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Easter is Change

•

45 minutes

•

Connecting:

(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a way
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work God
is doing in your lives.)
•
In what ways did God move in your life this week? In

•

what ways did you respond to him?

•
•

What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously
thank group members for their honesty if they state

•
•

they have held back.)

resurrection bring about? Seek to find as many as
possible.

Do any of these changes surprise you? Could you
elaborate?
Do you think that people today believe that these kinds
of changes are possible? Why might this be the case?
Think about your own life. Are there areas in
which you need to experience change? What has the
experience of seeking change in these areas been like
for you?

What hope, if any, does Jesus’ invitation to Mary and
his message to his disciples provide with respect to
these areas in need of change?

Consider

closing by discussing what it might look
like to open your life to God to receive the change his
resurrection has made possible.

Getting Started:
10 minutes

•

Do you think it is possible for people to change?
Could you explain?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•
•

Using the notes, talk about the role and experience of
women in the ancient world.
Read John 20.11-18 aloud. Pause. Try to imagine
the scene, experiencing it as Mary. Read the text once
more, slowly.
As you read the text, what changes did Jesus’

Context and Background
Women in the Ancient World
In

the ancient world, all Mediterranean cultures were
androcentric and highly patriarchal. At every level of
society, men were more powerful and considered by all to be
superior to women. While women of high status were able
to own property, run businesses, and serve as patrons in
some contexts, particularly Asia Minor, they were unable
to ascend to places of real power because they were kept
from holding elected offices. In general, women were
viewed by men to be something of a burden and danger,
capable of bringing great shame upon a father and family.

The experience of women was not much different in Jewish
circles. This is surprising because of the elevated role of
specific women in Jewish history such as Deborah (Judges

4) and Esther (Esther 1-10). However, women had little
freedom in Jewish society. Some rabbis viewed them with
contempt and no rabbi would consider teaching a woman.
Ben Sira, a rabbi from the 2nd Century B.C.E. demonstrates
the typical Jewish view of women as something of a burden
to men in his meditation as a father of a daughter when he
wrote:

A daughter is a treasure that keeps her father wakeful, and
worry over her drives away sleep: lest in her youth she remain
unmarried, or when she is married, lest she be childless;
while unmarried, lest she be defiled, or in her husband’s
house, lest she prove unfaithful; lest she become pregnant
in her father’s house, or be sterile in that of her husband.
My son, keep a close watch on your daughter, lest she make
you a laughingstock for your enemies, a byword in the city
and the assembly of the people, an object of derision in public
gatherings. See that there is no lattice in her room, or spot
that overlooks the approaches to the house. Do not let her
reveal her beauty to any male, or spend her time with married
women; for just as moths come from garments, so a woman’s
wickedness comes from a woman. Better a man’s harshness
than a woman’s indulgence, a frightened daughter than any
disgrace.—Ecclesiasticus 42.9-14 (NRSV)
In spite of the prevailing concept of women in the ancient
world, Jesus demonstrated a markedly different view. As a
rabbi, Jesus not only addressed and taught women (John 4),
but he made women recipients of his ministry (Luke 13.1017), numbered them among his followers (Luke 8.1-3), and
counted them as his intimate friends (Luke 10.38-42; John
11). Jesus first appeared to women after his resurrection
and chose to use a woman as the mouthpiece to declare his
resurrection (John 20.1-18). Jesus’ treatment of women
was radical, transcending the traditional barriers and
views of his day. It is therefore not surprising that the
early Church continued similar treatment of women in the
first two centuries of its existence before cultural views
prevailed and relegated women to a place in the Church
in keeping with their place in culture, a reality which has
only once again been challenged within the last 50 years,
and then only within certain Pentecostal and Mainline
denominations. The Church’s shifting position on women
occurred as it sought to find acceptance in the wider culture
of its time in the 3rd Century, part of a larger movement
called “Constantinianism.”

In

the early Church, women held positions of power
and authority. They served as prophets (Acts 2.18)
and apostles (Romans 16.7), led local congregations
(Acts 18.18-19, 26), and served as deacons (Romans
16.1-2). Women were even given great protection in
early Christian household codes (Ephesians 5.21-33).

Contextually, some of the struggles at Corinth seem to be a
result of the Church not quite knowing how to navigate the
freedom women were given in the early Church (1 Corinthians
14.26-40), requiring Paul to provide rules to govern the
way the women in that specific congregation were behaving.
The freedom given to women in the early Church was in part a
continuation of the trajectory set in Jesus’ ministry, but was
also the practical application of the theological belief that in
Christ traditional hierarchal boundaries had been destroyed
(Galatians 3.26-29; Ephesians 2.19-22). Some modern
and ancient interpreters point to passages such as 1 Timothy
2.11-15 as biblical evidence supporting a male-dominated
hierarchy within the Church. However, to deal honestly with
texts such as these is to acknowledge that, like the Corinthian
correspondence, Paul is addressing a specific situation within
a specific local church and not giving guidance for how the
Church as a whole was to function. This passage in 1 Timothy
certainly reflects a local issue which Paul sought to correct,
the specific details of which are now lost. It is worth noting
that in 1 Timothy, Paul’s instructions concerning deacons
and overseers are written in such a manner granting women
access to these positions of authority within the Church (1
Timothy 3.11). Therefore, contextually, Paul does not seek
to reinforce the traditional cultural male-hierarchy but
modifies his guidance to address a unique issue within that
context.

