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IX-HEISNOT HERE!

It was another Sunday; another first day of the Jewish work week. What will this day
bring? So much had happened during the previous week. Last Sunday, the 10th of
Nisan, Jewish families selected and set apart a lamb for the Passover meal, which was
to be slaughtered at twilight on Nisan 14. Jesus, the Rabbi (Teacher) from Nazareth,
caused a huge stir among the people. Traveling into Jerusalem on the back of a
donkey colt, He entered the city through the Eastern Gate. Coming from Bethany,
He traveled the same route taken by the man leading the scapegoat into the wilderness
on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16). He was doing a number of things that had been
prophesied concerning the Promised Messiah. The crowds recognized this and began
acclaiming Him as the Son of David; the One coming in the name of the Lord
(Matt. 21:9). These were clearly references intended to state their belief that Jesus
was that Promised Messiah. And Jesus did or said nothing to discourage or disavow
their statements. Yet the question in many minds that day - and continuing through
at least Thursday - was whether this Man really was the Messiah whom they had
hoped for, prayed for, and longed for so long?

Nothing happening during the week gave them any reason to doubt this hope. On
Monday, the righteous anger of Jesus flared up again as He cleansed the Temple for
the second time during His Public Ministry years. He drove out those who were
buying and selling in the outer court of the Gentiles - but were still within the
Temple area. He turned over the tables of the money changers and the benches of
those selling doves. He justified His actions by stating they have made this “house of
prayer” into a “den of robbers” (Matt. 21:12-13; Mark 11:15-17; Luke 19:45-46).
This, of course, didn’t make the religious leaders happy, but the people in general
were pleased to see this happen. They didn't appreciate all the disruption of their
worship routines in the Temple. Jesus had other run-ins with the religious leaders
that week; with those who opposed Him vehemently. But somehow, He always
seemed to get the better of them with His answers to their questions and challenges.
He continued to teach the people; to heal (Matt. 21:14; Luke 22:51b); to give His
disciples final instructions. The Passover celebration posed no problems, as far as the
general populace could determine. But then came Friday!

Friday was one of those days when nothing seemed to make sense. As the general
public began waking up, after a late night of Passover celebration, news of the
Sanhedrin’s shocking actions the previous night and early morning began to spread.
The rumor was that late Thursday night, some of the religious leaders, accompanied
by a band of Roman soldiers, had gone to Gethsemane and arrested the Teacher,
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Jesus of Nazareth. Several clandestine “trials” were conducted before daylight - first
by Annas, a previous high priest, and then by the Sanhedrin. They were charging
Jesus with blasphemy. An “official” ruling was rendered at daybreak (to make it
“legal”), condemning Jesus to death. But why? How could this be? Jesus was well
liked by the people. They enjoyed hearing Him teach - for He taught as One who
had authority, and not as their teachers of the Law (Matt. 7:28-29). He healed the
sick and infirm. He performed miracles of various kinds. He was gentle and kind and
loving. He accepted people from all walks of life and of all ages. Why would anyone

want to condemn Jesus to death?

Between daybreak and 9:00 A.M., civil trials were held - before Pilate and Herod.
The end result was that Jesus of Nazareth was taken out of the city and crucified -
along with two criminals. There was that unusual darkness from noon until 3:00
P.M. Shortly after that, the ground shook in a most unusual way. Some followers of
Jesus took His body down from the cross after He had died and buried Him. Finally,
the Sabbath arrived and everything seemed to settle down somewhat. Now, it’s Sunday
again; a new week is beginning. Will it bring anything like last week? Oh, there was
some talk about what Jesus said would happen on this day. Something to the effect
that He would rise from the dead on “the third day.” There were instances of Jesus
raising people from the dead - Lazarus from Bethany being an example. But this
was different. Jesus Himself was dead. How could He raise Himself from the dead?
Did anyone really believe that Jesus would come back to life this day?

Not the women! Dedicated though they were - and their early Sunday morning
actions prove this - they didn’t expect Him to rise. They didn't hasten to the tomb to
welcome a resurrected Savior. They hastened to the tomb early Sunday morning to
complete the burial preparations that the onset of the Sabbath prevented Joseph
from Arimathea and Nicodemus from completing late Friday.

Not the disciples! Were they at the tomb early Sunday morning to greet their Master
as He came out of the tomb? No, they were in Jerusalem - cowering behind locked
doors. Should they have anticipated a resurrection? Absolutely! Jesus had told them
on a number of occasions that on the third day He would rise again.

