WINDOWS ON EASTER
Lenten Worship Series – Easter SonRise
Window of Hope (Strength) – The Women
April 4, 2021

	WORSHIP SERVICE OUTLINES
Each worship outline contains all elements needed for your worship service.  The order of each service presented is only a suggestion.  No doubt changes will be needed to accommodate the flow and worship style of your corps.  The outlines are flexible and allow opportunities to “cut and paste” as needed.  If you are blessed with instrumental or vocal music resources, you may find there is more structured material here than needed.  Sermon manuscripts are included as a sample and not to be preached verbatim.



Window of Strength

Call to Worship:
With the exception of John, it was not the disciples at the foot of Christ’s cross.  It was the women.  It was not the disciples attending to the burial of the Master, it was Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea—with the women there the entire time.  It was not the disciples who, out of passion and desire to have a final time of ministry and service to the crucified Lord, made their way to the tomb that first resurrection day.  It was the women.

They displayed a level of strength that the other followers of Christ did not.  Seeing the events through the window of the perspective of their hearts will illuminate the Savior in a way that no spotlight ever could.  Their strength opens a window that allows us to see things we might have otherwise missed.  
(Windows of Easter, p. 88)

Be strong and let your heart take courage,
	All you who hope in the Lord.  (Psalm 31:24, NIV)

	SB#228 – Low in the grave He lay 
	TB-905 – Up from the grave He arose
	HTD2-T17 (3 vs.)

			Additional Optional Songs

	SB#379/HC#78 – Lord, I lift Your name on high
	TB-948 – You came from Heaven to earth
HC-78
	No CD 


HCD6-T18

	HC#237 – Cornerstone 
	HC-237
	HCD22-T17

	SB#358/HC#241 – Crown Him with many crowns
	TB-162 – Diademata HC-241

	HTD1-T8 (4 vs.)
HCD23-T11


	SB#217 – Christ is alive! Let Christians sing 
	TB-47 – Truro 
	No CD

	SB#226 – Let us rejoice, the fight is won
	TB-43 – St Francis
	HTD2-T15 (3 vs.)

	SB#227 – Look, ye saints! the sight is glorious
	TB-402 – Helmsley 
	No CD

	SB#229 – O joyful sound! O glorious hour 
	TB-415 – He Lives
	No CD

	SB#218/HC#233 – Christ the Lord is risen today 
	TB-248 – Easter Hymn 
HC-233
	HTD3-T9 (4 vs.) 

HCD22-T13

	SB#276 – Thine is the glory 
	TB-746 – Maccabeus
	No CD



Choric Scripture – Matthew 28:1-10

Reader 1:	After the Sabbath, as the light of the next day, the first day of the week, crept over Palestine, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary came to the tomb to keep vigil. 2 Earlier there had been an earthquake. A messenger of the Lord had come down from heaven and had gone to the grave. He rolled away the stone and sat down on top of it. 3 He veritably glowed. He was vibrating with light. His clothes were light, white like transfiguration, like fresh snow. 4 The soldiers guarding the tomb were terrified. They froze like stone.

Reader 2:	5 The messenger spoke to the women, to Mary Magdalene and the other Mary.

Messenger:	Don’t be afraid. I know you are here keeping watch for Jesus who was 
crucified. 6 But Jesus is not here. He was raised, just as He said He would be. Come over to the grave, and see for yourself. 7 And then go straight to His disciples, and tell them He’s been raised from the dead and has gone on to Galilee. You’ll find Him there. Listen carefully to what I am telling you.

Reader 1:	8 The women were both terrified and thrilled, and they quickly left the tomb and went to find the disciples and give them this outstandingly good news. 9 But while they were on their way, they saw Jesus Himself.

Jesus:		(greeting the women) Rejoice.

Reader 2:	The women fell down before Him, kissing His feet and worshiping Him.

Jesus:	10 Don’t be afraid. Go and tell My brothers to go to Galilee. Tell them I will meet them there.
(Matthew 28:1-10, The Voice)

	Drama – Always a Mother



	HC#204 – See, What a Morning 
	HC-204
	HCD19-T14

			Additional Optional Songs

	SB#379/HC#78 – Lord, I lift Your name on high
	TB-948 – You came from Heaven to earth
HC-78
	No CD 

HCD6-T18

	SB#861/HC#149 – In Christ alone
	TB-132 – same 
HC-149
	No CD
HCD13-T19

	SB#243/HC#164 – Before the throne of God above 
	TB-52 – same 
HC-164
	No CD 
HCD15-T14

