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   From the Pulpit... 
 

“Why Did He Stop?” 
Rev. Dr. Martin Hall – Preaching 

John 20: 1-10 

April 12, 2020 – Easter Sunday 
 

 

Reflection:  The Beloved Disciple 

 

How can I explain it?  Words fail me!  Darkness…desperation…isolation…  The pain of that 

moment was beyond words! 

 

It had been three years since it all began.  The truth is that I had no idea what was happening that 

day Jesus pulled me out of the boat – none of us did!  There was just something about him that 

reached into the depths of our hearts and had us taking journeys and living lives we never would 

have imagined before.  His compassion…his love…his uncanny ability to enter into a life of 

despair and turn it to one of promise and hope…  There was nothing he couldn’t do, and there 

was nothing we wouldn’t do for him. 

 

There is no joy like that of being a part of what Jesus was doing.  Restoring the broken…loving 

the loveless…healing the sick… My life had a purpose I’d never dreamed of, and that purpose 

was to walk alongside this teacher, healer, and friend I had found in Jesus.  It was pure delight!  

Sure, we had our trials.  There’s no denying that some days were easier than others.  And, more 

than once, I was at a loss as to what exactly he was doing.  But, I was part of it.  I was walking 

every day in his presence.  There’s no greater joy than that which I knew as I journeyed with 

Jesus.  And, there’s no greater pain than the memory of him hanging on that cross!  

 

As the temple guards made their way towards the garden, we had no idea what was to come next.  

The looks on their faces…the fury you could see burning in their eyes… it was only the 

beginning of the agony we would know in the days to follow.  We were stunned…powerless in 

the wake of his arrest.  We hid among the crowds as they cried out for his crucifixion.  My heart 

ached with every shout of ‘Crucify him!’  My spirit quaked with every crack of the flagrum.  

There’s nothing I wanted more than to rescue him from Pilate’s grasp – to pull him away from 

the wrath of the crowd – but there was nothing I could do.  There was nothing any of us could do 

but watch as our teacher, our friend, this beacon of love and peace, was mocked, beaten, and 

ushered to the cross.  
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Darkness…desperation…isolation…  There are no words.   

 

To see our friend hanging on the cross…to hear the wailing of his mother by my side…to watch 

him scream out in agony as he gave himself over to death…  There are no words.  All I knew 

was pain.  All I could feel was agony.  The world was cold and black. 

 

Joseph and Nicodemus helped us get his body so that he could receive the burial he deserved.  

But, the time had come to prepare for the Sabbath, so we laid his body in a tomb.  I barely 

remember my walk home that night.  The light of my life was dead, and I knew this world would 

never be the same again! 

 

The moment he died I knew – in the depths of my heart I knew – that things would never be the 

same.  But, I had no idea what that meant! 

 

It was the morning after the Sabbath, and the women had left early to tend to the body of Jesus.  

They took their oils for his anointing and left at dawn to make sure he was ready for burial.  The 

rest of us remained huddled in our homes, staying clear of the temple guard and any who might 

try to accuse or arrest us in the wake of Jesus’ death.  The room was filled with despair… fear… 

sorrow… our hearts had been broken by the death of our teacher, and our minds were alert with 

the fear that they might come for us next! 

 

Suddenly, Mary came bursting through the door – Jesus’ body was missing!  The stone had been 

rolled away and his body was gone.  Peter and I were out the door before she finished talking.  I 

ran – my mind spinning.  As fast as I could, I sprinted towards the tomb.  Who would have taken 

him?  Why would someone do this?  What could possibly happen now?  My mind raced, as did 

my feet, until I reached the entrance to the tomb.  And then… 

 

Frozen!   

 

There’s no other word for it.  I bent over, I looked in, I saw the linens on the floor and the 

emptiness of the tomb and I froze.  I don’t know if it was the shock… the disbelief… the fear…  

In stunned silence I stood at the door as Peter rushed by.  From a distance I could see a peace 

washing over him, and as my feet finally began to carry me inside, I felt it too.  I don’t know 

what held me back, but the feeling that was mine when I finally entered was like nothing I’ve 

ever known.   

 

There are no words!  Only joy!  Only wonder!  Only peace…and hope…and love! 

 

He’s alive!  He is risen!  And, indeed, the world will never be the same again! 
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Sermon:  Why Did He Stop? 

