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Our scripture today, one from Matthew 28:1-15 and the other from John’s gospel, John 20:1-9.  Two accounts of the resurrection.  We’ve been in these past weeks giving a series called “In Praise of Jesus Christ.”  Today we’re looking at “The Glory of His Resurrection.”  Next week on Easter Sunday a kind of unusual message for an Easter Sunday but I want to speak next week on the glory of Christ’s return.

“After the Sabbath, at dawn on the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to look at the tomb.  There was a violent earthquake for an angel of the Lord came down from heaven and going to the tomb rolled back the stone and sat on it.  His appearance was like lightning and his clothes were white as snow.  The guards were so afraid of him that they shook and became like dead men.  The angel said to the women, ‘Do not be afraid for I know that you are looking for Jesus who was crucified.  He is not here.  He is risen just a he said.  Come and see the place where he lay.  Then go quickly and tell his disciples he has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee.  There you will see him.  Now I have told you.’  So the women hurried from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy and ran to tell his disciples.  Suddenly Jesus met them.  ‘Greetings,’ he said.  They came to him, clasped his feet and worshipped him.  Then Jesus said to them, ‘Do not be afraid.  Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee.  There they will see me.’  While the women were on their way, some of the guards went into the city and reported to the chief priests everything that had happened.  When the chief priests had met with elders and devised a plan.  They gave the soldiers a large sum of money telling them ‘You are to say his disciples came during the night and stole him away while we were asleep.  If this report gets to the governor, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble.’  So the soldiers took the money and did as they were instructed.  This story has been widely circulated among the Jews until this day.”

One of the women that ran from the tomb before the appearance of the Lord to the other woman was Mary Magdalene and her story is told in John 20.  “Early on the first day of the week while it was still dark Mary of Magdalene went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance.  So she came running to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one Jesus loved and said, ‘They’ve taken the Lord out of the tomb and we don’t know where they have put him.’  So Peter and the other disciple started for the tomb both were running but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first.  He bent over and looked in at the strips of linen lying there but did not go in.  Then Simon Peter who was behind him arrived and went into the tomb.  He saw the strips of linen lying there as well as the burial cloth that had been around Jesus’ head.  The cloth was folded up by itself separate from the linen.  Finally the other disciple who had reached the tomb first also went inside.  He saw and believed.  They still did not understand from scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead.”

Christianity is the only religion that ever got off the ground by claiming that it’s founder had risen from the dead.  Mohammed is buried.  Buddha is buried.  Confucius is buried.  Carl Marx is buried.  But the Christian message is Jesus is alive.  Whether or not you’re here today and you’ve already become committed to that central premise, that bedrock of the Christian faith.  Whether or not you agree with that.  One thing stands out for sure.  Jesus by himself is a monumental person.  

The Encyclopedia Britannica, a secular source devoted to him over 20,000 words in describing his person and life.  More words that they give to such greats as Aristotle, Cicero, Julius Caesar, Napoleon Bonaparte, and other great world leaders of the present and the past.  

Every legal document in western society, every history book, every birth certificate contains an acknowledgment of his presence.  BC – Before Christ.  Or AD – Ano Domino – in the year of the Lord.  Monumental person!

There are many people today who do not believe that Jesus is risen from the dead.  They will agree he is monumental but they do not agree he is risen.  I want to look at that for a few moments.  Why it is that the message of the resurrection is disbelieved.  Then I want to go past that to how we verify truth.  And then what can be verified about Jesus.  Then to share with you why the message of the resurrection is the message which makes not only the best spiritual sense but the best rational sense.  Why do some of the people you and I know not believe in the resurrection.  Of if you’re here today and you don’t believe, why do you not believe?  

It seems to me that these are some of the reasons.  

First there is a natural tendency in our society to discount the miraculous when we hear of a miracle we chalk it up to someone who maybe is a little touched or a little exaggerative or something that is perhaps psychosomatic in origin.  Unless we have known someone whose had a miracle happen and I’ve had this privilege but a lot of people have not had this privilege, unless we know of a situation, often the frequent tendency is “It didn’t happen to me and I don’t know the persons directly involved and I’m not sure that the whole story can be authenticated.”  

Sometimes when people look at a distant event historically such as the resurrection they tend to say, Since I haven’t seen the miracle should I believe that miracle.  Isn’t it the case that twenty centuries ago people were a lot more superstitious then than they are now?  Maybe this whole Christian message is the result of people who simply got carried away with an idea that nobody took the time to check out.”  