	HC#209 – Come People of the Risen King 
	HC-209
	HCD19-T19

	HC#237 – Cornerstone 
	HC-237
	HCD22-T17

	SB#358/HC#241 – Crown Him with many crowns
	TB-162 – Diademata HC- 241
	HTD1-T8 (4 vs.) HCD23-T11

	HC#248 – Amazing Grace (My Chains Are Gone)
	HC-248
	HCD23-T18

	SB#464/HC#255 – I heard an old, old story (Victory in Jesus)
	TB-908 – same
HC-255
	HTD10-T17 (3 vs.)
HCD24-T15

	SB#139 – He came to give us life 
	TB-645 – same 
	No CD

	SB#167 – Hail Thou once despisèd Jesus 
	TB-370 – Hyfrydol 
	HTD1-T14 (3 vs.)

	SB#168 – Hark! the gospel news is sounding 
	TB-399 – Cwm Rhondda
	HTD3-T7 (4 vs.)

	SB#217 – Christ is alive! Let Christians sing 
	TB-47 – Truro 
	No CD

	SB#218/HC#233 – Christ the Lord is risen today 
	TB-248 – Easter Hymn 
HC-233
	HTD3-T9 (4 vs.)

HCD22-T13

	SB#226 – Let us rejoice, the fight is won
	TB-43 – St Francis
	HTD2-T15 (3 vs.)

	SB#227 – Look, ye saints! the sight is glorious
	TB-402 – Helmsley 
	No CD



Transition: 
In his triumph, Jesus could have paraded through the streets of Jerusalem.  He could have knocked on Pilate’s door.  He could have confronted the high priest.  But the first person our resurrected Lord appears to is a woman without hope.  And the first words he speaks are, “Why are you crying?”

What a Savior we serve, or rather, who serves us.  For in his hour of greatest triumph, he doesn’t shout his victory from the rooftops.  He comes quietly to a woman who grieves…who desperately needs to hear his voice…see his face…and feel his embrace. 
(Moments with the Savior, p. 423)


	SB#222 – He is Lord
	TB-649 – same 
	No CD

			Additional Optional Songs

	SB#219 – God sent His Son, they called Him Jesus
	TB-570 – Because He lives
	HTD12-T2 (3 vs.)



[bookmark: _Hlk50583687][Please print Congregational Prayer in bulletin.]
Congregational Prayer

Dear Risen Lord,

How hard it is to see clearly when devastating circumstances bring me to a tomb of grief and fill my eyes with tears.  How blurry everything gets.  Even you get blurry, and the sound of your voice becomes strangely unfamiliar.

Help me to blink away those tears to see that you are standing beside me, wanting to know why I am crying…wanting to know where it hurts…wanting to wipe away every tear from my eyes.

Thank you, Jesus, for being there, for never leaving me or forsaking me, even in the darkest and chilliest hours of my life.

From those circumstances that have shrouded my heart and entombed me, I pray that you would roll away the stone.   It is too heavy, and I am too weak to roll it away myself.

Where there is doubt, roll away the stone and resurrect my faith.
Where there is depression, cast aside the grave clothes and release my joy.
Where there is despair, chase away the night and bring a sunrise to my hope.

Yet in my doubt, in depression, in my despair, help me to continue to love you.  Even if I don’t understand you.

And I rejoice that no matter how dark the Friday or how cold the tomb, with you as my risen Savior, there is always the hope of an Easter morning.  Amen.
(Moments with the Savior, pp. 423-424)

Announcements and Offering

Message – Window of Hope – The Women

	SB#222 – He is Lord
	TB-649 – same 
	No CD

			Additional Optional Songs

	SB#565/HC#89 – All I once held dear (Knowing You)
	TB-725 – same
HC-89
	No CD
HCD7-T19

	HC#123 – Shine on Us
	HC-123
	HCD11-T13

	HC#128 – My Tribute 
	HC-128
	HCD11-T18

	HC#136 – We All Bow Down 
	HC-136
	HCD12-T16

	SB#201/HC#137 – Thank you for the cross, Lord (Worthy Is the Lamb)
	TB-947 – same
HC-137
	No CD
HCD12-T17

	HC#160 – I Surrender
	HC-160
	HCD14-T20

	SB#243/HC#164 – Before the throne of God above 
	TB-52 – same 
HC-164
	No CD 
HCD15-T14

	HC#205 – Closer Still 
	HC-205
	HCD19-T15

	SB#699/HC#207 – Every promise we can make (Grace Alone)
	TB-640 – same
HC-207
	No CD
HCD19-T17

	HC#214 – Holy Spirit 
	HC-214
	HCD20-T14

	SB#376/HC#219 – King of kings, majesty 
	TB-722 – same 
HC-219
	No CD 
HCD20-T19



Testimonies/Theme – I believe in the Resurrection because….