What about the Roman soldiers who were guarding the tomb? Did they expect the
Man in the tomb to come back to life? Definitely not! Such a thought was absurd.
Dead people don't rise from the dead. In their thinking - initially at least - this guard
duty was going to be a “piece of cake.” In fact, they were probably bored.
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The Jewish religious leaders? Did they expect Jesus to come back from the dead?
Who knows? While denying that Jesus was the Promised Messiah, the Son of God,
they had to admit He had done some rather remarkable - not to mention unexpected
- things. Could their request to Pilate to seal the tomb and post a guard possibly
have been motivated not by a fear that the disciples would steal the body, but rather
by a fear that maybe He would indeed rise from the dead? But if so, what were the
guards supposed to do? Kill Him again?

Generally speaking, no one expected a resurrection this Sunday morning. But it
happened! Just as Jesus said it would! [NOTE: This is the third reason why our
Savior had to be both God and man. He had to be man to be able to die; He had to
be God to be able to come back to life again. As man alone, He could not have
accomplished this miracle. But His coming back to life was necessary if He was to
overcome the last and greatest enemy of His children - death.]

Matthew reports a “violent earthquake” (28:2a). Only Matthew reports this
earthquake. No reference to any effects it might have had is recorded. So whether
this quake was felt beyond the immediate area of the tomb is not known. Matthew
associates this quake with the angel’s descent from heaven. He rolled back the stone
(in front of the tomb entrance) and sat on it (28:2). We hasten to explain that the
angel rolled the stone away - not to let Jesus out of the tomb (He was already gone),
but to let people in to see the empty tomb. This all happened, obviously, before the
women arrived at the tomb.

I want to interject something here that none of the Evangelists include. They do
report the presence of an angel (Matt. 28:2; Mark 16:5; Luke 24:4; John 20:12).
[Notice that Luke and John report the presence of two angels. This apparent
discrepancy will be explained later in this chapter.] They further report the empty
tomb. But none of them reveal where Jesus was nor what He did immediately after
coming back to life - not until He began appearing to people a little later. We have to
look to the First Epistle of St. Peter for an explanation of Jesus’ actions during this
interim period. In I Peter 3:18-19, Peter writes some words that have been
misunderstood by many through the years and therefore misinterpreted. An objective
study of these verses, however, will help clarify the meaning.

Peter explains in 3:18 that Jesus died for sins. He then adds these words, “once for
all.” He adds these words to make a contrast between Jesus’ death on the cross as
payment for sins - and the repeated annual sacrifices of bulls and goats by the priests
as sacrifices for sin. As our great High Priest, Jesus offered up one sacrifice - Himself
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- one time. The writer to the Hebrews speaks of this too. (Read Hebrews 7:26-27;
9:11-14; 10:3-4, 12.) Indeed, the blood of bulls and goats have no power to forgive
sins. Those sacrifices were only reminders of the great sacrifice that would pay for all
sins for all time - the sacrifice of the Lamb of God, once and only once. Going back
to I Peter 3:18, Peter explains why the one sacrifice of Jesus could pay for sins. He is
the “Righteous” One, dying for the “unrighteous.”

Continuing in verse 18, Peter states that Jesus was “put to death in the body” - as 1s
common for mankind. At the moment of death, only the body dies. The soul does
not die, but enters eternity. (The souls of those who accept Jesus as their Savior enter
the blessed estate of heaven upon death. The souls of those who do not accept Jesus
as their Savior enter the estate of the damned in hell at the time of death.) The body
of Jesus died on Good Friday and was subsequently buried. His soul entered heaven.
Sometime early Sunday morning - very early - the soul of Jesus re-entered His body,
thus revivifying (making alive) His body. The New International Version states that
Jesus was “made alive by the Spirit.” The King James Version has “quickened by the
Spirit.” (Notice the capital “S” in both versions.) These versions both attribute the
revivification of Jesus’ body to the Holy Spirit. In other references, the revivification
of Jesus is attributed to the Father (Acts 2:32; Rom 8:11; Gal. 1:1; Eph. 1:20), while
John 10:17-18 quotes Jesus Himself as saying He is responsible for His revivification.
Ultimately, the Triune God made possible the revivification of Jesus’ body. It is not
uncommon for Scripture to refer to more than one Person of the Trinity as being
active or involved in the same activity or action. (Cp. Gen. 1:1-2; John 1:1-3; Luke
1:35.) This is quite appropriate since the Trinity, while made up of Three Divine

Persons, is at the same time One Divine Substance or Being.

