Believing Is Seeing #42

“Easter Vision”

John 20:1-29

Over the past several months we have journeyed through the Gospel of John in a series of messages entitled “Believing Is Seeing.”  When we began, the series was entitled “Seeing Is Believing,” but I came to the conclusion that the reversed word order was more consistent with the message of the Scriptures.  Nowhere is this more evident than in our text for today.

John 20 records the most significant event of human history: the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.  All four gospels record this incident in detail, but John places special emphasis on what people saw (or did not see).  From the experiences of the people mentioned in this chapter, we can learn important lessons about spiritual vision.
Blurred Vision (Seeing with the Heart)


The first person John introduces in this chapter is Mary Magdalene.  In verse one we read, “Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance.”  Jesus had been crucified on Friday—the Jewish Passover—and this was predawn Sunday morning.  According to Mark 16:1, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought spices so that they might go to anoint Jesus’ body.  Apparently when Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus had taken Jesus from the cross on Friday, they did not have time to properly prepare the body before sundown, the beginning of the Sabbath.  


Notice that Mary saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance.  What she did not see was the body of Jesus inside the tomb.  So, according to verse two, “she came running to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one Jesus loved, and said, ‘They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have put him!’” (Peter and John then went to the tomb themselves, but we will pick up their story later.)


Now move down to verses 10-14:

Then 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.


Mary stands outside the tomb crying.  She looks in the empty tomb and sees two angels who ask why she is weeping.  She insists that someone had taken the body of Jesus away.  Then Jesus Himself appears behind her.  Notice how John puts it in verse 14: “she…saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was Jesus.”

Rodney Whitacre writes, 

She had not been able to pick up on the clues provided by the grave clothes nor even recognize the angels who spoke with her. Now she sees the very object of her concern, but she is unable to recognize him. Such can be the blinding effect of profound emotions.
 
She sees, but she doesn’t see.  I call this blurred vision, or seeing with the heart.  Her emotions have taken over and have obscured her ability to see the truth.  I am not saying this as an indictment of Mary, as Chuck Swindoll points out,

Place yourself in the sandals of these people for a moment. Imagine losing a very close friend or family member. Having buried him or her just a couple of days ago, you decide to place some flowers by the grave. You arrive in the early dawn hours to find that the dirt has been moved back from the grave, the coffin is lying open beside the hole, and the body is missing. Naturally, your first thought would be, Someone has taken the body!


It is quite understandable why Mary would be so upset, and why she would come to such a conclusion.  Yet it points to a common problem with our spiritual eyesight: when our emotions get all stirred up, it is difficult to see the truth.


Now, before anyone accuses me of being sexist, I am not using Mary as an example of seeing with the heart as some kind of female stereotype.  In Luke’s Easter account we read of two followers of Jesus—men—walking on the road to Emmaus.  In Luke 24:17, they are described as “downcast.”  When Jesus (whom they also did not recognize at first) asked them what they were talking about, they poured out the pitiful tale of their crucified Lord.  Jesus had to rebuke them for not realizing the truth of the Scriptures about Himself.  So it can happen to men as well as women!


I like how William Barclay applies this text:

We see there were two very simple and yet very profound reasons why Mary did not recognize Jesus.

(i) She could not recognize him because of her tears. They blinded her eyes so that she could not see. When we lose a dear one, there is always sorrow in our hearts and tears shed or unshed in our eyes…. That is natural and inevitable. At the same time, we must never allow our tears to blind us to the glory of heaven. Tears there must be, but through the tears we should glimpse the glory.

(ii) She could not recognize Jesus because she insisted on facing in the wrong direction. She could not take her eyes off the tomb and so had her back to him. Again it is often so with us. At such a time our eyes are upon the cold earth of the grave; but we must wrench our eyes away from that.

When sorrow comes, we must never let tears blind our eyes to glory; and we must never fasten our eyes upon the grave and forget Heaven.

John continues in verses 15-18,

“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.
Notice that the Lord does not rebuke Mary for her lack of recognition.  He is well aware of her condition, and He comes to her with great love and gentleness.  She saw Jesus…and believed.

Belligerent Vision (Seeing with the Mind)


The next character to consider from this passage is the apostle Thomas.  John notes that his nickname in those days was Didymus (meaning “twin”), but most of us know him by another nickname that starts with the letter “D”—“Doubting Thomas.”  We read how he earned that moniker in verses 24-25,

Now Thomas (called Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord!” But he said to them, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe it.” 