 

Allow me reset that story for you.  The two disciples in that story from John, Simon Peter and 

the ‘one who Jesus loved’ (we don’t know for sure who it is, but it is often suggested that it was 

John), have been through an unimaginable course of events.  They have followed Jesus 

throughout his ministry.  They have listened to his teachings, watched him perform miracles, and 

stood by his side as he was tested and threatened.  They were there, that night, as he spoke of the 

bread and the cup as symbols of his body and blood broken and shed for them.  They watched as 

he held back their defenses and allowed himself to be arrested.  They witnessed the crowds 

chanting for his death and saw the pain and agony of his walk to Golgotha and his death on the 

cross.   

 

Then, just a couple days after watching all of this unfold, these two disciples are sitting in their 

house having breakfast when Mary Magdalene comes bursting through the door screaming ‘He’s 

not there!’  You can only imagine the thoughts that would have started running through their 

minds when they heard those words.  They were there when Jesus spoke of being persecuted and 

killed.  They heard Jesus talk about rising again.  They remember those words of Jesus saying 

the temple would be rebuilt in three days, and all of a sudden, these words start to come together 

for them.  What could really be going on here? 

 

The two sprint out of the house towards the tomb in which Jesus had been placed.  As they’re 

running, the Beloved Disciples moves ahead while Simon Peter lags behind.  He runs as fast as 

he can to the tomb and rushes to the place where the stone had been rolled away.  But, then (and 

this is the part that I find fascinating), he stops!  All that excitement, all that running and rushing, 

all that energy that drove him to this place, and he freezes!  All I can think as I picture that 

moment is, ‘Why?’  After running that fast, after rushing to reach that place, after dropping 

everything to get to the entrance to the tomb…why did he stop?  I think considering that question 

can speak volumes to the response we might bring to this story today! 

 

Maybe he didn’t think he needed to!  Perhaps, by that moment, he decided he had it all figured 

out.  Maybe throughout his run, as all of the teachings and promises of Jesus were rushing 

through his mind, he decided that he knew everything there was to know and simply didn’t need 

to take that extra step into tomb.  I wonder if he stopped in the face of the experience of that 

tomb because he thought he already had it all figured out.  I wonder how often we come to the 

Easter celebration with a similar mindset. 

 

Or, maybe he didn’t have it all figured out, and that was the problem.  Maybe he doubted what 

he might find.  Maybe he didn’t want to look in because he didn’t want to discover that Jesus’ 

body was still there after all.  Maybe he questioned if all of this could really be true and preferred 

to bury his head in the sand and avoid the question altogether instead of facing the possibility of 

discovering something he didn’t want to discover.  I wonder if that beloved disciples stopped at 

the entrance of the tomb because he doubted, because he had such hope that it could be true and 

simply wasn’t willing to risk any possibility of discovering that he might be wrong. 

 

Perhaps he stopped because he thought he had it all figured out.  Perhaps he stopped because he 

was unsure and didn’t want to confront the risk of learning anything he didn’t want to learn.  
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There’s a third option, however, that I think speaks volumes to those of us who gather at the 

entrance to the tomb some two millennia later.  What if he didn’t stop because he was sure he 

had it all figured out?  What if he didn’t stop because he was afraid it might not be true?  What if 

he stopped at the entrance of the tomb because he wasn’t ready to confront the fact that it was?   

 

Consider those words shared at the end of the Gospel according to Matthew (Matthew 28: 16-

20).   
16Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told 

them to go. 17When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. 18Then 

Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given 

to me. 19Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in[a] the 

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20and teaching them to 

obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the 

very end of the age." 

 

I truly think this may be the consideration that speaks to us, today, more than any others.  I think, 

if we are honest about it, we have to own that discovering the truth of the resurrection is, 

perhaps, both the most exhilarating and the most daunting possibility of all.  Walking into that 

tomb, glaring down at the linens rolled nicely where Jesus had been laid, coming face to face 

with the reality that he had, indeed, been raised from the dead, carried implications for what 

came next that were justifiable reason to bring pause to his steps.  This Beloved Disciple was 

there as the leaders of the Jewish faith saw to it that Jesus was arrested and crucified.  He was 

there as the crowds clamored for Jesus’ death.  He is fully aware of the danger he was already in 

as one who had assisted Jesus in his ministry.  And he knows full well what hardship could stand 

before him in a life of discipleship in which he is called to go out on behalf of Christ, preach the 

Gospel, baptize new believers, and teach the ways of the Lord.  Of all the options I considered 

when I reflected on the freezing of that Beloved Disciples that morning, I wonder if he stopped at 

the entrance of the tomb because, more than all else, he just wasn’t quite ready for everything 

that would come with understanding that it was true! 