[A FOOTNOTE: Regarding I Peter 3:18, the Greek seems to favor a simple
explanation of how Jesus became alive again - without crediting the action to any
Person of the Trinity. The Greek simply states that Jesus was put to death in the flesh
(body) - implying that His soul (spirit) exited the body. But then He was quickened
(made alive, revivified) “in the spirit” (small “”) - i.e., when His spirit (soul) re-
entered His body. This is what will happen to all the dead on Judgment Day. Their
souls (spirits) will re-enter their dead bodies, by the power of God, thus bringing
their bodies back to life. Verse 19 immediately goes on to say “in which” - in other
words, in His revivified (living) body, He “went and preached to the spirits in prison.”]

Verse 19 has been the subject of various interpretations and explanations as well.
Who are the “spirits in prison” of which Peter speaks? A spirit (soul) is a non-
material, a non-flesh entity. A spirit therefore is not bound by material substances, as
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is the body - a material, a fleshly substance. There is only one “prison” (the word
“prison” automatically carries with it a negative implication) that could hold or restrict
such a non-material being - and that is hell. Thus Peter is saying that Jesus went to
“preach” to the spirits in prison, to the souls in hell. This is the verse - and the only
verse in Scripture - which is responsible for the phrase, “He descended into hell,” in
the Apostles’ Creed. Peter is saying that on Easter Sunday, Jesus became alive again
in the tomb. Having gained the victory over sin, death, and the devil, the first thing
Jesus did was to go and “preach” (actually, the Greek word here is better translated
“proclaimed”) to the “spirits in prison” (to Satan and all who were in hell with him).
He “proclaimed,” “declared” His victory over sin, death, and the devil. Thus it was
not the women leaving the tomb who first saw the resurrected Lord, as we tend to
think. Instead it was the inhabitants of hell who first knew the truth about Jesus
being raised from the dead. [NOTE: Peter refers only to those “spirits” who disobeyed
(God) in the days of Noah - when sin was so rampant that God found it necessary to
destroy all mankind, except for eight faithful people (Gen. 6:5-7:7). But this age
was chosen as representative of all those who in their own lifetimes disobeyed God
and found themselves in hell after death.]

Thus immediately upon revivification, Jesus exited the tomb in His now glorified
body (I Peter 1:21), and “descended into hell.” This took place before the angel
descended from heaven to roll the stone away from the door of the tomb. In His now
glorified state, Jesus, also according to His human body, was no longer limited by
time, space, or material substance - and so left the tomb even though it was still
closed and sealed. As was stated earlier in this chapter, the stone was rolled away -
not to let Jesus out, He was already gone - but to let people in to see that the tomb
was indeed empty. We also hasten to point out that Jesus did not descend into hell to
“suffer.” He had suffered the pangs of hell already on Friday - while hanging on the
cross. (Compare comments in the previous chapter about the 4th Word of Jesus
from the cross.) He descended into hell, as Peter states, to “proclaim” to the spirits in
prison. He went to the abode of Satan to declare Himself the Victor over sin, death,
and Satan. On Good Friday, Satan believed that he had won the battle over Jesus. He
did “strike His heel” (Gen. 3:15) - and Jesus died. But in His gloating, Satan forgot
the rest of that prophecy. Jesus descended into hell to remind Satan that this prophecy
also stated that his (Satan’s) head would be crushed. And Jesus’ presence in hell -
alive and well - showed Satan Who the real Victor was (and is). Jesus went to hell
not to “preach” to the souls in hell, with the intent of giving them a “second chance”
(Cp. Hebrews 9:27), but to proclaim His victory over the forces of evil through His

suffering, death, and resurrection.
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We now go back to what the Gospel writers record about Easter morning. What
they write took place after the revivification of Jesus and His descent into hell. The
Evangelists report many of the same things, but there are instances where one
Evangelist will report something that only one or none of the others do. All of the
Evangelists record the fact that women went to the tomb early on Sunday morning.
Obviously unaware of the angels’ presence; definitely unaware that Jesus was no
longer in the tomb; certainly unaware that the stone had been rolled away from the
tomb (Mark 16:2-3); and quite likely unaware of the guard that had been posted at
the tomb on Saturday, the women began making their way to the tomb very early

Sunday morning (Matt. 28:1; Mark 16:2; Luke 24:1; John 20:1).

Matthew names only Mary Magdalene and the “other Mary” (probably the mother
of James and Joses - cp. Matt. 27:56) as going to the tomb (28:1). However, from
accounts in both Mark (16:1) and Luke (24:10), we know that there were other
women in that group. This is also implied by Matthew himself when he talks about
the angel speaking to “the women” (28:5. Cp. 28:8). We know from this that Matthew
was also aware that other women were among those visiting the tomb, especially
since John tells us that when Mary Magdalene (the only woman John names as
going to the tomb) saw that the stone was rolled away from the tomb entrance, she
immediately turned back and reported this to Peter and John (John 20:1-2). She was

not present when the angel spoke to the women and invited them to see the empty

tomb (Matt. 28:5-6; Mark 16:5-6).