Were the early Christians gullible?  And we’re really too educated and were just carried away with fiction.  I think people who think that way have never really taken the time to sit down and read Luke and Paul and John.  In their own right these writers stand out as persons who are not floating on some eternal, imaginary hallucinogenic trip of some kind.  Their feet are right on the ground.  They write as persons who are skilled at writing, enabled by the Spirit, yes, but they are people who have it together intellectually and rationally.  I cannot see any one of the New Testament writers getting carried away with a gullible idea.  

If they were gullible when they had a crazy kind of gullibility.  These early Christians were gullible enough to follow a man who chose a cross when he could have had power.  They were gullible enough to follow a man who became a suffering servant when he could have been a king.  They were gullible enough to be disciples of man.  The reason why people often discount belief in a resurrection is that the event happened so long ago.  There is such a thing as the antiquity of the event.  

We live in what is called existentialist time.  It’s got to be happening now and if it’s not happening now what does it matter what happened in the past.  We milk this moment for every meaning that it has and are not so much conscious of the past or the future.  But events that have happened in the past have meaning for the present and for the future.  Simply because something happened a long time ago does not mean it’s insignificant.  In fact it may become more and more significant as the years go by because it was a catalytic, turning event.  

Another reason why the resurrection is sometimes disbelieved is that the resurrection is rejected because people have a caricature idea of Jesus.  Unfortunately there are people living about us that have no real idea of who Jesus is because they have seen Jesus distorted through the life of someone.  Or they have seen Jesus distorted maybe through the bad example of a particular church that maybe they had association with at one time.  

We may be guilty at times of the Nazareth mentality.  I call it the Nazareth mentality.  To me it’s the attitude of the citizens of Nazareth when Jesus began to do his mighty works and teach his mighty words.  They said, “Where did this man get all this?”  They weren’t used to him doing that.  What happened is they were unwilling to open up their own hearts and consider the fresh evidences he was given them of who he really was.  It may be that you or people that you know have had a time in the past when they fixated on a vision of Jesus, what they thought he was.  And they’ve never grown beyond that and never opened their hearts to a greater and a New Testament understanding of Jesus.  Perhaps your own spiritual growth and struggle has sort of stopped years ago.  You’ve sort of got in your mind what the church is, what the minister is, what the New Testament is, what theology is, what a Christian experience is and you’ve said, “I’ve got it checked out.  I know what it is.  That’s where I’ve chosen to be.”  

The Lord today is saying, Are you willing to throw open your life to new evidences I will give you of my power and my glory.  

Another reason why the message of the resurrection is disbelieved is from the standpoint that many people feel that all religion is subjective.  Every faith is as good as another.  And it just matters if you’re sincere.  You’ve heard that.  

If I were trying to verify if something were true or not I would check out two process – the scientific method and the historical method.  

The scientific method involves the inductive method of study which employees repeated phenomenon to establish theories and laws.  For example, throw a ball up in the air, it comes back down.  It always comes back down.  Eventually you get that theory and ultimately you get the law of gravity because repeated phenomenon has said whatever goes up must come down.  

But you don’t establish the resurrection of Jesus Christ through the law of science.  Not that it’s anti scientific it just doesn’t have anything to do with science.  It operates independent of science.  The resurrection’s reality is established through the employment of another method called the historical method.  How do you verify something historically?  Not by repeating it.  You can’t repeat certain things.  We can repeat throwing ball up in the air but if a boy came along and threw a ball through a window the way we could establish who threw it is if someone saw him.  We would then establish the reality on the basis of the eyewitness.  We want to get a written deposition from the eyewitness in case something happened to him, the written deposition would be just as good as the eyewitness himself.  We need to establish our own identity by the historical method.  You go to apply for a passport you have to have proof that you’re a United States citizen.  You have to have proof that you’re you.  What proof?  A birth certificate.  They want a piece of paper that has the signature of an eyewitness who saw me come into the world and identifies me as belonging to the mother and the father who brought me into the world.  We use eyewitness documentation all the time in the historical process to discern truth and reality.  

This becomes critical in the resurrection of Jesus Christ because it matters.  It matters everything in the world as to whether or not there is eyewitness account and whether those eyewitnesses are credible that speak of Jesus’ resurrection.  People within weeks after his crucifixion were saying “He is risen,” and they were taken seriously.  

If you’re a neutral observer in respect to Jesus and have not made a commitment you might be interested in what can be verified about Jesus.  Whether you are a Christian or a non-Christian let me note some things that can be verified about our Lord.  

