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     Easter 1
What to do when you don’t know what to do: 

hope in the God of great surprises
[1 Corinthians 15:19-26; John 19:38-20:8 NIV]

In the beginning…

“It’s Friday…but Sunday’s coming!”

That’s the title of Tony Campolo’s signature sermon.

You can listen to it on his website.

“It’s Friday…but Sunday’s coming!”

Tony got the idea for his sermon from another pastor --

a guest speaker at the Baptist church which Tony serves in Philadelphia.
That old African-American preacher 
repeated the phrase over and over


as he addressed a church full of people



who felt trapped in the inner city.

“It’s Friday…but Sunday’s a-coming!” said the man 
I have a hunch that phrase 


also offers hope to those of us who live in the suburbs.
We’re not that jaded, are we?
we still need hope too, don’t we?

“It’s Friday…but Sunday’s coming!”

That will be the framework for the message today.
But this Easter, let’s make it a three-day weekend.
Let’s also include Saturday.
Let’s say:


“It’s Friday…
but Sunday’s coming!




What about Saturday?”

What we discover this morning 
forms the last strategy in our series,



“What to do when you don’t know what to do”

We learn this strategy from a man named John.

He shared it with us in the lesson
that _______ read to us moments ago –

a lesson that begins on Friday afternoon…
and ends Sunday morning.

As we explore John’s strategy,

we’re going to refer to John’s lesson often.

I suggest, then, that you open your Bible to John 19:38-20:8.

In most pew Bibles, 
you’ll find that passage on page 1074.

Hope in the God of great surprises
1)  It’s Friday…  (What’s in your tomb?)

It’s Friday…

and John tells us that Jesus is dead.

The person to whom John had committed his life…


the person who promised John a new life…

that person no longer has a life --




he is lying motionless in a cold tomb.

Who or what is in your tomb?

Which person…which event has dashed your hopes?

Who or what depresses you during the day…


deprives you of sleep at night?

What prompts you to scream,

not “Thank God!” …but “O my God! It’s Friday!”

For John, it was the grave-clothes.
Look at the lesson he wrote.

He seems obsessed with the grave-clothes.

He devotes more than 25% of the lesson to the linen.

That’s weird, isn’t it?

I mean, who talks about grave clothes?

When was the last time you heard boys at the bar


discussing what they’re going to wear in the casket?

When was the last time you heard girls going to the mall


say they’re going to buy “clothes to die for”? 
We don’t talk about grave clothes…


but John does.

To him, they are the symbol of despair on Friday…

the signal that his dreams were as dead 
as the cold body wrapped in linen.

What is your symbol of despair?
What reminds you that your dreams are dead?

Is it the doctor’s report?

the divorce decree?



the death certificate?

Could it be the picture of

the child who never comes home?



the parent who never visits?

Maybe it’s a wheelchair in the corner…

a wedding ring in the drawer…

or empty bottles and discarded syringes in the wastebasket.

For me, it was a small apartment.

When I lost my job and my family,

I also lost the big home my employer provided.

I moved into a small apartment,


385 square feet in all.
When my older children saw it for the first time,


they cried.

I cried too.

That small apartment signaled Friday was here;


it symbolized that all was lost.

Let me ask you again:

What is your symbol of despair?

What reminds you that your dreams are dead?

2)  Sunday’s coming!  (What can happen?)

Oh! It may still be Friday in your life and mine;
but remember: Sunday’s coming!

And John tells us what can happen on Sunday.

Again, the man focuses on those grave-clothes.

Look at chapter 20, verses 5-7.

John describes what had covered the corpse…


what had concealed the dead man’s face.

Then he tells us 
how this complete coffin costume was now neatly folded.
That’s really weird, isn’t it?

What’s the point?
Why the lesson in the linen?

Remember: on Friday,
the grave-clothes were a symbol of despair for John.

But now it’s Sunday,

and the linen has a new look.

If – as some have suggested –


the enemies of Jesus snatched his body,



the linen would not be there.

The grave robbers would have hurriedly taken the corpse with the grave-clothes.

If – as others have suggested –


the friends of Jesus re-wrapped and re-buried his body,



the linen might still be there.

The friends may have removed it 

before dressing the corpse in new linen.
But they too would have been in a hurry


and quickly discarded the old linen in a pile on the floor.