[bookmark: _Hlk49262196][bookmark: _Hlk50582181]Benediction:
Now may the God of peace, who through the blood of the eternal covenant brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus, that great Shepherd of the sheep, equip you with everything good for doing his will, and may he work in us what is pleasing to him, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen. 
(Hebrews 13:20-21, NIV)

	SB#358/HC#241 – Crown Him with many crowns
	TB-162 – Diademata HC-241
	HTD1-T8 (4 vs.) HCD23-T11

			Additional Optional Songs

	SB#861/HC#149 – In Christ alone
	TB-132 – same 
HC-149
	No CD
HCD13-T19

	SB#89/HC#161 – O for a thousand tongues to sing (My Great Redeemer’s Praise)
	TB-75 – Grimsby 
TB-59 – Azmon 
HC-161
	No CD
HTD3-T4 (4 vs.)
HCD15-T11






	Lent 2021 Easter SonRise

	DRAMA
Always a Mother
By Martyn Scott Thomas
© Copyright 2020 by Martyn Scott Thomas. All rights reserved. Used by permission.

	Topic:
	The Resurrection

	Scripture:
	Luke 2:25-35, 41-50; Luke 24:1-10; John 19:25-27; 

	Synopsis:
	Mary, the mother of Jesus, talks about her son.

	Characters:
	Mary – the mother of Jesus

	Props/Costumes:
	Biblical or casual dress.

	Setting:
	Bare stage.

	Running time:
	2 minutes



[Mary enters and stands center stage.]

Mary:	You never stop being a parent. Never. They don’t tell you that before you have kids. If they did, you might not have any. But it’s true, no matter how old your children get, you will always be their mother – even after they leave the house. You will always watch over them, care for them, defend them, worry about them, and cry over them. If only I could go back.

	Jesus was my first born and he was a very special child. I know every parent thinks that, but I know it’s true. While I was still a virgin, an angel came to me and told me that I would bear God’s son. My fiancé, Joseph, was told the same thing in a dream. On the night he was born, we were visited by shepherds who told us of angels announcing his birth to them. And before his second birthday, Magi from the East brought us gifts and told us about a star in the sky that led them to us.

	The thing that sticks out most to me was when we took Jesus to the Temple to present him to the Lord. A man named Simeon was there who took Jesus in his arms praising God, telling us that this baby was the Savior given to all people and a light to reveal God to the nations. But he also told us “This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too.” Not exactly what a new mother wants to hear.

Along the way, there were joys and pains watching Jesus grow up. I loved watching him interact with the other children and noticed when he would seek out those that the others might ignore. He always seemed to include everybody. I’ll never forget the time we lost him after Passover when he was twelve. The Festival had ended, and we started our journey back to Nazareth when we noticed he wasn’t with us. I was in a panic as we retraced our steps until we found him [emphasizing] three days later, calm as usual, sitting with the religious leaders in the Temple. Joys and pains. That was definitely a pain, but still not sword piercing. What could Simeon have meant?

As the years went on and Jesus started his ministry, I kept my distance but remained close at the same time. I knew of his comings and goings, I heard about the miracles and healings, and his debates with the religious leaders. I took notice of the crowds that followed him that seemed to be growing each day and I was amazed when I heard of his entry into Jerusalem just before Passover. Despite that, I felt that something was wrong. I had a feeling, as a mother, that my son might be in danger.

My instincts proved right. A secret arrest and trial in the middle of the night found my son guilty and condemned to die. As I stood at the foot of the cross with the other women, my heart felt like it was being ripped from my body. How could this have happened? Truly, my soul had been pierced.

My nephew John stood next to me and Jesus committed him to me and me to him. Through tears, I watched my son take his final breath and then I collapsed. This couldn’t be the end, could it? What of the angel’s promises? What about Simeon’s prophecy? I knew there must be more.

But today brings new hope. Mary Magdalene came running from the tomb. It was empty. Another angel. He said that Jesus was risen! I don’t know if my heart can take any more, but as a mother, I long to see my son again.