What a sight the angels must have presented to the women. Matthew offers a
description of the angel’s appearance, as well as his clothes (28:3). Mark simply
reports the angel’s presence and the fact that he was dressed in a white robe (15:5).
Luke reports the presence of two angels standing there “in clothes that gleamed like
lightning” (24:4, “in shining garments” - KJV). These brilliantly clad angelic
messengers are what confronted the women as they arrived at the tomb in the early
morning twilight. Matthew (28:5, 8), Mark (16:5b, 8), and Luke (24:5) all report
the fear experienced by the women when they saw the angels. Their fear was no more
unusual than what we would feel under similar circumstances.

But can you imagine what the Roman guards experienced when the angel descended
and rolled the stone away from the tomb? These tough, hardened soldiers experienced
a fear unlike anything they had ever encountered before. Matthew reports that they
shook (they trembled; their legs were like jelly; their spines went limp) and became
like dead men - implying that they fell to the ground as if they were dead (28:4).
They probably thought they were as good as dead - or at least wished that they were.
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And can you imagine their thoughts when they realized that - for a while anyway -
they were “guarding” an empty tomb?

As they began to gather their wits about them, questions started flooding their
minds. What had happened to the body in the tomb? What were their superiors
going to say? More importantly, what were they going to do to these soldiers who
had “lost” the body they were supposed to be guarding? Naturally, they couldn’t go
tell their superiors about this. But someone had to be told. What were they going to
do? (The guards were apparently still at the tomb when the women arrived and
received the message from the angel. They probably weren’t very conscious of this,
however, since they were trying to decide on their next action.) Sometime after the
women left the tomb (Matt. 28:11), the guards reached a decision. Some of them
went into the city. Instead of reporting to their superiors, however, they went to the

chief priests and reported everything that had happened (Matt. 28:11).

The chief priests quickly met with the elders to discuss this unexpected turn of
events. They thought they were rid of this Man, Jesus. But now, this! What is this
that the guards were reporting? Could it really be true? It wasn't supposed to happen
this way. The third day was supposed to come and go without anything extraordinary
happening. They thought they had covered all the possibilities - even to the point of
posting a guard and sealing the tomb. What is it with this Man? And where is He
now? What is He going to do? What were the followers of Jesus - and the general
public, as far as that is concerned - going to say and do when this news gets back to
them? Will this cause some kind of a turmoil among the people - perhaps even a
riot? Some kind of “damage control” had to be decided upon quickly.

After a hastily called meeting, the chief priests and elders could come up with
nothing better than more lies - accompanied by a bribe. A huge bribe, no doubt,
because the consequences of “sleeping on duty” and/or “losing” the person being
guarded were indeed severe. But that’s what the religious leaders convinced the
guards to do. They were to lie about what had happened at the site of the tomb. They
were to report that while they slept, the disciples of Jesus came and stole His body
(Matt. 28:12-13). If the news of their “dereliction” of duty got back to the governor
(Pontius Pilate), the religious leaders promised to talk to the governor and keep them
out of trouble (Matt. 28:14). And as Matthew reports, that was the story being
circulated among the Jews to the day when he wrote his Gospel (28:15).

In the meantime, the women at the tomb heard a message that was just as heartening
and joyous as the appearance of the messenger was frightening. That message has
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resounded down through the ages - and still has significance today. The simple
words, “HE IS NOT HERE!” tell the whole story. There is no dead body in the
tomb. There is no need for the additional spices they brought to the tomb; no need
for additional “embalming.” The tomb is empty. And the reason? The angel answers
that question too. “He has risen, just as He said!” As further proof, he invites the
women to “‘come and see the place where He lay!”

He reminded them of the words of Jesus to this effect (Luke 24:6b-8). Then they
remembered. Prior to this, it just didn’t seem possible that Jesus would come back to
life; that He would be alive. But what Jesus had been saying previously is exactly the
way it happened. Having successfully completed the work His Father sent Him to
do - to pay for the sins of the world with His innocent suffering and death - Jesus
rose from the dead as proof of this fact (Romans 1:4 & 4:25). [NOTE: For whatever
reason, the angels apparently appeared only to the women, but not to Peter and John

when they went to the tomb after hearing the report of Mary Magdalene that the
stone had been removed from the tomb (John 20:2-10).]