The Text

John 20.11-18: Resurrection life is a changed life
The resurrection appearances of Jesus to his disciples are
part of John’s message intended to lead his readers to a faith
which results in the experience of eternal life in the present
(John 20.31). The early Church quickly realized that while
Jesus’ death on the cross had dealt with their bondage to
Sin, his resurrection had opened the door to the experience
of a life in the present free from the effects of this bondage
(Romans 6.1-7). Rather than having to wait to experience
eternal life, Jesus’ resurrection made eternal life a present
reality available to all who oriented themselves in faith
around Jesus. In the same way that Paul’s discussion of
the nature of the resurrection body outlined aspects of this
eternal life for believers in the future, John’s recounting of
the resurrection appearances of Jesus outlined aspects of this
eternal life for believers in the present. Jesus’ resurrected
body and interactions demonstrates what life can be like, a
truth underscored by Jesus’ invitations to his disciples in these
appearances.

The first appearance John recounts is that of Jesus to Mary
of Magdala, a village in Galilee. Mary was one of the women
who followed Jesus both as a disciple and ministry supporter.

Her involvement with Jesus’ ministry came as the result of
his casting seven demons out of Mary (Luke 8.1-3). Mary
was one of the women who had gone to the tomb to anoint
Jesus’ body (Luke 24.1-12; John 20.1-11). However,
Mary and the other women discovered the stone which
covered his tomb had been removed and the body of their
Lord missing. In distress, Mary and the others had reported
their findings to the disciples. John notes that he and Peter
ran to the tomb to verify the women’s report. However, he
and the other disciples did not fully understand what had
transpired (John 20.9-10). Rather, after seeing the empty
tomb, he and Peter returned to their hiding place (John
20.10, 19) leaving Mary alone at the empty tomb.

Having been left alone, Mary stood weeping outside the
tomb, distraught over the missing body of Jesus. Her
reaction here and throughout the scene demonstrates
the importance of the presence of a body in the process of
grieving. In grieving, we mourn the loss of a person whom
we loved bodily. To grieve without the body in some ways
short-circuits the grieving process because we are left
without the presence of the body we loved and are therefore
unable to come to a sense of closure with our grief.

As she stood weeping, Mary glanced into Jesus’ empty tomb
only to discover it was no longer empty. Two angelic beings
were seated upon the ledge where Jesus’ body had formerly
laid. These angelic beings speak to Mary, inquiring as to the
nature of her sorrow. While some interpreters view their
question to be something of a rebuke, this is not necessary
and such a view is generally informed by a view of God
which is somewhat judgmental, condemning the disciples for
not understanding the resurrection right away. Most likely,
the angels are demonstrating compassionate care for Mary.
Mary responds honestly that she is distressed by the absence
of Jesus’ body, perhaps assuming that his enemies have taken
his body away as punishment. However, before Mary can
respond further to these angelic beings, she senses someone
behind her and turns around to discover a man. Blinded by
her tears, Mary does not recognize that this man is none
other than Jesus. Rather, she assumes he is the gardener
and therefore must know the place where Jesus’ body
was taken. When this man also inquires as to the source
of Mary’s tears, she quickly inquires as to the location
of Jesus’ body and offers to personally retrieve it. Jesus
responds by calling Mary’s name, and at the sound of her
name uttered by Jesus, Mary recognizes the one with whom
she is speaking.
Mary’s response is one of pure joy. She calls out her own
name for Jesus, “Rabbi,” and rushes to embrace him. Mary’s
response is understandably human and appropriate. The one
which she thought was lost has been found. In her mind,

things can now go back to the way they were before, a reality
emphasized with her use of the name “Rabbi.” Mary assumes
that Jesus has returned to begin his teaching ministry once
more and she holds on to him not just in joy but to ensure he
does not leave once more. However, Jesus encourages Mary
to let go of him. Things cannot go back to the way they once
were. Jesus has no intention of returning to his teaching
ministry, but he intends to move forward toward his father.
Jesus’ statement is important because it outlines the trajectory
of a resurrected life. A resurrected life does not return to its
former human state no matter how wonderful or glorious.
Jesus’ resurrected life only moves forward toward greater
intimacy in the presence of his father, the life which was the
Father’s original intention. In other words, a resurrected life
is different. It is a changed life, changed in the direction of
God’s original intention.