First he lived.  This is no longer really in dispute.  Every once in a while there comes someone who’s really tripped out on drugs and doesn’t really think he lived.  But any serious thinking person today no matter what religion or faith or non faith they belong to all agree that at one time there was in history a personage called Jesus from Nazareth.  To show you the difference between a real person and a mythological person one only has to compare Jesus to Santa Claus to immediately get the difference.  He lived.  The documents – Jewish and Roman and Christian documents verify his existence and the church verifies his existence for he brought forth the church.  There are some people that mistakenly believe that the church created Jesus.  That’s a laugh.  Committees don’t create persons of the stature of Jesus.  

Another thing that can be verified about Jesus is that he was crucified at the instigation of Jewish leaders and at the hands of the Romans.  In fact were it not for Jesus the cross would still be a symbol of barbarity and cruelty rather than love.  

Fourth, he was considered dead.  Not everyone believed that he was actually dead when he was taken from the cross but he was considered dead.  Dead enough to be placed in an accessible tomb.  

Fifth, he was preached raised.  Not everybody agrees that he was raised.  But everybody can agree looking at the history record that there were people who definitely believed that he had been raised and preached it.

Sixth, the leaders of the time – Jewish and Roman leaders – were more concerned to disprove the resurrection than we.  Their very lives and reputation and leadership was at stake.

Seventh, horrible persecution accompanied the preaching of Christ as raised from the dead.  Wherever this message went it was regarded as a dangerous message.

Eighth, the tomb was empty.  The body of Jesus is a missing body in human history.  No one ever produced the body of Jesus after they buried him in that grave.  If the body had been produced one time the whole preaching of the resurrection would have ended.  The reality of history is that the body is missing.  What do we do with how the tomb came to be empty?  What theory best fits the evidences of how the tomb came to be empty?

There are various theories.  The swoon theory.  This is the Islamic theory by the way, the Moslem theory and many others.  Jesus did not really die on the cross.  He simply passed out.  And in the cool recesses of the tomb he revived and ultimately got away.  If you were here last week for the description of the crucifixion I don’t think there would be a whole lot of merit in talking about Jesus swooning on the cross when the crucifixion involved the kinds of things it involved.  Jesus said he would die.  The soldiers said he was dead.  Burial implies death.  The preaching in the book of Acts emphasizes his violent death.  Words were used like slain, killed murdered.  Besides, the early Christians preached a risen, dynamic, living Christ.  If he only swooned on the cross then the crucifixion would have made him emaciated when he reappeared.  To posture a swooning Christ on the cross who magically came back to dynamic life after lying for several days unattended in a grave is sheer absurdity.  He came back not with a recuperation period, needing intensive care then taking a year of therapy to get over the wounds of the crucifixion to appear dynamically alive.  But he was dynamically alive from the moment he was risen.  That’s one view, that Jesus only swooned.  It doesn’t make rational sense.  

The second view is that the disciples stole the body.  The grave was guarded by Roman soldiers.  This becomes a real problem in The Passover Plot.  The author has everything all neatly laid out and he takes the gospels and perverts them to his own purposes.  Then all of a sudden he finds Roman soldiers at the grave.  He can only do one thing with them in order to keep his theory.  That is he’s got to remove them.  So he simply says the gospels at this point were not correct; the soldiers weren’t there.  He’s been taking everything else at face value in order to get his theory.  All of a sudden the soldiers get in the way of his neat idea so he says they weren’t there.  

Even if the soldiers weren’t there the disciples had no reason to go back and steal the body.  Jesus had had an honorable burial.  They were in no mental or psychological condition to organize an exploit like that.  Only three days before all of them had fled.  Does it really make sense that they would give the rest of their lives, these “dumb” disciples preaching a lie.

The third and fourth theories can be put together – the Romans took the body or the Jews took the body.  At one time or another people have said maybe that’s what happened.  But if they took the body why did they not produce it.  When Peter started preaching the resurrection the thing that would have stopped the preaching was either the Romans or the Jewish leadership to have said, “Here’s the corpse!  He’s not risen.”  The fact remains in history no one ever produced the corpse of Jesus Christ.  The body’s gone.

The Romans and the Jews if they’d had it, they’d have used it.  

One view advocated by a liberal New Testament theologian at the turn of the century was that the women went to the wrong tomb.  They met the gardener whom they thought was an angel and got all confused and went back saying he was risen.  Before anybody checked it out the whole story spread and it’s been unstoppable since then.  Again, all anybody had to do was go to the right tomb.  The opposition would have certainly gone to the right tomb to produce the body.  

