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CONFESSION AND ABSOLUTION 
+:  In the Name of the (+) Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.        
C:  Amen 
 
+:  Almighty God, to whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets 
are hid; cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may 
perfectly love you and worthily magnify your holy name, through Jesus Christ our Lord.  
                        
C:  Amen 
 
+ If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.  But if we confess 
our sins, our God who is faithful and just will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness. 
 
Kneel (A time for personal confession and prayer) 
+:  Most merciful God 
C:  You asked for my hands, my mouth, and my eyes to serve.  I’ve given only a small part of my 
life to you.  Forgive me, renew me, and send me into the world with a changed heart, O God 
that I might live to the glory of your holy name.  Amen. 
 
+ In the mercy of almighty God, Jesus Christ was given to die for me, and for his sake God 
forgives me for all of my sins.  To those who believe in Jesus Christ, he gives the power to 
become the children of God and bestows on them the Holy Spirit, C:  Amen 
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First Reading: Acts 10:34-43 

34Peter began to speak to [the people]: “I truly understand that God shows no partiality, 35but 
in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. 36You know 
the message he sent to the people of Israel, preaching peace by Jesus Christ—he is Lord of all. 
37That message spread throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John 
announced: 38how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power; how he 
went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. 
39We are witnesses to all that he did both in Judea and in Jerusalem. They put him to death by 
hanging him on a tree; 40but God raised him on the third day and allowed him to appear, 41not 
to all the people but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses, and who ate and drank with 
him after he rose from the dead. 42He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify 
that he is the one ordained by God as judge of the living and the dead. 43All the prophets testify 
about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.” 
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Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24 

     1Give thanks to the LORD, for the | LORD is good; 
  God’s mercy en- | dures forever. 
 2Let Israel | now declare, 
  “God’s mercy en- | dures forever.” 
 14The LORD is my strength | and my song, 
  and has become | my salvation. 
 15Shouts of rejoicing and salvation echo in the tents | of the righteous: 
  “The right hand of the | LORD acts valiantly! 
 16The right hand of the LORD| is exalted! 
  The right hand of the | LORD acts valiantly!” 
 17I shall not | die, but live, 
  and declare the works | of the LORD.  
 18The LORD indeed pun- | ished me sorely, 
  but did not hand me o- | ver to death. 
 19Open for me the | gates of righteousness; 
  I will enter them and give thanks | to the LORD. 
 20“This is the gate | of the LORD; 
  here the righ- | teous may enter.” 
 21I give thanks to you, for you have | answered me 
  and you have become | my salvation.   
 22The stone that the build- | ers rejected 
  has become the chief | cornerstone. 
 23By the LORD has | this been done; 
  it is marvelous | in our eyes. 
 24This is the day that the | LORD has made; 
  let us rejoice and be | glad in it. R 
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Second Reading: Colossians 3:1-4 

1If you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at 
the right hand of God. 2Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on 
earth, 3for you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 4When Christ who is your 
life is revealed, then you also will be revealed with him in glory. 

 

 Gospel: John 20:1-18 

1Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb 
and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb. 2So she ran and went to Simon Peter 
and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and said to them, “They have taken the Lord 
out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.” 3Then Peter and the other 
disciple set out and went toward the tomb. 4The two were running together, but the other 
disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. 5He bent down to look in and saw the linen 
wrappings lying there, but he did not go in. 6Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went 
into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, 7and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ 
head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself. 8Then the other 
disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed; 9for as yet they did 
not understand the scripture that he must rise from the dead. 10Then the disciples returned to 
their homes. 
 
  11But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into the 
tomb; 12and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at 
the head and the other at the feet. 13They said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She 
said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.” 
14When she had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not 
know that it was Jesus. 15Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you 
looking for?” Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him 
away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” 16Jesus said to her, “Mary!” 
She turned and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni\” (which means Teacher). 17Jesus said to her, 
“Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers 
and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’ ” 
18Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and she told 
them that he had said these things to her. 
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April 12, 2020 
 John 20:1-18 
Easter Sunday   

NAPKIN NONSENSE 
 
 
Summary 
If you’ve had access to e-mail over the past decade or so, I’m quite sure that you’ve encountered 
a popular forward that always makes the rounds this time of year.  As a pastor, I receive this 
forwarded e-mail at least 3 times every year in the weeks leading up to Easter 
Sunday.  Everyone wants to share this with the pastor.  This particular e-mail has to do with the 
folded napkin neatly placed in the empty tomb.  It goes like this: The Gospel of John (20: 7) tells 
us that the napkin, which was placed over the face of Jesus, was not just thrown aside like the 
grave clothes. The Bible takes an entire verse to tell us that the napkin was neatly folded, and 
was placed at the head of that stony coffin. Is that important? You'd better believe it! Is that 
significant? Absolutely! Is it really significant? Yes! 
 