Having outlined the trajectory of his own resurrected life,
Jesus invites Mary and his disciples into this same trajectory
with respect to their lives. Jesus invites Mary to find his
disciples and extend a message regarding his resurrection. To
invite Mary, a woman, to announce this good news was to
fill a role of authority as an emissary of Jesus, a position of
power over the disciples! This invitation defies and transcends
the traditional roles for women in Jesus’ day, a reality which
demonstrates the forward trajectory for Mary’s resurrected
life. Her life can change, can move forward toward greater
freedom. Likewise, Jesus’ message for his disciples implies this
same trajectory for them. Jesus’ message indicates that he
now views them as brothers and that this status brings them
into relationship with the Heavenly Father as their father. To
become a brother with Jesus and thereby a son of God indicates
an elevated status for these men of Galilee, one of upward
trajectory. Change. Both the change extended to Mary and
the disciples are movements toward God, toward the life he
intended. For Mary, this is a change toward the life originally
meant for women as beings created on equal footing with men
(Genesis 2.18-25). For the disciples, this is a change toward
the life originally meant for all people, beings created to live
in intimate relationship with God (Genesis 1.26-27).

Real life with Blake:

For Christians, Easter is one of the biggest days of the year. It
is on this day that we celebrate Jesus’ resurrection. Every year
we pull out all the stops and throw a huge party. But why?
Why is Easter such a big deal? I have always wondered about
Easter and the emphasis we place upon it. When I dared ask
the question, I was always told Easter was a big deal because
Jesus rose from the dead and that was huge. When I was
brave enough to ask why this was so “huge,” I was quickly told
that Jesus’ resurrection meant that one day I too would live

after death. Jesus had conquered death, so I too didn’t have
to worry about death. There was life after death. That was a
big deal, so I should get with the program and start partying.

I am not denying that living after death is a big deal. The older
I get and the more I experience the struggles with my Still’s
disease, the more life after death appeals to me. I am all for
a resurrected life and a resurrected body free from pain and
sorrow and Still’s disease (1 Corinthians 15). However, I am
left asking about now. What about now? I am living now. Do
I have to wait until I die for the good stuff Jesus’ resurrection
makes possible? Is Easter just a party about the future or are
we celebrating something more?

The typical answer is Easter is really all about the future, but
I am not convinced this is true. Certainly, Jesus’ resurrection
demonstrates that there is life on the other side of death, but I
am growing more convinced that life is available to people like
you and me before death. I am growing more certain that there
is this thing called “Life before life after death.” I think this
is the point Paul was trying to make in Romans 6.1-7. Simply
put, Paul said, because of Jesus’ resurrection we can begin to
live the life God intended for us in the present. We don’t have
to wait for it. In other words, the good life Jesus’ resurrection
demonstrates is something we have access to right now. That
is a wonderful and powerful message, something worth
celebrating. But what does that life look like? What might it
look like to have access to life after death right now?

I think John gives us some glimpses in the last two chapters
of his Gospel. Perhaps this is the point of the resurrection
appearances in the first place, glimpses not just into the
reality that Jesus was alive but glimpses into what life Jesus
was making possible. The first glimpse he gives us is that of
a changed life. The resurrected Jesus had a life which was
changing, moving toward the experience the Father originally
intended for him. The resurrected Jesus was moving to the
way his life was meant to be, in intimate connection with the
Father. If Jesus’ life shows me what my life can be, then his
resurrected life says I can move toward a new life, life the
way it was meant to be. I can change. I am not trapped by
the dysfunction of my family of origin. I am not bound by the
disappointing choices I have made. I am not forever consigned
to be a person who wrestles with fear, anxiety, and depression.
I can move away from these things. The resurrection has made
this possible, and Jesus extends an invitation to step toward
this life. That is something worth celebrating.

Real life with You:

We all want to figure out how to navigate this world in a
successful way. Scripture calls this ability wisdom. So, where
do we find this wisdom? There are a number of places we can
look. We can turn to our experience, the teaching of others,
or simply apply an adequate number of brain cells to a dilemma
or issue at hand. However, if we want to be successful, that
is, if we want to navigate life in a way which leads to joy we
must seek wisdom from God. Apart from this wisdom we will
find ourselves easily overwhelmed by the many possible paths
we might choose. We get stuck. Getting wisdom from God is
not difficult. God shares this wisdom when we pursue him.
This is where we run into the problem. In our pride, we do not
pursue God. We do not feel we need him. We can figure it out
on our own. . .until we realize we can’t.

So, how do we put down our pride to pursue God and his
wisdom? Worship is the surprising answer. When I mention
worship, I am not referring to what we call worship today.
Modern worship is rooted in consumerism and therefore
is focused on experience and innovation. Ancient, biblical
worship is rooted in the repeated rehearsal of God’s story
which invites the worshiper to remember and realign his
heart. We use the word liturgy to describe this kind of
worship. Liturgy is just the intentional rehearsal of God’s
story in a particular manner. Liturgy can involve anything
from the regular rhythm of reading through the Bible to the
rehearsal of a scripted celebration of prayer. Whatever the
form, liturgical worship involves the intentional rehearsal of
God’s story so we remember who he is, where he is going, and
where we fit so that we might realign our lives with his. It is
this worship which calls us back to center, back to the pursuit
of God and his wisdom.

This week we encourage you to think of a way you might
make this kind of worship part of your daily life. Perhaps it
involves participating in The Journey or regularly listening to
a worship CD at a specific time of the day. You are free to
structure this in any way God leads so long as it is regular
and intentional. Pay attention to the affect this has on how
you think and navigate your daily life. You might consider
journaling your experiences.
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