[Blackout]


WINDOWS ON EASTER
[bookmark: _GoBack]Lenten Sermon Helps – Easter SonRise
Window of Hope (Strength) – The Women
April 4, 2021

Scripture:  Luke 24:1-44

[Material from Windows on Easter by Bill Crowder, pp. 86-103]

There is a physical reality that, in general, men are stronger than women.  It is why you don’t see women playing professional football at the same competitive level as men.  In general, that men tend to be physically stronger than women is something almost universally agreed upon.

This physical reality, however, should not be extrapolated into a position or perspective that would view women as in any way inferior to men.  Nor, in particular, should the idea that men tend to be stronger than women lead us to conclude that women are weak (remember, the Bible refers to women as a weaker vessel, but not a weak one [1 Peter 3:7]).  Such a conclusion is the worst kind of foolishness.  The examples of strong women in the pages of history are legion—and deserve to be taken seriously.  Acknowledging the physical strength of men should in no way cause us to negate the strength that women have displayed and do display—not only physically, but in every arena of life.  For example, consider these women who showed great strength in a variety of ways. 

· The strength of courage that pioneer airplane pilot Amelia Earhart displayed.
· Madame Curie’s strength of intellect.  
· The physical strength of Babe Didrikson Zaharias made her one of the greatest athletes of all time.
· Golda Meir’s strength of perseverance made her a leader who rose to the position of prime minister of Israel.

These were women who had the strength to stand among men as equals and even surpass them in many ways.  Yet these instances are not as isolated as they may seem.  In our generation, we see the strength of women in all walks of life.  To somehow suppose that women are weak is to miss the point.  

I believe that this is necessary background for us to have as we look at the passion of Christ through the next window of experience—the window of strength.  For it was primarily the women—not the men—who displayed the strength of devotion and commitment to walk with Him through His final dark hours.  With the exception of John, it was not the disciples at the foot of Christ’s cross.  It was the women.  It was not the disciples attending to the burial of the Master, it was Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea—with the women there the entire time.  It was not the disciples who, out of passion and desire to have a final time of ministry and service to the crucified Lord made their way to the tomb that first resurrection day.  It was the women.

They displayed a level of strength that the other followers of Christ did not.  Why?  Rather than make excuses for the men, I think we need instead to see and honor the strength in the hearts of the women.  Seeing the events from the perspective of their hearts will illuminate the suffering of the Savior in a way that no spotlight ever could.  Their strength opens a window that allows us to see things we might have otherwise missed.  

The Strength of Devotion

If we are to appreciate the level of strength exhibited by the women at the cross and the tomb, we need to move backwards in time to the earlier days of Jesus’ public ministry, and we need to understand the times in which Jesus lived.

In the time of Christ, women were not highly prized.  In fact, the normal Jewish religious scholar would, as a practice, pray with thanksgiving to God that he had not been made a Gentile, a Samaritan, or a woman.  Men had the strength of power, and women were largely dominated by the men of ancient culture and were considered possessions of their husbands, with no legal rights and no opportunities for education.  So undervalued were women in the ancient world that it was not unusual for female infants to be cast on the trash heap to be allowed to die rather than to be another mouth to feed.  To put it mildly, the ancient world was not a place concerned with gender equity or anything even remotely approaching it.

The Jesus came.  Jesus, revealed with great care and clarity in Luke’s gospel record, showed respect for women that was uncommon in first-century Israel.  He treated women with honor and dignity, with kindness and care.  He was continually violating the social taboos of His generation, breaking down barriers of prejudice and discrimination, and made women welcome members of His kingdom.

In a day when religious training was restricted to men, Jesus taught women the principles of the kingdom.  In a day when justice was reserved for the protection of male rights, He intervened to protect those without the political or cultural clout to protect themselves.  In a day when men were supposed to rule and women were supposed to be used, He honored the sacrifices of worship made by women—even though the men thought those acts scandalous.  Everything was different because Jesus came.

In that day, it should not be surprising, then, that strong women of devotion and faith were drawn to Christ and numbered prominently among His followers.  Notice Luke’s account of some of those women:

1 After this, Jesus traveled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God. The Twelve were with him, 2 and also some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called Magdalene) from whom seven demons had come out; 3 Joanna the wife of Chuza, the manager of Herod’s household; Susanna; and many others. These women were helping to support them out of their own means.  (Luke 8:1-3, NIV)

Again, this is remarkable because it was so radically countercultural for that day.  Rabbis taught men.  Rabbis had male disciples.  Christ’s intentional inclusion of women was extraordinary.  Who were the women numbered here among the followers of Christ?

Mary of Magdala

She is often portrayed in literature and film as a prostitute, but there is no biblical evidence to support that supposition.  What we do know is that Mary was demon possessed, and Jesus rescued her from that demonization (Luke 8:2).

