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Sunday of the Holy Myrrhbearers 

Mark 15:43-16:8 (Gospel)  

“And they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.”  Is that how Mark’s gospel 

ends?  With fear, amazement, silence?  With no one actually meeting the risen Jesus. 

Maybe.  Maybe not.  There is a kind of traditional ending- an addition- which very few 

New Testament scholars accept as authentic.  N. T. Wright suggests that there another 

ending, but it is lost, it somehow got cut off from the very, very early scroll of Mark’s 

gospel, and so we abrupt ending with the women disciples leaving the tomb in fear and 

amazement.  In any case, we need to deal with what is in the gospel rather than with 

what is not. 

But first we need to remember the context, the setting.  Everything had happened so 

quickly over the past few days.  After the triumphal entry into Jerusalem just a week 

before, then the Passover on Thursday, the arrest, the trials, and finally the awful 

Roman torture and crucifixion on Friday.  And now He was dead.  All that was left was 

grief and the last customary ways of showing honor to the body.  

The three women, women disciples of the Lord, whom Mark lists as having watched the 

crucifixion, come to the grave bringing spices in order to finish the burial process that 

had hurriedly taken place before the start of the Sabbath on Friday evening.  Providing 

for a burial was an obligation of friends and family in the ancient Mediterranean world.  

Jesus’ friends and mother had done their best, but had been unable to get it all done.  

So the women buy spices as soon as the Sabbath is over, and at first light on Sunday 

morning they come to finish wrapping the body properly- the last act of friendship they 
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can show to Jesus.   It was a sad task, but a necessary one, both for the sake of 

reverence itself and in order to lessen the smell of the decomposition of the body.  This 

would have been important, because other bodies would in due course probably be 

buried in this rather large tomb over the coming year.  The custom would have been 

that eventually the bones of Jesus would be collected and then put into an ossuary (a 

kind of secondary burial).   

The women come, knowing that they will have trouble moving the massive stone to the 

tomb, undoubtedly hoping that someone stronger will be around to help them.   But then 

they get the shock of their lives.  The stone is already moved, and there is a young man 

in white sitting where Jesus’ body had been, calming explaining to them that Jesus has 

been raised from the dead.  They were to go with a message to the disciples- that Jesus 

would be going ahead of them to Galilee and would meet them there. The specific 

mention of Peter was probably not to give him a primacy of any kind, but, on the 

contrary, to assure him - after his denial of Jesus- that he was not beyond redemption.  

The women are scared out of their wits, and they run out of the tome to go home, not 

saying anything to anyone on the way. 

And here we have to get it straight what Mark is trying to tell us.  When he and the other 

gospel writers tell us that Jesus has been raised from the dead, this was not just a fancy 

way of way of saying that He has gone to heaven, or that He had fainted on the cross 

and was now resuscitated, or that His spirit went to be with God, or that the disciples 

were now having some kind of new spiritual, existential experience of Jesus, or that 

they were somehow entering in a new personal, intimate relationship with the living 

Lord.  They didn’t mean any of this.  When they wrote about Jesus was raised from the 
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dead, they meant that Jesus of Nazareth, whom they had hoped would be the One to 

redeem Israel but who had died a real and awful death on a cross under the Roman 

military- and Romans were very good at knowing how to kill people- this Jesus was now 

no longer dead.  He was no longer in the grave.  The tomb was empty.  That’s what the 

young man dressed in white says to the women, “He is risen.  He is not here.  See the 

place where they laid Him.” 

Occasionally some people have suggested that the women and the early disciples said 

that Jesus was “risen from the dead” as a result of a kind of cognitive dissonance they 

were experiencing.  This means that the disciples were supposedly suffering from a 

psychological phenomenon in which people who believe something strongly go on 

saying it all the more determinedly even though faced with contrary evidence.  Failing to 

take the negative signs on board, they go deeper and deeper into denial and shout 

louder and louder trying to persuade themselves and others that what they’re saying is 

true.  In other words, the disciples so very, very much wanted Jesus not to be dead that 

they went into a psychological state of denial and insisted that He was indeed now alive.    