 
In order to understand the significance of the folded napkin, you have to understand a little bit 
about Hebrew tradition of that day. The folded napkin had to do with the Master and Servant, 
and every Jewish boy knew this tradition. When the servant set the dinner table for the master, 
he made sure that it was exactly the way the master wanted it. The table was furnished 
perfectly, and then the servant would wait, just out of sight, until the master had finished 
eating, and the servant would not dare touch that table, until the master was finished. 
 
 
Now, if the master was done eating, he would rise from the table, wipe his fingers, his mouth, 
and clean his beard, and would wad up that napkin and toss it onto the table. The servant 
would then know to clear the table. For in those days, the wadded napkin meant, "I'm done." 
But, if the master got up from the table, and folded his napkin, and laid it beside his plate, the 
servant would not dare touch the table, because the servant knew that the folded napkin 
meant, "I'm not finished yet." The folded napkin meant, "I'm coming back!" 
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He is Coming Back! Well…not to be the buzzkill on such a big day, but this is a bunch of 
garbage!  Let us begin by saying that no such master/servant tradition has ever existed in the 
Jewish world—ever.  In fact, the very first reference anyone can find regarding this alleged 
tradition is dated 2007, and it’s found—where else?—but on the Internet.  This is like looking at 
DaVinci’s “Last Supper” painting, or worse yet, the book/movie “The DaVinci Code,” and taking 
it as historical proof that Jesus and the disciples all ate at a long table with chairs and plates and 
forks and spoons and napkins, all facing the same direction, conveniently facing the 
camera.  This is simply a result of somebody reading their soft and fluffy translation of Scripture 
and applying their own personal, Lifetime Channel, Oprah Winfrey interpretation.  Does it make 
you feel good?  Does it give you a warm and fuzzy feeling?  Perhaps.  Is it true?  Not one bit; at 
least, not the interpretation. 
 
So… why was the facecloth purposely folded and set aside from the rest of the burial 
shrouds?  And, notice how I’ve worded this: facecloth.  I know that some translations say 
“napkin,” but that’s only because that was about the size of the cloth.  The original Greek 
word—soudarion—translates simply as “sweat cloth” or “handkerchief.” It is a cloth, about the 
size of a napkin, used specifically for wiping perspiration from the face, wiping the nose, or in 
the case of death and burial, used for binding the face of a corpse; a facecloth/covering.  This is 
the same soudarion spoken of with Lazarus when Jesus raised him from the dead.  Jesus calls 
out to Lazarus to arise, and Lazarus comes out of the tomb, hands and feet bound up with 
wrappings, and his face bound up a separate wrapping/cloth—a soudarion.  
 
“Okay, fine… so this is not a napkin like we understand it.  This is not a napkin that would be 
used for eating.  It’s nothing more than a facecloth/covering that every Jewish person was 
buried with.  That still doesn’t explain why it was folded so neatly!” Well …as I said, the e-mail is 
a bunch of hooey.  There is no Jewish tradition—ever—regarding a master-servant boy 
relationship and some secret napkin-folding code.  Folks: Don’t over-think this!  The meaning to 
this is actually quite simple.  
 

 
Why does St. John make a point of letting us know that the facecloth was purposefully and 
neatly folded and set aside on the burial bench?  So that there would be no doubt that this was 
not a robbery!  Remember: One of the biggest concerns with the Jewish leaders was that 
someone would sneak in and steal Jesus’ body from the tomb and then claim that he rose from 
the dead.  This is why they get Roman guards posted and the tomb sealed.  No one was to get 
in.  No one. 
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How many of you have ever witnessed the aftermath of a robbery?  It’s not pretty, is 
it?  Thieves aren’t very nice and neat and orderly, especially when they’re worried about 
getting caught.  They tear the place up.  Drawers get dumped, furniture gets upended.  It’s a 
mess.  Now, think about this for a moment: If you were attempting to steal the body of Jesus 
and you have the heads of the Jewish government and the Roman army against you, how much 
time would you take in trying to pull off your caper?  How nice and neat and tidy would you be 
if you knew that getting caught meant a horrible and miserable death, probably no different 
than the death suffered by the person whose body you’re trying to steal?  I don’t know about 
you, but no one would have to tell me to hurry up, and being neat and tidy would be the last 
thing on my mind!  
 