Of all the characters delivered from demons by Christ in the Gospels, none showed such consistent devotion to the Savior as this Mary.  And she is present both throughout Christ’s anguish and at the discovery of the empty tomb.  Those who speculate about her moral character would be better served by studying her passion and devotion to the One who set her free.  We can learn much from her commitment to the Savior.

Joanna

Joanna was the wife of Chuza, the steward of Herod Antipas, who was tetrarch of Galilee (Luke 8:3).  She was one of the women who ministered to our Lord and to whom He appeared after His resurrection (Luke 8:3; 24:10).  But that doesn’t really drive home the point.  The key, I think, is that she was married to Chuza, who was the primary household servant of Herod Antipas.  It was this Herod who had executed John the Baptizer and who, with his men, humiliated Christ after Pilate had found no fault with Him.

Chuza must have been greatly conflicted—relieved that the power of Christ had transformed his wife, yet fearful of the political danger of being seen as a Christ sympathizer.  One commentary explains, “That [Chuza] was a disciple of Christ is very improbable, though he might be favorably disposed towards Him.  But what we know not of him, and may fear he lacked, we are sure his wife possessed. Healed either of ‘evil spirits’ or of some one of the ‘infirmities’ here referred to—the ordinary diseases of humanity—she joins in the Savior’s train of grateful, clinging followers.”  If Joanna’s allegiance to Christ with its potential for political problems bothered Chuza, it did not stop her from faithfully following Christ all the way to the tomb.

Susanna

Susanna, which means “lily,” is the least known of these women, but we clearly see her commitment as she supports the mission and work of Christ and His disciples along with these other devoted women.

Notice that Luke also informs us (8:3) that there were “many others who were contributing to their support out of their private means.”  These women were committed to following Christ—and they showed the extent of their commitment by their financial support.  There is strength in that devotion, particularly in a day when women’s participation in religious activities was frowned upon.  These women weren’t just interested bystanders—they were devoted followers.

But the journey does not end here for the spiritually strong women who followed Jesus.  We find them next at the foot of the cross.

The Strength of Courage

25 Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother, his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Cleopas, and Mary Magdalene.  (John 19:25, NIV)

“Near the cross of Jesus stood…” John puts the scene into focus by reporting both who is there, and who is not.  We do not see Peter, the brash, outspoken fisherman-disciple.  We do not see Andrew, his brother.  We do not see James or Simeon or any of the other chosen followers of Jesus.  It was just too dangerous to be identified with a condemned criminal.  Such recklessness could land you on the next cross to be erected on that skull-like hill.  But the women are there—despite the danger.  William Barclay wrote of these women who faithfully and courageously followed Jesus:

Some say that because women were so unimportant in that culture, that no one would really notice their presence—and they ran no risk in being there.  In fact, it was always a dangerous thing to be an associate of a man considered so dangerous by the Roman government that he deserved a cross.  It is always a dangerous thing to demonstrate one’s love for someone the orthodox regard as a heretic.  The presence of these women at the cross was not due to the fact that they were so unimportant that no one would notice them—their presence was due to the fact that perfect love casts out fear.

Who were they?  Gathered on Golgotha to watch the Savior die was an unusual mix of women with distinct personalities and a variety of life experiences.  In addition to Mary Magdalene and the other women already mentioned, there were several more in this group of Christ-followers.

Mary, the Mother of Jesus

That moment that Jesus hung on the cross became the agonizing fulfillment of words that had been spoken to Mary three decades earlier.  After the birth of Jesus, when she and Joseph had brought the child to the temple, an aged man, Simeon, stepped into the temple and declared the arrival of Messiah.  His words of joy were muted, however, by the words of prophecy he spoke to Mary.  We read in Luke 2:34-35 (NIV):

34 “This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, 35 so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too.”

Tucked away in those words of victory and joy was that phrase pregnant with pain, “and a sword will pierce your own soul too.”  Now, the agony of watching her Son die becomes that sword of grief and suffering that Mary had feared for so many years.

Solome, the Rebuked (Mary’s Sister)

In John she is not named, but from the parallel passages (Mark 15:40; Matthew 27:56) it becomes clear that she is Salome, the mother of James and John (making them cousins of Jesus).    The interesting thing about her presence at the cross was that she had received a stern rebuke from Jesus in Matthew 20:20-23 when she had sought the chief places in the kingdom for her sons.  Though she had been rebuked, her presence at the cross says much for her and for Christ.  It shows that she had the humility to accept the rebuke and to love on with undiminished devotion.  It also showed that Jesus was able to rebuke in such a way that His love was still evident.