Thomas was a living example of the old maxim, “Seeing is believing.”  The Bible records that Thomas hailed from Galilee, but if he were around today, we would think he came from Missouri, the “Show Me State.”  Belligerent in his pessimism, he said that he would never believe that Jesus had risen from the dead until he had seen and handled the print of the nails in his hands and thrust his hand into the wound the spear had made in Jesus’ side.

Leon Morris comments about Thomas,

No skepticism could be more thoroughgoing than this, and it is perhaps worth noting that nobody else in the New Testament makes demands like these before believing. This is often taken as indicating that Thomas was of a more skeptical turn of mind than the others, and, of course, he may have been.

I am calling this belligerent vision, or seeing with the mind.  As Warren Wiersbe points out, “Doubt is often an intellectual problem: we want to believe, but the faith is overwhelmed by problems and questions.”
  Many have this problem today in the face of “scientific” evidence that seems to refute the claims of the Bible.  Such folks want to have all of their problems solved and their questions answered before they will commit to believe.  Wiersbe adds,

Thomas reminds us that unbelief robs us of blessings and opportunities. It may sound sophisticated and intellectual to question what Jesus did, but such questions are usually evidence of hard hearts, not of searching minds. Thomas represents the “scientific approach” to life—and it did not work! After all, when a skeptic says, “I will not believe unless—” he is already admitting that he does believe! He believes in the validity of the test or experiment that he has devised! If he can have faith in his own “scientific approach,” why can he not have faith in what God has revealed?


Thomas’ belligerent vision is corrected in verses 26-29,

A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.” 

Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my God!” 

Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”

Jesus knew what Thomas needed and He provided the physical proof.  But He also gave Thomas a reproof: “Stop doubting and believe.”  Then He added in verse 29, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”  It is true that Thomas overcame his stubbornness and devoted the rest of his life to the Lord.  But Jesus adds that those who believe without seeing are blessed.

Believing Vision (Seeing with the Will)


Which brings me to the third type of spiritual eyesight, what I am calling believing vision, or seeing with the will.  We read of this back in verses 3-9 of John 20:

So Peter and the other disciple started for the tomb. Both were running, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. He bent over and looked in at the strips of linen lying there but did not go in. Then Simon Peter, who was behind him, arrived and went into the tomb. He saw the strips of linen lying there, as well as the burial cloth that had been around Jesus’ head. The cloth was folded up by itself, separate from the linen. Finally the other disciple, who had reached the tomb first, also went inside. He saw and believed. (They still did not understand from Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead.)

Throughout this message I have emphasized the idea of seeing or sight.  When John wrote this account, he used three different Greek words for seeing. In John 20:5, describing his own initial viewing of the empty tomb, the verb simply means “to glance in, to look in.” In verse six, the word applied to Peter means “to look carefully, to observe.” The final word “saw” in verse eight (“He saw and believed”) means “to perceive with intelligent comprehension.”
  The progression is obvious, from a casual glance to a careful consideration to a comprehensive perception.  This last usage is the believing vision that requires an act of the will.  For, as Leon Morris explains, 
John…goes on to say, “He saw and believed.” …But what did he believe? That Jesus rose is our natural answer, but immediately John goes on to say that they did not yet know the Scripture that Jesus must rise. He may mean that, on the basis of the evidence before his eyes, the Beloved Disciple believed that a resur​rection had taken place, even despite his ignorance at this time of the signif​icance of the Scripture bearing on this point…. It seems that John had now come to believe that the resurrection had taken place, but that he did not yet appreciate all that that meant.


At this point John had not seen the risen Christ.  He did not have the experience of Mary or Thomas…yet he believed.  This was not merely an emotional “leap of faith” without thinking, nor was it cold and calculated.  I mention the components of personality—mind (intellect), heart (emotions), and will—not to pit one against the other, but to demonstrate how they properly work together.  When we allow either the mind or the emotions to dominate us, we either become overly skeptical or overly sentimental.  But when we keep both in check through the will, then we can avoid going to an extreme.  Examine the evidence, consider your feelings, but don’t allow either to keep us from faith.  As Charles Stanley puts it well, “Trusting God means looking beyond what we can see to what God sees.”


This is extremely important for us today who have never seen Jesus physically.  If we insist on “seeing is believing,” then we will never believe in Christ.  Our faith is described in 1 Peter 1:8, “Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy…”


My challenge to you this morning is this: How well is your spiritual sight?  Do you suffer from blurred vision—are your emotions keeping you from seeing the truth?  Do you have belligerent vision—is your intellect keeping you from committing to Christ?  Or do you have believing vision—based not on what we know or feel, but Who we trust?
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