 

Now, luckily, we don’t have to face death, persecution, or really fear in any way for the sake of 

our faith.  The biggest battle we seem to have with our surrounding culture is whether or not 

leagues should schedule soccer games on Sundays.  But still, I think the implications of the 

Easter event can be intimidating for us, today, just as it was for Jesus’ followers on the day of his 

resurrection.  Confronting this story – facing the reality that this man suffered for our sake, died 

for our sins, and was resurrected in order to offer new and eternal life to us – confronting all of 

that has very real, and at times very daunting, implications for our daily living.  All that stuff we 

talk about the rest of the year in the church – stewardship, service, forgiveness, worship, 

evangelization, love, patience, support, acceptance, humility, the list goes on and on – all that is 

asked of us (I would dare say that all of that is expected of us) stems from this fundamental 

moment of our faith.  The reality is that if the tomb were not, in fact, empty, none of the rest 

would follow.  It all starts here! 

 

Why did he stop at the entrance of the tomb?  Perhaps he had a bit of pride in thinking he had it 

all figured out.  He may have had a little doubt, wondering if it really could all be true.  But, 

when I ask myself why he held up at the entrance of that tomb – when I wonder what took all of 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2028;&version=31;#fen-NIV-24212a#fen-NIV-24212a
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that energy and spirit that had him running to that place and stopped him in his tracks – I really 

wonder if boils down to the comfort of plausible deniability – that he just wasn’t quite ready for 

what came next when he truly owned the story of the empty tomb.   

 

The truth is that we all have our reasons, now and then, for stopping at the entrance of the tomb.  

We all have our reasons for holding back, staying away from truly engaging in the experience of 

the resurrection, and simply avoiding the question, or the story, in some way or another.   

• Perhaps there are those times in which we think we already have it all figured out and 

don’t really need to dig into the depths and power of this story.   

• Perhaps there are those moments in which we’re afraid that, if we allow ourselves to dig 

too deep, our doubts might be realized and something we’ve held as a dear tenet of our 

faith may turn out to be different than we thought.   

• Or, perhaps there are times where plausible deniability is simply the more attractive 

option.  Perhaps there are moments in which we’re not keen on the concept of 

confronting what this really means for our lives, for the things we should be doing, and 

for the people we ought to be. 

 

But, here’s the thing – eventually, he did go in.  Sure, he held off a little.  He did succumb to 

whatever motivation or motivations had him holding back from experiencing the truth of the 

resurrection.  But, eventually, he did go in.  Eventually, he overcame whatever it was that was 

holding him back and he stepped in.  And, in that moment…in that moment, John tells us, “he 

saw and believed.”  

 

We gather this morning in light of the fact that, in the end, he did go in.  And, in the end, the 

tomb was empty.  We may have our reasons for being reserved in truly rushing in.  We may have 

our reasons for holding back from truly engaging in the glory of the resurrection.  But, none of 

that changes the fact that the tomb was empty.  Our hesitations don’t change the the fact that he 

did suffer for our sakes, he did die for our sins and transgressions, and he did rise from the dead 

in order to bring us new and eternal life.  Christ is risen!  You know, in all of these talks about 

churches and Easter, and large group gatherings in the face of calls for social distancing, and on 

and on…All I could keep saying to myself, and to others, is that the tomb is still going to be 

empty on Easter morning!  No social distancing, SAFER at home orders, or digitized worship 

experiences will change the fact that he is risen! 

 

We all may have our reasons, now and then, from shying away from that.  We all have our times 

that we’re a little like that disciple frozen at the entrance of the tomb.  I understand that.  But, as 

we gather in unique ways this morning rejoicing in song and proclaiming our praise…as we’re 

standing at the entrance of the tomb with the same hesitations of that beloved disciple…I wonder 

if we’re willing to embrace the courage of that disciple…overcoming our reservations and 

embracing the magnificence of this glorious day.  I wonder if we’re willing to put our 

reservations aside, look in, and in so doing, join the glory of that Beloved Disciples as we too see 

and believe that Christ is risen indeed.  

 

 

 
 