Mary, the Wife of Cleopas

Commentary writer and theologian Adam Clarke pointed out that Mary, the wife of Cleopas was the mother of James the Less and Joses (Matthew 27:56; Mark 15:40).  Matthew 10:3 tells us that this James was the son of Alpheus, and so it appears that Alpheus and Cleopas must have been the same person.  It is added, in some ancient histories, that Cleopas was the brother of Joseph, the husband of Mary.  Biblical scholar John Gill added, “This Mary was no doubt a believer in Christ, and came and stood by his cross; not merely to keep her sister company, but out of affection to Jesus, and to testify her faith in him.”

Most of the Christ-followers that we see gathered at the foot of the cross were women.  As Jesus had warned, the disciples (aside from John) were unprepared for the horrors of this day and were in hiding—including Peter whose great boasts of staying with Jesus even to the death now had a sad and hollow ring.  It was the women who, at no small amount of personal risk, continued to identify themselves with the Master, even as He died for them.  It was the women who stood there, no doubt feeling the anger and abuse of the crowd.  It was the women who showed the strength of courage simply to be there. 

In addition, Gill sees this important application in the women’s presence at the cross: “[It] may teach us to do as they did, look upon the crucified Christ, view His sorrows, and His sufferings, and our sins laid upon Him, and taken away by Him.  We should look unto him for pardon, cleansing, and justification, and, in short, for the whole of salvation.  We should also weep, as they did, whilst we look on him; shed even tears of affection for, and sympathy with him; of humiliation for sin, and of joy for a Savior: and likewise should abide by him as they did, by his persons, offices, and grace; by the doctrine of the cross, continuing steadfastly in it, and that notwithstanding all reproaches and sufferings we may undergo.”  Courage that stands alone, however, could be nothing more than reckless bravado.  Their courage was more—it was fueled by love.

The Strength of Love

Greek scholar and Bible teacher A. T. Robertson wrote, “We have come to expect the women from Galilee to be faithful, last at the Cross and first at the tomb.”  And they were.  Our look through the window of sorrow of Joseph of Arimathea showed us that the women who were at the cross had followed Joseph to the burial site, and they saw the tomb and the burial preparations.  Luke tells us about what the women did at the tomb:

55 The women who had come with Jesus from Galilee followed Joseph and saw the tomb and how his body was laid in it. 56 Then they went home and prepared spices and perfumes. But they rested on the Sabbath in obedience to the commandment. (Luke 23:55-56, NIV)

Following the Sabbath rest, however, these women who had followed Jesus in Galilee and then followed Him from there now made what must have felt like one final trek in service of the Master.  They went to the tomb to complete the burial process that had been cut short by the arrival of Shabbat:

On the first day of the week, very early in the morning, the women took the spices they had prepared and went to the tomb. (Luke 24:1, NIV)

The hurried burial process that had begun on crucifixion day needed to be completed, and the women had worked to prepare for that sad and somber task.  Interestingly, each of the Gospels records the presence of women at the tomb that first Lord’s Day morning.  While none seem to contain the entire list of those attending to Christ’s burial, each gospel writer focuses on the part of the story he wants us to see.

· Matthew mentions Mary Magdalene and the “other Mary” (apparently, the wife of Cleopas and mother of James.)
· Mark mentions Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome
· John focuses his account on the interactions between Jesus and Mary Magdalene.
· Luke’s record (the gospel account that most clearly shows Jesus’ countercultural care and respect for women) seems to be the most comprehensive:  “It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the others with them who told this to the apostles” (Luke 24:10, NIV).

In Luke’s record we see them—brokenhearted but still devoted, grieving but still engaged, overwhelmed but still serving.  Mark tells us that as they approached the tomb, they wondered how they might remove the grave stone so that they could minister to the body of Jesus.  But as it turned out, that would not be a concern.  Again, in Luke, we see the familiar words that we hear every Easter Sunday—words so familiar we may have lost the majesty of what we see.  Words stated in such a matter-of-fact way that we may not fully appreciate the emotional impact of the events described here.

2 They found the stone rolled away from the tomb, 3 but when they entered, they did not find the body of the Lord Jesus. 4 While they were wondering about this, suddenly two men in clothes that gleamed like lightning stood beside them. 5 In their fright the women bowed down with their faces to the ground, but the men said to them, “Why do you look for the living among the dead? 6 He is not here; he has risen! Remember how he told you, while he was still with you in Galilee: 7 ‘The Son of Man must be delivered over to the hands of sinners, be crucified and on the third day be raised again.’” 8 Then they remembered his words.