“He 1s not here!” Death and the grave could not hold Him! “He has risen!” What a
joyful message this angelic messenger got to deliver. It can be compared only with
the message the angelic host delivered to the shepherds when Jesus was born in
Bethlehem (Luke 2:9-14). What the angelic spokesman announced to the shepherds
that night, “Unto you a Savior has been born,” has now seen its completion. Jesus has
indeed saved His people from their sins. [As the initial news of the Savior’s birth was
announced not to the elite of society in those days, but to the “common laborers” -
shepherds, so the announcement of His resurrection was given not to the elite of
society of that day, but to common people - a handful of women, who in those days
enjoyed no standing in society; received no acclaim for whatever deeds they did.
This, too, was part of God’s Plan - to show that Jesus came to be the Savior of
everyone, not just the “higher class” in society; the rich or elite or famous. What
comfort this brings to all of us “common” people. What a caring and concerned God
we have!]

“He is not here!” The eternal significance of this statement is staggering. Not only is
this proof that our sins have been paid for; that we have forgiveness of sins (1 Cor.

15:17 & 20a); not only have we been reconciled to God (II Cor. 5:19a, Gal. 4:4-5,
Col. 1:22); not only are we justified in God’s sight (Rom 3:24, 4:25) - we have also
been freed from the power of death (John 11:25-26, 14:19b; I Cor. 15:20-22, 55-
57; II Tim 1:10).
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Three of the Evangelists report that after the angel had delivered his message to the
women, they hurried back into town to give the disciples the message the angel had
delivered to them (Matt. 28:7; Mark 16:7; Luke 24:9). Matthew alone records the
fact that Jesus Himself appeared to these women as they were hurrying back into
town (28:9). Mark reports (16:8) that the women were still bewildered and frightened
after the angel’s message ( and apparently even after Jesus had appeared to them),
and so did not say anything to anyone (until, of course, they reached the disciples). It
is also Mark who reports the question the women asked themselves on the way to
the tomb (16:2-3). A question, as was mentioned in a previous chapter, that needed
no answer (16:4).

Luke is the one who records the women carrying out the command of the angel and
Jesus regarding their message to the disciples (24:9). They told not only the Eleven
(so designated since Judas was no longer one of the Twelve ), but also the “others”
(disciples in the broader sense of “followers” of Jesus). Luke names Mary Magdalene
as being one of the women (24:10). We know from John that Mary initially returned
to town before the others (20:1-2) and then returned to the tomb after she had
informed Peter and John of the empty tomb (20:11). Luke’s inclusion of Mary
Magdalene in his account could simply be because she was among the group of
women originally going out to the tomb. Luke does report the reaction of the men to
the message of the women. “They did not believe the women.” (24:11) What the
women were telling them just didn’t make sense. They knew that Jesus was dead.
These hysterical women couldn’t possibly know what they were talking about. It was
pure nonsense. Luke also interjects the earlier trip of Peter to the tomb (24:12).
Why he does not mention John as Peter’s running companion, we do not know. But
he does state that Peter left the tomb wondering what all this meant. Peter, however,
was not the only one left in a mental daze. There were a lot of questions in the minds
of others as well; a lot of wonder. What is the answer? What does all this mean? And
they thought the events of Thursday night and Friday were puzzling!

John is good about filling in details that the other Evangelists omit. He doesn't
disappoint us here. He is the one who tells us about Mary Magdalene, upon seeing
the stone rolled away from the tomb, hurrying back to tell someone (20:1-2). She
encounters Peter and John (with characteristic humility, John omits his name and
merely refers to the “other disciple, the one Jesus loved”). Mary can only exclaim
what she feels - that someone has removed the body of “the Lord” from the tomb
and “we” (speaking for the other women at the tomb) don’t know what they have
done with Him. (Notice that even under the impression that death still lays claim to
Jesus, Mary continues to refer to Him as “the Lord!” But there s certainly no thought
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of a resurrection in her mind.) Who would have done something like this is a mystery

to Mary. She simply tells Peter and John that “they” have taken the Lord.

Peter and John weren't thinking of a resurrection either. With the excited words of
Mary ringing in their ears, they set out for the tomb (John 20:3). They too were
probably wondering what had happened; was Mary’s impression correct; did someone
steal the body of Jesus - and if so, who and why? They had to go to the tomb and
find out what they could. They were both running - their curiosity and wonder
wouldn’t let them merely walk. Being the younger of the two, John outran Peter and
arrived at the tomb first (John 20:4). John does not reveal why, but for some reason
he didn’t immediately enter the tomb. He did bend over and look inside. There he
saw the strips of linen, in which Jesus had been bound, lying there (20:5). It was only
after Peter arrived and entered the tomb that John also went inside (20:8a).