One serious person who recognizes the difficulties with all theories accept the resurrection said there must be another account that could satisfy all the evidence.  That would be the viewpoint that the body of Jesus simply magically and mysteriously in the grave, evaporated right through the clothes.  The only body in history like that.  Somewhat magical but not the resurrection.  

Even that view as preposterous as it is does not account for the stone being rolled away or the appearances of Christ following the resurrection.  

Another group has said the disciples were victims of hallucination.  They never saw the Lord appear to them at all.  They were just group hallucinating.  Again, all somebody had to do was get the body if it was really in the tomb.  Besides mass groups don’t have mass simultaneous hallucinations.  What you dreamed about last night was different from what I dreamed about.  Brainwashed groups wind up like the Jonestown group.  But not these early Christians who were seeing Christ.  You don’t have group hallucinations together.  

Another view was the disciples lied.  I would submit that the disciples didn’t lie.  I said that they were too dumb – I don’t mean to demean their intelligence.  But dumb in the sense of morally naïve.  They were not out to cook up a religion.  Anybody with any sense would not have waited seven weeks to start preaching the story of Christ’s resurrection from the dead if they had invented the story.  They waited until Pentecost, seven weeks after the event.  If they were making up the story, they better get the news out fast.  And don’t start in Jerusalem.  That’s where it happened.  But start in Galilee, out in the boondocks, they would believe something concocted like this.

The disciples were too moral to have lied.  Look at the degree of change produced in their life.  They were too concerned for truth.  So concerned for truth where in Acts 5 one in their community tells a half lie they’re stricken dead by the Holy Spirit.  That is a mark to say that the early Christian community was concerned for truth.  The whole witness was predicated on the greatest events ever being true.  Jesus is risen!  If God would strike someone down for telling a half-truth what would he have done for a false witness to the resurrection?  

Every one of these disciples, other than Judas, faced persecution along without a denial anywhere.  They were utterly committed and believed in the resurrection.  

I would simply say that the last alternative was Jesus rose from the dead.  It’s the true alternative.  It’s the only alternative that makes rational sense.  The reason why I’m so strong on this is it was this point that moved me into becoming a Christian with all of my mind as well as my heart.  Somehow growing up in the church I had this idea that faith was something mystical.  That you didn’t have any rational for doing it but you just did it, you leaped out and did it.  

But the resurrection of Jesus Christ as you look at the historical evidence and employ the historical method of inquiry the resurrection is the only view that makes sense.  What we do with that then is all important.  What did some people do with it in the pages of the New Testament?  

There were some that did not believe the message of the resurrection.  We find their story in Matthew 28.  Interestingly enough the very first people who are recorded as not believing in the resurrection were people who knew it had happened.  We often thing that people who don’t believe in the resurrection are people who don’t know that it has happened.  But the very first people in the New Testament who know the resurrection has occurred and yet do not commit themselves to it.  They believe it but they do not commit.  The temple leadership when the soldiers brought the story of what had happened paid the soldiers money, they bribed them, to be quiet lest the true story get out.  

Scriptures tell us that when moral evil is in our heart, when we prefer our own way rather than God’s way we will deliberately distort the truth.  Even the greatest truth in the world in order to do evil.  That’s the incredible nature of evil.  Maybe there are some of you here who are nominal Christians, with a confession of words you give commitment to Jesus Christ but the resurrection of Jesus Christ is such a monumental event means that everything Christ said he is, everything that he taught is binding upon us as his people.  When you begin to take that message seriously in your life your life has got to begin to change.  It can no longer stay rutted where it is.  If it doesn’t change it’s because we let some moral untruth or wrong enter our lives and have dominance there so that the message of the resurrection is squelched.  

On the other hand, the first man disciple to believe in the resurrection is someone who believes even though an angel has not appeared to him, even though the Lord has not appeared to him, even though he doesn’t know the scripture that Christ would rise again from the dead.  His name is John.  His story is told in John 20.  Verses 1-9 is an amazing story.  It says to us that there are three looks at the empty tomb.  In the English text the word “saw” is used three times.  But the Greek word that stands behind it are all different.  Three different words in the Greek to interpret the word “saw.”  

The first sight of the empty tomb is the two disciples Peter and John are racing toward the tomb.  John out runs him because he is younger and quicker.  It says “He saw the tomb but he himself did not go in.”  The word for “see” simply means “to look.”  Spiritually it stands for all those who simply look in a surface way at the gospel of Jesus Christ but their look does not eventuate in their going in and embracing the faith.  They simply look.