One huge problem with this suggestion is the simple fact that no one, however, was 

expecting Jesus to be resurrected.  When the women came to the tomb, they were not 

expecting to become witnesses of Jesus’ resurrection.  They were expecting to put 

spices on a corpse.  Even in the gospels when Jesus had earlier on cryptically referred 

to His being raised, His disciples had no clue as to what this meant, except  perhaps 

that God would raise Him, along with all other righteous Jews on the Last Day.  They 

didn’t understand what he was saying.  They were puzzled. They thought He was 

talking in riddles or metaphors or parables of some kind.    
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No one was anticipating that the Messiah would rise from the dead within history.   A 

crucified, dead  Messiah was a failed Messiah.  When Simeon ben Kosiba, who claimed 

to be a Messiah, was killed by the Romans in 135 AD, nobody went around afterward 

saying that he was really the Messiah after all.  Faced with the defeat of their leaders, 

messianic movements either were rounded up by the authorities, or melted away into 

the undergrowth, or they would latch onto a new leader.  So when the women came to 

the tomb on that first Easter, they were really and truly expecting to find a Jesus who 

was deader than a doornail! 

When Mark recounts for us that the young man in white calmly tells the women that 

Jesus has “risen”, just as He said, he is quite clear that the “risen One” is also the one 

who was really crucified.  Nothing in Jewish literature or the religious imagination had 

prepared people for something like this.  Nobody, including devout, pious Jews, were 

anticipating that what they believed would happen at the end of the story, at the end of 

the age- the resurrection of the dead- could somehow take place in the middle of the 

story, now in history. But this is precisely what took place on that first Easter- the future 

had now happened- this was something that not only changed the hearts and minds of 

those first disciples, but also torn a hole right through the middle of space and time. 

It is important to understand that none of the resurrection stories in the gospels or in the 

book of Acts speak of Jesus’ resurrection as proving that some kind of afterlife exists.  

They never say, “Now that Jesus is risen from the dead, you can go to heaven.” That’s 

not what Jesus’ resurrection is about. Instead, the sacred scriptures all say in one way 

or another: “If Jesus has been raised from the dead, this means that God’s new world, 

God’s Kingdom, the New Age has arrived, and we then have a job to do- the world must 
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hear what the God of Israel, the Creator God, has done through His Messiah.  Jesus 

has been raised, the young man in white says to the women, so, go, you have 

something to do!  Tell his disciples and Peter that He is going to meet up with them in 

Galilee.  Go! 

And if Mark really ended his gospel the way we heard it today, with the words, “So they 

went out quickly and fled from the tomb, for they trembled and were amazed. And they 

said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid”- he left us with a blank at the end of his 

story.  But maybe he did this intentionally.  Maybe he meant to leave his gospel open-

ended, so to speak, in order to invite us to fill it ourselves.  Maybe this was Mark’s way 

of encouraging all of us who would hear his story about Jesus to explore not only the 

faith of the primitive church- that Jesus was indeed risen from the dead- but to explore 

our own faith in this crucified Rabbi whom we confess to be the One whom God has 

made both Lord and Messiah: 

• Are we awestruck at the strange new work that God has done in Jesus? 

• What do we know of the power of the risen Lord in our own lives? 

• Where is He now going ahead of us, even today? 

• What tasks does He have for us to undertake in our own generation? 

When Jesus rose from the tomb, the man crucified on Good Friday was vindicated as  

being God’s true and real Messiah.  God’s new Age has began.  God’s future has 

arrived in the present.  And the only question now for us is whether or not we want to be 

a part of it.  The real test of whether our faith and attachment to the man from Nazareth 
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is real and authentic for us is what we will be doing with all of this tomorrow, and on 

Tuesday, and for the rest of the week, and then for the rest of our lives! 
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