As Peter entered the tomb, he too saw the strips of linen lying there (20:6; cp. Luke
24:12). While Matthew and Mark make no mention of the linen cloths, they both
include the invitation of the angel to the women to view the place where Jesus was
laid (Matt. 28:6; Mark 16:6). Putting the four accounts together, it is believed that
the linen cloths were still lying right where Jesus had been placed. It is further
believed that these cloths were still in a “wound” condition, just as they had been
wound around the body of Jesus by Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus (Matt.
27:59; Mark 15:46; Luke 23:53; John 19:40). And indeed it would not have been
necessary for the linen cloths to have been unwound to free Jesus. Being revivified in
a glorified state, He merely passed through the cloths - even as He passed through
the stone of the tomb when He left the tomb to “descend into hell.”

John makes note of another interesting fact. He states that the cloth which had been
placed around the head of Jesus was folded up and lying by itself, away from the
linen cloths (20:7). This is certainly an argument against someone entering the tomb
and stealing the body of Jesus. Why would anyone wanting to make a hasty retreat
from the tomb after taking the body of Jesus, bother to remove (unwind) the burial
cloths and then rewind them, plus taking the head cloth and folding it neatly, leaving
it in a place by itself? These two things indicate there was no rush to leave the tomb
secretly. There can be no other explanation than that Jesus did become alive again -
even as He had said He would on a number of occasions. Not only did He become
alive, but He left behind the linen cloths as evidence that this was the tomb into
which He had been placed. (Later skeptics offered the “explanation” that the women,
as well as Peter and John, had visited the wrong tomb that Sunday morning.)
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One other thing of note is included by John. After hesitating to enter the tomb
initially, John confesses that when he did enter the tomb and saw how the linen
cloths were lying, he “believed” (20:8b). He does not explain what he believed. But
from the next sentence, a parenthetical sentence, we know that he believed that Jesus
had indeed risen - even though he did not as yet comprehend this completely. Even
though Jesus had told them previously that He would rise on the third day (See
Matt. 16:21, 17:23, 20:19, among other references), even though Scripture had
prophesied the resurrection (Job 19:25; Psalm 16:9-10; Isa. 52:13, 53:11a, among
other references), it took the empty tomb experience to convince him that Jesus had
indeed risen from the dead. Only later, as they reflected back on what Jesus had said
and what had been written in Scripture, did they put it all together and come to a
strong and undeniable faith in the resurrected Lord.

John now records an incident that only he reports. The story of Mary Magdalene as
she returned to the tomb after reporting to Peter and John that the stone had been
rolled away from the tomb (20:10-18). What a tender, touching story this is. We see
Mary going from the depths of sorrow to the heights of joy. Returning to the tomb
(the text seems to imply that Mary arrived back at the tomb before Peter and John
had left - verses 10 & 11), Mary stood outside the tomb and wept. She wept because
a close relationship existed between Jesus and herself. Luke is the one who introduces
us to Mary (Luke 8:2). At some time prior to this, Jesus had cast out 7 demons from
her demon-possessed soul. (What, if any, outward manifestation of this could be
seen, we do not know.) This is probably what was responsible for the close relationship
with Jesus. She became a devoted follower of Jesus. She was among a group of
women who helped to support Jesus and His ministry (Luke 8:3).

She was among the women who had followed Jesus from Galilee to Judea in their
support of His work. She was close by on Good Friday, painfully watching the
suffering of her Lord (Matt. 27:55-56). She was one of the women who was at the
tomb, watching Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus lay Jesus in the grave and roll
the stone in front of the entrance (Matt. 27:59-61; Mark 15:47; Luke 23:55). Mary
was one of three women, named by Mark, who purchased additional spices after the
Sabbath, for further anointing of Jesus’ body (IMark 16:1). She was in the group of
women who started out very early on Sunday morning to go to the tomb (Matt. 28:1,
Mark 16:1-2; Luke 24:9-10; John 20:1). She is the one who turned back when they
saw that the stone had been rolled away from the tomb, to tell Peter and John (John
20:1-2).