And, yet …that’s just it.  Someone did take their time.  Someone was very orderly and 
deliberate in taking the time to fold up and neatly set aside that face covering.  Someone 
wanted everyone else to know that this was no robbery.  This someone, after descending into 
hell to proclaim total and eternal victory—body and soul complete—to all those foolish 
unbelievers, calmly, confidently, and majestically strolled out of the tomb.  Can you imagine the 
Roman soldiers’ surprise?  They were guarding against anyone getting in.  I bet they never 
anticipated anyone getting out! 
 
“Okay pastor, I get what you’re saying, but you can’t deny what the e-mail ends up saying—
Jesus is coming back again.” Yes!  Jesus is coming again, in all his glory to judge both the living 
and the dead.  But …that’s not what the folded facecloth meant.  That’s not at all what Jesus 
was trying to convey when he took the time to neatly fold his death shroud before walking out 
of the tomb alive and well.  Those are the two dots that somebody wrongly connected.  That’s 
what somebody wanted it to mean.  
 
This brings us to the good Lutheran question: What does this mean?  What does all this mean 
for us today?  Why take the time to focus on such a small point of Scripture so early in the 
morning?  My fellow redeemed: Your Lord cared about the smallest little details when it 
pertained to our salvation.  Nothing was taken for granted or left to chance.  Everything he 
did was for us and for our salvation, right down to the smallest detail like taking the time to 
fold his own death mask.  Think about that the next time you’re struggling and you think that 
maybe God has forgotten or forsaken you.  Nothing is unimportant or trivial when it comes to 
you and your salvation.  God knows and cares about even the smallest little details in your 
life.  
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You know, in a way, this smallest of details is “sacramental-ish” when you think about it.  This 
little folded facecloth is something real and tangible we can wrap our faith around.  The 
apostles are eyewitnesses.  Through the working of the Holy Spirit, they recorded exactly what 
they saw.  This was no robbery.  This was no caper.  This was the miraculous, victorious 
resurrection of Almighty God Himself.  This was the Lord of Life laughing at death as he casually 
rubbed his victory in its pathetic, vanquished face. 
 
Folks: This is your victory today.  This is not some kind of Hallmarky, Lifetime Channel kind of 
thing.  This is eternal victory.  This is Almighty God at work—for you.  By virtue of your baptism 
into Christ, you too are victorious.  The grave has no hold over you.  Our death shroud has 
forever been removed and folded up in Christ.  Through our baptism into Christ, we have been 
covered over, not with the shroud of death, but with the white robe of Christ’s perfect, 
victorious righteousness.  We have been handed over, from death to life.  
 
As we now begin this new day, this Easter day of new creation in Christ, may this blessed news 
of Christ’s victory resurrect you anew—in heart, soul, and mind.  May this Good News enliven 
you so that you too can confidently and faithfully go out into this world proclaiming the joy of 
salvation that was purchased and paid in full with the life-saving, life-giving lifeblood of Christ 
Jesus. A blessed Easter to each and every one of you.  Amen.  
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APOSTLES’ CREED 

I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth.  I believe in Jesus Christ, his 
only son, our Lord.  He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary.  
He suffered under Pontius Pilot, was crucified, died, and was buried.  He descended into hell.  On 
the third day he rose again.  He ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right hand of the 
father.  He will come again to judge the living and the dead.  I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy 
Catholic Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, 
and the life everlasting. Amen. 
 
PRAYER: 
Merciful God, we know that your heart overflows with compassion for your whole creation. 
Pour out your Spirit on all people living with this illness, or who are living with anxiety about 
this illness, for which there is not yet a cure. Be with those who tend to the needs of the sick. 
Strengthen us all in body and spirit, console us when anxious, comfort us in grief and hearten us 
in discouragement. Help to remind us that you claim us as your own and are with us wherever 
we go. Through Christ, our healer and Lord. Amen. 

                      
 
PERSONAL PRAYER: 
 
THE LORD’S PRAYER: 
Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will 
be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us 
our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us, and lead us not into 
temptation, but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom and the power, and 
the glory, forever and ever. Amen.  

BENEDICTION: 

The Lord bless you and keep you, 
The Lord make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you, 
The Lord look upon you and give you his peace, 

+ In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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