Then Peter comes running after John.  He enters the tomb.  He saw the linen clothes and the napkin which had been lying with the linen clothes not with them but rolled up in a place by itself.  He “saw” and the word means an observing look, a deeper look.  It means that in a spiritual sense the story of what has happened in that empty tomb is open to my examination.  I will walk into the room of his teaching, of his knowledge, of his presence.  I will search the scriptures.  I will determine whether or not this is an empty tomb or an empty story.

Finally John himself goes into the tomb.  It says, “he saw and believed.”  The third look.  The word there in the Greek is the comprehending or believing look.  What does John see?  What does he see in the sepulcher?  All he sees is linen clothes, lying there in a cocoon like way because the body is gone and the napkin which had been about his head wrapped up in a place by itself.  John immediately deduced three conclusions.  One conclusion that someone could have come in as an enemy and robbed the body.  But if they had robbed why would things have been left so neatly and what explains this linen cloth lying there like it is?

The other alternative is, One of us came in and took the body.  But he knows everyone and he knows that no one in the group would have desecrated the Lord’s body by carrying him away nude from the tomb.  

There’s only one alternative left.  He hasn’t had an angel tell him.  He hasn’t had the Lord tell him.  He doesn’t know the Old Testament scriptures that he must rise.  But he saw and believed.  There’s only one option that can fit all the evidence.  And that is Jesus is risen.  That’s why John is such an excellent example for us of faith because he believed.  We say, If the Lord had appeared to me I would believe.  Yet the very first disciple to believe did not have an appearance from the Lord.  He believed on the basis of the evidences.  They were compelling.  He believed in the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

The implication of his resurrection are now our life has meaning.  All of life is now conditioned by the fact that we have for certain one who has come to give us eternal life and adds meaning to life in the hear and now.  The resurrection of Jesus Christ tells us our life has meaning in light of his life.  

There is an answer to the problem of suffering.  A lot of things I don’t have answers for that are happening now.  But I believe as Habakkuk says, “The just shall live by faith.”  Because of the resurrection of Jesus Christ God has guaranteed to us that every pain, every illness, every suffering, every tragedy will have its reversal in the age to come.  I believe also that death is dead because of Jesus Christ.  Death no longer has power over me.  Its hold has been broken.  What does the meaning of the resurrection of Jesus Christ mean in light of a statement like that?  

Donald Grey Barnhouse the great American preacher who’s now with the Lord was on his way to a funeral, his wife’s.  With him in the funeral car was his little girl about eight.  Dr.  Barnhouse was trying to console his little girl who had just lost her mother.  He was trying to console himself.  As they were driving towards the cemetery, he saw coming to them from the opposite side a truck coming in their direction.  The truck came their way and there was a moment it was side by side to their car.  The shadow of the truck passed over the car.  Then the truck was beyond them and the car was going the other way.  Dr. Barnhouse turned to his little girl, “Did you see that truck?  Death for a person who doesn’t know Christ is like meeting that truck head on.  It’s a devastating collision.  But death for the Christian is meeting the truck like we just met the truck.  The truck is there but we only experience its shadow.”  Anyone who has ever been in a moment of Christian death knows that to be a reality.  Because of Christ, death is dead and what we experience of death is only a shadow because we know that he has said and is the resurrection and the life.  He that believes in him will not perish but have everlasting life.  

This is the outset of Passion Week, the greatest week in Christian history.  The bottom line of this week is not the crucifixion.  The bottom line is not Gethsemane.  The bottom line is not the tomb.  The bottom line is when its all said and done he is risen.  


Our Lord, we thank you for coming us coming to you today.  We thank you for the privilege of being in the faith.  There are some here who perhaps have never made a commitment of faith to you because they have thought that faith is something so vague it doesn’t have substance.  Lord, faith is we who have come into contact with you and the grounds for your resurrection are ready to commit our lives, not just our intellect, to living out the reality and truth of your resurrection from the dead.  I pray for those in here who have been besieged with doubt and wondering if there was any reality to the faith that you would let this message undergird them and empower them by the Spirit of God to take their stand and commit themselves to you 100% now and for the rest of their lives.  I pray that at this Easter season all of us individually and collectively as a church would hold high your name.  For you are our hope.  You are our Lord.  You are risen from the dead and we praise you and adore you.  Thank you Lord.  Amen.  
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