9 When they came back from the tomb, they told all these things to the Eleven and to all the others. 10 It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the others with them who told this to the apostles.  (Luke 24:2-10, NIV)

In their grief-stricken despair, they arrived at the tomb to encounter the one thing they had never anticipated—the tomb was empty.  John’s gospel tells of the personal sense of loss and devastation Mary Magdalene felt at the discovery of the body’s disappearance.  It was not just that the tomb was empty—Mary, who had such a deep sense of love and indebtedness to the Christ for His powerful rescue of her heart and life, felt doubly robbed.  She was not only robbed of the body of the Master, she was also robbed of one final, tragic opportunity to serve the Rabbi of Galilee.  But the emotional impact of the empty tomb reached further than Mary’s broken heart.

The women of Galilee would experience an emotional roller coaster of feelings that is hard to appreciate as we read the story two millennia later.  Luke tells us that the women (Luke 24:4) were “perplexed,” which in the Greek means “to be entirely at loss.”  The word conveys utter confusion, explaining what was not there, the body of Jesus.  This perplexity, however, turned to terror (vs. 5) and amazement (Mark 16:5) when they saw who was there—the angelic messengers of resurrection day who sent them to the fearful disciples in hiding with word that the Savior was alive!  Upon hearing the message of the resurrected Christ, they fled from the tomb, because “trembling and astonishment had gripped them” (Mark 16:8).  But as the import of what they had seen and heard in the cemetery took hold, the emotional landscape shifted once again—as “they left the tomb quickly with fear and great joy” (Matthew 28:8).

The strength of their love had caused them to follow Jesus in the Galilee and to follow Him to Jerusalem and to stand by Him at the cross and to follow again to His burial and, ultimately, make this final, fateful mission of mercy to the Master who had rescued them from the demons of darkness and the oppressions of indignity.  God was rewarding the strong devotion, courage, and love that motivated them to follow.  As Hebrews 6:10 tells us:

10 God is not unjust; he will not forget your work and the love you have shown him as you have helped his people and continue to help them. (Hebrews 6:10, NIV)

If the heavenly Father remembers the acts of love and kindness done in His name to others, how much more the selfless acts of love these women had ministered to His Son?  Matthew tells us that as they were making their way to the place where the disciples were in hiding, the greatest moment of joy they would ever know occurred.  The message the angels had delivered at the tomb was confirmed—by the physical appearance of Christ himself!

8 So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran to tell his disciples. 9 Suddenly Jesus met them. “Greetings,” he said. They came to him, clasped his feet and worshiped him. 10 Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.” (Matthew 28:8-10, NIV)

Love that had sought no reward had nevertheless been rewarded.  The fear and confusion is taken from their heart by His gift of peace and grace.  These women of Galilee had suffered much but now knew the matchless privilege of being the first in many marvelous, overwhelming, grace-filled firsts:

· The first at the cross
· The first at the tomb
· The first to hear of the resurrection
· The first to see the risen, glorious Son of God
· The first to tell the story of the Prince of Life’s defeat of death

Through the window of these women, we see clearly that the only appropriate response is to do what they did:  worship the Christ and tell others of His victory.  It is an event that demands we bow the knee to the risen Lord and share the joy with a dying world.  As another incredibly strong woman, Fanny Crosby, put it in her marvelous hymn “Christ is Risen”:

Christ hath risen! Hallelujah!
Friends of Jesus, dry your tears;
Through the veil of gloom and darkness,
Lo, the Son of God appears!
Christ is risen! Hallelujah!
Gladness fills the world today;
From the tomb that could not hold Him,
See, the stone is rolled away!

We see strength on display in the lives of these godly women.  It is my desire that their example would stir my heart—and yours—to rise to a new strength of devotion, of courage, and of love for the Son of God who loved us and gave himself for us (Galatians 2:20).  To “be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might” (Ephesians 6:10).  Or, as the psalmist put it:

Be strong and let your heart take courage,
All you who hope in the Lord (Psalm 31:24).
(Windows on Easter, pp. 86-103)
  

[Material from Moments with the Savior by Ken Gire, pp. 420-424]

It was in a garden ages ago that paradise was lost, and it is in a garden now that it would be regained.

But Mary Magdalene doesn’t know that.  For her, the hobnail boot of the Roman Empire has crushed her hope and ground it in the dirt with its iron heel.

