 “I’m All In!”

John 20:1-10

As the gospel writer John tells the story of the first Easter, it could have been seen on ESPN, for the first response to the resurrection in John’s gospel was not terror or praise or fear or unbridled joy or speechless astonishment or the Hallelujah Chorus.  According to John, the first response to the resurrection of Jesus from the tomb was running.

Mary Magdalene doesn’t wait for sunup.  She goes in the dark to the tomb.  John says that Mary Magdalene only saw the stone removed from the tomb and crack!  As if set in flight by a starter’s gun, she is off—running, sprinting away from the tomb, a first-century female athlete long before Title IX.  Mary sprints toward the disciples.  She runs to Peter and “the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved.”  That’s what John cryptically calls him.

As if it were not sad enough that they had crucified their Lord, she tells these two disciples the even sadder news.  “They have taken the Lord’s body out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.”  These cruel crucifiers don’t even honor the dead.

At that news, again, crack!  Peter and “the beloved disciple” are off and running.  John tells us that they are “running together.”  But in an exciting race, John reports the results of this heat.  John writes: “the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first.”

Now that’s Sports Center highlight material, a first-century co-ed relay.  Mary Magdalene runs from the tomb and hands off the “bad news” baton to two disciples.  And not just any two disciples—it’s Peter and “the beloved disciple,” two disciples who are in a sense, competitors.  Peter is the leader of the disciples, and “the beloved disciple,” he’s the one closest to Jesus’ heart.  So, when these two pick up their heels and take off running, it isn’t just a friendly jog.  It’s Tennessee versus Alabama; it’s UNC versus Duke; the Red Sox versus the Yankees.  The competitive juices kick in, and it’s a race.  As ESPN might have promo-ed it, it’s “The Race to the Tomb.”

Now, why did the gospel writer, John, give us the results of this race?  Was John a sports fan?  Our preacher friend Tom Long says John was making a theological statement here.  John says not only was “the beloved disciple” the first to arrive at Easter, not only was he the first to believe the good news of Easter, not only was he the first to wake up to the dawn of a new creation, but “this beloved disciple” is the model for us in how we are to come to believe the Easter good news.

Later in the story, John tells us that Mary Magdalene believes when she sees the risen Lord, when she hears him call her name.  Most of the other disciples believe when they see the risen Lord and when they hear him say, “Peace be with you.”  And the disciple Thomas believes when the risen Lord appears to him and offers to let him touch the nail prints in his hands.

“The beloved disciple” is different.  He believes when he sees nothing!  He doesn’t see the risen Lord, nor hear him.  “The beloved disciple” sees emptiness—an empty tomb.  At this point, John tells us, he doesn’t even understand the biblical support for the resurrection.  He only sees where the body used to be, and still he believes!

The gospel writer John had folks like us in mind when he emphasized this point.  For what physical evidence do we have of the resurrection?  We haven’t had a face-to-face encounter in the garden, as did Mary Magdalene.  We haven’t had Jesus appear through locked doors and say to us, “Peace be with you!” as did most of the disciples.  We have not had Jesus offer his nail prints for our touching, as did Thomas.  We too have no physical evidence.  We must believe with the same lack of physical evidence as “the beloved disciple.” The beloved disciple had only his belief and trust in Jesus’ love; an unshakable belief that Jesus would not abandon them; that Jesus’ love would never end.  No matter what else happened, he had complete confidence that Jesus’ love would not die.

And with only that in his hand, “the beloved disciple” becomes a participant in another game.  “The beloved disciple” becomes a poker player.  Yep, that’s what I said—a poker player!  Maybe you’ve watched the poker tournaments on TV, mostly guys playing Texas Holdem, a poker game with two cards face down hidden from the view of their opponents and five other cards face up and in view and in play for all.  The good players look for tip-offs in their opponents, and they also know the odds of the cards.  When they think they have a real edge in winning the hand, the excitement soars as the player declares, “I’m all in!”—meaning he’s putting all of his chips on this one hand.  Lose the hand, and he’s out of the tournament.  The bravest of players say, “I’m all in!” on a bluff.  Most players only go “all in” when the odds greatly favor them, when they know that only a couple of cards in the whole deck, maybe only one card, can beat them.

“The beloved disciple” got to the tomb that first Easter, huffing and puffing.  He went in, saw the empty tomb, and declared, “I’m all in!”  He bet all he had—not because he knew he had a winning hand.  He bet his whole life not even understanding that there was a card in the deck that could beat the hand of the cold, cruel world—the world that had killed the man he loved.  You see, John tells us that at this point “the beloved disciple” had no idea there was a resurrection card in the deck.  Still, he pushed all his chips forward and said, “I’m all in!”

If this event had been shown on ESPN, the announcers who know what cards each player holds would have been aghast.  “What a bold play!”  They would have figured the odds.  The world holds all the top cards it seems, for the world holds the death card.  The world can kill those who try to change the status quo.  The world does kill such people, for the world is the poker player known by the nickname, “The Assassin.”  And the sweet little “beloved disciple” has nothing, it would seem, no way he can win the hand.  The announcers don’t know of any sequence of cards where “the beloved disciple” can win.  “He is bluffing,” they whisper to the television audience.

But to “the beloved disciple,” it is no bluff.  He has known Jesus.  And he is betting, not so much on a miracle card or even a miracle event.  He’s betting on the man, a man who loves as no other loves, on a divine love unlike any other love he has known.  It’s great drama on ESPN’s coverage that first Easter.  “The beloved disciple” goes “all in” on his Easter bet.

Today we are like that “beloved disciple.”  We affirm, “(I believe) in Jesus Christ, God’s only Son, our Lord.  Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried.”  And with those words we acknowledge that the world’s poker hand is strong—lots of aces and kings!
What do we have in our hand?  “On the third day…”  What are we going to do?  We peek again at our cards, nothing we can physically prove.  We finger our pile of chips, count them slowly, trying to decide.  “On the third day...”  The world, our friends, everyone holds their breath.  “On the third day...”  What are we going to do?  We stare into the cold, stony, poker face of the world; finally, we grin: “On the third day... he rose again from the dead.”  “All in!  All in!” we declare to the astonishment of the world and maybe even to the astonishment of our own ears.
We, like “the beloved disciple,” don’t go all in because we have physical proof or scientific evidence. What card are we hoping will come up?  Ah, that’s just it!  We, like “the beloved disciple,” are not betting on the right card falling our way.  We, like “the beloved disciple,” are not betting on evidence that will show our hand wins, that will prove our hand is the best one.  We, like “the beloved disciple,” don’t go “all in” because it makes sense.  We, like “the beloved disciple,” go “all in” for one reason:  Because of Him, Jesus Christ.  We are betting on Him, only Him, just as “the beloved disciple” did 2000 years ago.

That’s the Easter bet—the bet of a lifetime, the bet of an eternal lifetime.  All in, my friends, all in!  There’s no other way to play the hand.  All in!

Let us Pray:

Thank you, Loving Lord, for giving to us a model of believing—the beloved disciple.  Who ran, who believed without evidence, who wagered it all that first Easter.  Showing us the way, giving us courage, to go “all in,” with you and your risen Son, our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  Amen.

David A. Cagle

April 4, 2021

Easter Sunday
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