But John tells us that the coffin costume is neatly folded.

He also tells us – in verse 8 –

that when he sees the folded linen,
he believes.

John now knows that the dead man is walking…


that Jesus has come back to life.

John also knows that he is free to dream again.

God has transformed the linen

-- John’s symbol of despair --


into a sign of hope.

This, folks, seems to be God’s specialty.

He enjoys creating amazing turnabouts.

He likes to surprise us,

turning our symbols of despair into signs of hope.

Look at what he did with Abraham and Sarah.
He took genitals that didn’t generate for a hundred years


to make this couple the parents of a great nation.

Think of Joseph…

Think of how God used a prison --

used a prison to propel the prisoner 

into becoming premier.

What about those two sisters, Mary and Martha?

A grave had snatched their brother from them.

But God used that grave to return Lazarus to them

And in a small apartment,


God did big things for me.

There I became training manager at one of the world’s biggest banks.
There I began a relationship that created the family I have today.

My symbol of despair has become to me a sign of hope.

In fact, I still like small spaces today.

My favorite home still is our family’s 700 square foot apartment in Hong Kong.

Can God do the same for you?

Can he transform your symbol of despair into a sign of hope?
Could a doctor’s report be the prelude to a miracle?

Could divorce papers or a death certificate 

signal the start of a new and deeper relationship –



if not with another person, then with God himself?

Could empty bottles be the sign that you’ve had your fill…

and God is now walking you down the road to recovery?

Only God knows.
But God is the God of great surprises.

One Sunday, he shook the world when he rose from the dead.
Now, even the grave has a new look.

With God, a grave no longer symbolizes the end;


it signals a new beginning.

Samuel Coleridge once wrote that


“hope without an object cannot live”.

But our hope has an object.

It’s God…the God of great surprises.

And if God can turn a trick that no one else has ever performed --

if he can free himself from the icy clutches of death,
why! you’d have to believe that he can do anything, right?
Oh! It may still be Friday in your life and mine;


but remember: Sunday’s coming!

3)  What about Saturday?  (What can you do?)

Uh!  What about the day in-between?
What do you do on Saturday?

What do you do as you wait for Sunday to come?

Saturday…

not a holy day…
not a holiday…
but, for many, a hell of a day
It’s tough to wait, isn’t it?
It’s so much easier to do something --
to bury ourselves in our work, 
drown our sorrows in a battle,

succumb to pleasure in someone else’s arms.
What did John do on Saturday?
He doesn’t really tell us;

but we know, don’t we?

John stayed close –


close to Jesus’ followers…



close to Jesus, even though he was dead.

In the lesson, John reveals that


it was quick and it was easy 
for Mary to find John

and for John to find Jesus’ tomb.

What do you do on Saturday?

What do you do when you’re still desperate…


and desperately waiting for Sunday to come?

Stay close, my friend, stay close.

Stay close to Jesus’ followers.

Isn’t that why Jesus created his church?

So we could be there for each other…especially on Saturday?

When I’m struggling

-- struggling to keep hope alive in my life --



I need your help.

And when you’re struggling,


you need mine.

On Saturday, stay close to Jesus’ followers.

And stay close to Jesus, too.

Like John, stay close even as you wonder if Jesus still exists…


even if you think he’s dead.

He simply may have gone into hiding

to prepare the next surprise in your life.

The last lesson from John’s lesson?  
Stay close…and stick to it.

It’s Saturday –


the day may be long, but don’t stop;



the night may be black, but don’t quit.

Stay close…and don’t ever give up.

Remember: Sunday’s coming!

At the end…

A pastor whom I know has a plan for old Bibles.
He contends 

that we should never throw them away…


that instead we should highlight all those stories 
that show how God loves to surprise people.

This pastor believes that, if we take his advice,


we would be surprised at how colorful our Bibles can be.

In other words,


we would be surprised at how often God surprises people.

Why do you think 
God included so many stories 
with surprise endings in the Bible?

So we could look back in amazement?

No! So we could look ahead with hope!

Those stories don’t just remind us of what God once did;


they reveal what God still does.
The God who spoke still speaks.

The God who came still comes.

The God who surprised still surprises.

Just you wait and see.

It’s Friday – maybe Saturday – but Sunday is coming!

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing,


so that you may overflow with hope by the power of his Holy Spirit.
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