Her hope was Jesus.  He had changed her life, and she had followed him ever since.  He had cast seven demons out of her, freeing her from unto torment.  He had given her life…a reason to live…a place in his kingdom…  He had given her worth and dignity…understanding…
compassion…love…and he had given her hope.

Now that hope lies at the bottom of her heart, flat and lifeless.

But something helps her survive the cruel boot.  Something resilient, like a blade of grass that springs up after being stepped on.  

That something is love.

Love brought Mary to his cross.  And love brings her now to his grave.

But as she wends her way along that dark garden path, she stumbles upon a chilling sight.  The stone has been rolled away.  The tomb has been violated.

Just when she thinks life couldn’t get worse, it gets worse.  The night gets darker; her hope, dimmer.  Not even a pinpoint of starlight shines for her now.

As she runs to tell the disciples, a legion of questions haunts her.  Who took the body?  The Roman government?  The religious leaders?  And why?  What would they want with it?  Have they given him a criminal’s burial by dumping him outside the city in the garbaged fires of the Valley of Gehenna?  Have they put him on display to further mock him?

She finds Peter and John and in breathless fragments reports what she saw.  They rip through the night on a ragged footrace to the tomb.  Mary tries to follow, but her side is splitting.  She will catch up, she tells herself, when she catches her breath.

His lungs burning, Peter stoops into the caved entrance.  The wings of the dove-gray dawn have extended a soft feather of light into the cave.  As his eyes adjust, he takes careful notice of the burial wrappings made rigid by the resin from the spices.  The linen cocoon lays intact on the stone slab.  Intact, but hollow.

Doubt and faith intermingle in their minds, bewildering them as they slowly walk away.  Mary is left behind; tear, her only companions.  She takes those tears with her as she enters the tomb to take a look for herself.  And suddenly the woman who was once possessed with demons finds herself in the presence angels.

One stands at the head of the stone slab; the other, at the foot.  Like the ark of the covenant in the Most Holy Place of the tabernacle—cherubim on either end.  For this, too, is a most holy place.

She is despondent as she tells them the reason for her tears.  Then, from behind, another voice reaches out to her.  

“Woman, why are you crying?”

She wheels around.  Maybe the morning is foggy.  Maybe tears blur her eyes.  Maybe Jesus is the last person she expects to see.  Whatever the case, she doesn’t recognize him.  That is, until—

“Mary."

She links away the tears and can hardly believe her eyes. “Master.”

Overwhelmed, she throws her arms around the Lord she loves so much.  She had been there when he suffered at the cross; now he is there when she is suffering.  She had stood by him in his darkest hour; now he is standing by her in hers.  He had seen her tears; now he is there to wipe them all away.  Jesus interrupts the embrace to send her on a great commission—to tell the disciples the good news.

“He is risen.  I have seen him.  I have touched him.  He is alive.”

And so, too, is her hope.

In his triumph, Jesus could have paraded through the streets of Jerusalem.  He could have knocked on Pilate’s door.  He could have confronted the high priest.  But the first person our resurrected Lord appears to is a woman without hope.  And the first words he speaks are, “Why are you crying?”

What Savior we serve, or rather, who serves us.  For in his hour of greatest triumph, he doesn’t shout his victory from the rooftops.  He comes quietly to a woman who grieves…who desperately needs to hear his voice…see his face…and feel his embrace. 

Prayer

Dear Risen Lord,

How hard it is to see clearly when devastating circumstances bring me to a tomb of grief and fill my eyes with tears.  

How blurry everything gets.  Even you get blurry, and the sound of your voice becomes strangely unfamiliar.

Help me to blink away those tears to see that you are standing beside me, wanting to know why I am crying…wanting to know where it hurts…wanting to wipe away every tear from my eyes.

Thank you, Jesus, for being there, for never leaving me or forsaking me, even in the darkest and chilliest hours of my life.

From those circumstances that have shrouded my heart and entombed me, I pray that you would roll away the stone.   It is too heavy, and I am too weak to roll it away myself.

Where there is doubt, roll away the stone and resurrect my faith.

Where there is depression, cast aside the grave clothes and release my joy.

Where there is despair, chase away the night and bring a sunrise to my hope.

Yet in my doubt, in depression, in my despair, help me to continue to love you.  Even if I don’t understand you.

And I rejoice that no matter how dark the Friday or how cold the tomb, with you as my risen Savior, there is always the hope of an Easter morning.  Amen.
(Moments with the Savior, pp. 420-424)