Now, she 1s back at the tomb - weeping. Weeping over the death of her Master. She
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had probably heard some of His statements about rising again on the third day. But
she was near the cross when He died. She saw Him taken down from the cross and
buried. His rising again was the last thing on her mind this Sunday morning. She
bent down and looked into the tomb - wondering who had taken the Lord away.
And why? She saw the angels seated on the “table” or “shelf” whereon Jesus’ body
had been laid. They asked her why she was crying. Tearfully she replied, “They have
taken my Lord away and I don’t know where they have put Him.” (John 20:11-13)
At this moment she became aware of someone standing nearby. Little did she realize
that here was the reason for her tears - this Someone was Jesus, although she didn’t

recognize Him through her tear-filled eyes (John 20:14).

He too asked why she was crying and for whom she was looking. Thinking as blurry
as her vision, she assumed this Person to be the gardener. Her plaintive reply was to
entreat Him to tell her where he had put Him if he had taken Him away - promising
to get him (to take Him to another resting place). She didn’t bother to identify
“Him.” In her mind, everyone should know whom she was concerned about. There
was only one Person that was important to her now (John 20:15). It was at this
moment that life became worth living again. She heard one word. One word that
changed everything instantly. That word was her name. What made it so special this
time is the Person who spoke it. With puzzled disbelief - yet unbridled joy - she
turned to the Person she now knew was her living Lord. As He had spoken one
word, so her reply was one word: “Rabboni,” which means “Teacher” (John 20:16).

Apparently reaching out for Him, Mary receives the caution, “Do not hold on to
Me,” (John 20:17). Ironically, the women to whom Jesus first appeared as they left
the tomb earlier did not receive such a command, even though Matthew reports that
they “clasped His feet and worshipped Him” (Matt. 28:8-10). Possibly the difference
being that the group of women hurrying away from the tomb were in a position of
reverence, obviously on their knees as they clasped His feet. It was an act of worship.
On the other hand, it could be that Mary had more of their earthly relationship in
mind as she approached Him. (Incidentally, there is definitely no cause to read any
kind of a sexual relationship between Jesus and Mary into this or any other reference
to them - as some worldly minded people have done. That kind of a relationship was
as impossible as death keeping its hold on Jesus!) Mary felt the terrible loss of a close
friend when Jesus died. Now that she saw Him alive, she didn’t want that feeling of
loss to ever be experienced again. Jesus was simply telling her that now things will be
different. The earthly closeness must now be replaced with a spiritual relationship
only. But for Mary, that was enough. Her Lord and Master was alive. She is happy

and content.
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Following the instructions of her Lord, Mary hastened back to the disciples with her
exciting news: “I have seen the Lord!” (John 20:18) [NOTE: Nothing further is
recorded in Scripture about Mary Magdalene. But what a tremendous “exit.” As we
think of another “Mary,” it is interesting that nothing is written by John about his
“new mother,” Mary, the mother of Jesus, as to whether, when, or where she saw her
resurrected Son. Nothing is mentioned by any of the Evangelists as to when Mary
heard the news of her Son’s resurrection. Was she in the group of “all the others” to
whom the women reported the messages of the angel and Jesus as they returned
from the tomb (Luke 24:9)? Was she with the Eleven “and those with them” when
the Emmaus disciples returned to Jerusalem to report their encounter with the risen
Lord (Luke 24:33)? If so, that means she was present when the Lord Himself
appeared to this group (Luke 24:36; John 20:19). We have no specific references to
Jesus being seen by His mother after His resurrection, but it is difficult for me to
believe that the compassionate Christ would not have allowed her to see Him - and
even perhaps have some tender words to share with her - an experience which, if it
happened, obviously is not recorded in Scripture. (Perhaps an experience reserved
just for Jesus and His mother?) As was mentioned in a previous chapter, Luke does
record the presence of Mary with the disciples after the ascension of Jesus (Acts
1:14). Also as was mentioned previously, this is the final reference to Mary in the

Bible.]
COMMENTS:

“He 1s not here!” Under many circumstances, these words could represent a matter of
fact, perhaps precipitate great disappointment - or even anxiety. But this was not the
case on Easter morning. These words, spoken by the angelic messenger, changed
everything for the followers of Jesus - down to this very day and on into Eternity.
Initially met with doubt and wonderment, it soon became evident that these words
echoed joy and happiness and hope. Expecting to find a dead Master, lying in the
tomb, the women were greeted with these words that turned earth and hell upside
down and caused heaven to rejoice. “He is not here!” Why? Because “He has risen, as
He said!” The “He”, of course, is Jesus the Christ; God’s own beloved Son; the
Messiah; the Savior of the world. Following God’s Plan from Eternity, Jesus came to
this earth as a human being - while remaining God - to fulfill the prophecy in
Genesis 3:15. He entered this world in the flesh at just the right time in history
(Gal. 4:4). Having kept the Law perfectly for mankind; having paid for every sin of
the human race through His innocent suffering and death, Jesus now conquered the
last and most dreaded of mankind’s enemies - death. On the third day, as prophesied,
Jesus rose from the dead to show His victory over sin, death, and the devil (John
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2:19, Rom 4:25). His resurrection is significant in another way as well. It is unlike
any other resurrection from the dead reported in either the Old Testament or the
New Testament. Those all died again, at some later time. Jesus rose, however, never
to die again (Rom 6:9).

