joy in Mary’s voice as she says, “I have seen the Lord.”  

So it is for all of us who believe; Jesus makes his presence known in our lives. 
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Consider also that the actualities of Mary’s life have not changed.  She still lives as a Jewish 

woman in an occupied country.  Alone.  In danger of being marked as one of Jesus’ followers.  

Not much social power or status.  And yet, everything has changed because she is excited to 

belong to the risen Jesus—in his continuing presence she finds life. 

 

So too for us. We gather on Easter and rehearse the wonderful story that he is alive and our 

hearts soar; in a way different from and yet similar to Mary.   For us too the actualities of our 

lives continue.  We also are subject to all the challenges of and crush on life in the wake of 

pandemic.  Our health challenges continue.  Other burdens continue unrelieved.  Yet everything 

is different because he is with us; the risen Jesus gives us life and that eternally.  Like Mary we 

are charged to witness as well.  Not many of us can say like Mary, “I’ve seen the Lord”, but we 

can say, “I know him,” or “I know he is present in my life.”  “… and that he appeared”, “… and 

that he made himself known”, this is the news we proclaim.  

 

3. I want to come back to those four things of first importance that Apostle Paul says belong 

together and focus for a moment on the first one, “that Christ died for our sins.”  In all the joy 

and excitement of Mary’s reunion with Jesus we mustn’t lose sight of this. 

   

The Apostle Paul nowhere denies the resurrection of Jesus in any respect. (He is, after all, a 

beneficiary of the resurrection.) Nonetheless Paul insists that the sum and substance of his 

witness is “the word of the cross” ;  “I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ 

and him crucified.”  The apostles (unlike so very much of the church’s thinking) never permit us 

to think that the resurrection of Jesus means that his cross has been left behind.  Easter is not the 

reversal of the preceding Friday.  Easter is validation of the cross, the revelation of the cross to 

hearers through apostolic preaching, and the efficacy of the cross within them.  Since Jesus 

Christ is raised crucified (he still has his wounds), the church must abandon its misunderstanding 

wherein it regards Friday as an unusually bad day that Jesus underwent but fortunately left 

behind. 

 

The apostles attest that the resurrection is the outworking of what was won at the cross.  Christ’s 

sacrifice for sin is both sufficient and efficacious (meaning its purpose has been put into effect).  

Eternal life has been secured for any who would cling to the crucified saviour.  The risen Lord is 

the crucified Lord.  This is what Mary’s witness means—the one she watched crucified, die, and 

be buried is the one standing before her now. 

 

For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our 

sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third 

day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared… Amen. 


