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A Homily by   Easter Day
The Rev’d Jo Popham     “Trial to Triumph; Weeping to Joy”

April 12, 2009
Isaiah 25:6-9
John 20:1-18

I speak to you in the name of the Risen Christ. Alleluia.

In John’s Easter Gospel, Jesus first appears to Mary Magdalene. Her weeping turned

to joy because Jesus had triumphed over his trials and over death.

Paul wrote to the people of Corinth to address the divisions they were experiencing in

the young Christian community. He reminded them that Christ Jesus died for their sins,

was buried, and was raised on the 3rd day. Paul reported that Jesus had appeared to

Cephas, to the twelve, then to more than five hundred brothers and sisters, then to James

and all the apostles, and to Paul himself. And all those who saw the Risen Jesus

proclaimed his resurrection so that all would believe.

The Corinthians came to believe because of Paul’ teachings, and he himself being an

eye witness.1 How then can we proclaim when we have not seen? How can we spread the

good news of Christ – how his trial and his trials were turned into triumphs?2 How can

we be certain of the truth of the resurrection?

Can we  trust in Paul’ eyewitness testimony? Can we trust the eye witnesses that we

read of in all four of the Gospels? Indeed what did happen to Jesus three days after his

execution? All the Gospels and early writings about Jesus said that he was resurrected; he

was raised from the dead. But can we 21st century people really believe the resurrection

really happened?

N.T. Wright, noted author and Bishop of Durham in the Church of England says yes,

we can believe, because early believers, and surely the Christian believers to whom

John’s Gospel was addressed, all reported the same thing. All of them said Jesus was

resurrected. All of them believed that they too would be resurrected after their own

deaths. All of them had changed their minds about what happens after death.



2 of 4

What did 1st century people believe happened after death? Ancient pagan views on

death varied. Some Roman emperors thought that they and their female family members

would become gods and goddesses themselves. But common folk thought that the body

died but the soul lived on in some fashion, or that the soul might come back as another

person, but for most pagens there was no triumph over the grave. They expressed their

belief this way: “I died; I was; now I am not; I don’t really care.”1 For some ancient Jews

death was simply the end; although some believed that their soul would go off

somewhere else. But some Jews also thought that one day God would raise the whole

human race or at least all of God’s people and that they would be themselves again, only

more so.3

So what made all, yes, all of the early Christians change their minds about death? It

was a dramatic leap to believe in the resurrection. So why did they change their minds?

Because Jesus really was raised from the dead.

But how did they – and how do we – know that the resurrection story is true? One

reason is because all of the gospel stories are different. All four Gospels have differing

factual accounts, rather like different eye witnesses had reported what they saw. Now you

would think if someone – or many someones – were trying to perpetuate a baseless story

they would get their story exactly right, that all the gospels would relate the narrative in

the same way. But the distinct details of each evangelist who wrote the Gospels is proof

of the authenticity of what really happened. Another reason to believe the four different

accounts of Jesus being raised is that in all four Gospels it was women who played

significant role in the discovery that Jesus had been raised. The men had all run away and

were in hiding for fear of being captured, for fear of their lives, for fear that they too

would suffer the same fate as Jesus. Had the Gospellers wanted to have their stories be

persuasive, they would never have had women be the eye witnesses, because in the 1st

                                                  
1 Paraphrased from N.T. Wright’s video study series “Surprised by
Hope.”



3 of 4

century a woman’s testimony was not reliable and not acceptable as true in the courts. So

we can trust that these are real accounts because who on earth at that time would have

tried to pull the wool over peoples’ eyes by using women as the first to see the risen

Lord? No sensible 1st century writer would be so naïve. The resurrection story is also

supported by Jesus’s appearances after being raised after his triumph over the grave.

Jesus would appear and then disappear. His body was changed, it was whole, he was

healed from the brutal beatings he has suffered prior to being crucified.

Is there the same language in all the accounts to describe what had happened? Well,

yes and no. Because they really did not have a language to describe the resurrection. This

was a new thing for everyone. No wonder it was hard for all the disciples – and us – to

understand because they – and we – have had no experience of someone being raised

from the dead. This happened to only one person – and that person was Jesus the Christ.

There must have been an empty tomb. The women all reported the tomb was empty.

In John’s Gospel it is Mary Magdalene who came to the tomb and found it empty. In

Mark it was Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome who went to the

tomb. In Matthew it was Mary Magdalene and the other Mary who went to the sepulchre.

And in Luke it was the women who had come with Jesus from Galilee who went to the

tomb.

And there must have been sightings after Jesus was raised from the dead, real

sightings.

But the most compelling reason we have to trust in the truth of the resurrection is that

nothing else could explain the rise of a new faith. The resurrection story changed lives. It

still changes lives. Jesus’s resurrection meant that a new world was being created. It was

the beginning of a new order for the world – a world filled with hope, a world where we

see triumphs over tragedies, a world where weeping can turn into joy, where trials do turn

into triumphs.



4 of 4

In John’s Gospel it is the first day of the week, the first day of the new week, the first

day of a new creation. Resurrection is about new life. And our job as Christians is to be

agents of the new creation. There is new life in believing in the risen Christ. Easter

transformed the lives of 1st century believers. Easter still transforms. And we are to be

people through whom the world is transformed.

Lord, may it be so.  Amen.

                                                  
1  However, we have learned in modern day that eyewitness testimony sometimes is not
so reliable.
2  Following the sermon is this solo of Through It All by Andrae Crouch sung by by our
choir director who is suffering his own trials, having been recently diagnosed with quite
advanced cancer:
I've Had Many Tears And Sorrows,
I've Had Questions For Tomorrow,
There's Been Times I Didn't Know Right From Wrong.
but In Every Situation,
God Gave Me Blessed Consulation, that
My Trials Come To Only Make Me Strong.
Chorus:  Through It All,

Through It All,
I’ve Learned To Trust In Jesus,
I've Learned To Trust In God.
Through It All,
Through It All,
I've Learned To Depend Upon His Word.

I've Been To Lots Of Places,
I've Seen A Lot Of Faces,
There's Been Times I Felt So All Alone.
But In My Lonely Hours,
Yes, Those Precious Lonely Hours,
Jesus Lets Me Know That I Was His Own         Chorus
I Thank God For The Mountains,
And I Thank Him For The Valleys,
I Thank Him For The Storms He Brought Me Through.
for If I'd Never Had A Problem,
I Wouldn't Know God Could Solve Them,
I'd Never Know What Faith In God Could Do.
3 N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope, Session Two, “Hope in the Resurrection.”