“He is not here!” “He has risen!” What does this mean to you? What significance
does His resurrection have for you - individually, as a person? Have you ever felt
burdened by sin? Rejoice! Jesus has paid for all sins, our sins - yours and mine. His
resurrection is our guarantee of this (I Cor. 15:17 & 20a). Do you ever feel alone?
You need not. It is the resurrected Jesus who promises, “I am with you always, to the
very end of the age.” (Matt. 28:20b) That is a promise for you and me - individually,
personally. In a group? There’s a promise for that too (Matt. 18:20). Do the problems
and temptations of this world cause you concern? Jesus says, “Take heart! I have
overcome the world!” (John 16:33b) Does Satan seem to never leave you alone? The
Apostle James, the Lord’s own half-brother, assures us: “Resist the devil, and he will
flee from you.” (James 4:7) Worried about the future? Read the Savior’s promise in
Matthew 6:25-34. Afraid of death? Remember the Good Shepherd’s promise given
through David in Psalm 23:4. Follow that with the words of the Apostle Peter in his
First Epistle - chapter 1, verses 3-5. And don’t forget those great words of the
Apostle Paul in Romans 6:23. Afraid of being “left behind”? Jesus assures you that
this won’t happen (John 14:1-3). All of these promises are guaranteed by these
words: “He is not here! He has risen!” They are guaranteed by the resurrection of
Jesus Christ on Easter Sunday morning!

Is Jesus’ resurrection significant? Ask that of someone standing beside the casket of a
loved one who has died “in the Lord!” Ask that of a family member standing beside
the open grave of someone who will no longer be in the family circle here on earth!
Ask yourself that question when you are looking death in the face because of illness,
accident, or old age! There can be only one strong, sure, spontaneous answer: Yes, the
resurrection of Jesus is significant; it is meaningful! It alone gives hope and joy -
even in the face of human tragedy! That’s why St. Paul could write to the Christians
in Thessalonica: “We sorrow not, even as those who have no hope.” (I Thess. 4:13b.
Compare 4:13-18) He doesn't say that we have no sorrow when a loved one departs
our midst in the Lord. But he does say that ours is not a hopeless sorrow. The
resurrection of Jesus is what enables us to experience joy in the midst of our sorrow
as we say good-bye to a loved one whose soul is now living with the resurrected
Savior in heaven. For we know that in Eternity, there will be a happy reunion in
heaven, where we will together sing the praises of our great God and Savior forever
and ever.
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The question of the angel to Mary Magdalene (John 20:13a), the same question
addressed to Mary just moments later by Jesus Himself (John 20:15a), are questions
to be contemplated by any Christian standing at the grave side of a fellow Christian.
Why do we weep? We have sorrow, tears flow, to be sure, but it is sorrow tempered
with the sure promises of our resurrected Savior (See John 11:25-26, 14:19b). “He is
not here! He has risen!” Words that brought gloom and doom to Satan and hell.
Words that bring enduring comfort to all of God’s children - unto and throughout
Eternity!

ADDITIONAL THOUGHTS:

For the Christian, the single most important event in the history of the world is the
resurrection of Jesus Christ. There is no way to over-emphasize the importance of
the resurrection to the Christian faith. Christianity stands or falls on the validity -
the historical reality - of the resurrection. Paul says in that great resurrection chapter,
I Corinthians 15, that “if Christ has not been raised, your faith is worthless” (verse
17). Peter makes a similar statement in I Peter 1:3, where he states that our hope is
based on “the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.” The overwhelming
significance of the resurrection is that it sets Christianity apart from all other religions.
The resurrection is the unique stamp of Christianity - for only Christianity claims an
empty tomb for its Founder. No resurrection has ever been claimed for Abraham,
Buddha, Confucius, Mohammed, or any other religious leader.

The Christian religion is also the only religion that boasts of a God paying the price
for His creatures’ sin; the only religion that boasts of a divine Savior dying for His
fallen creatures and rising again for their salvation. The Easter event places the
Father’s “stamp of approval” on the sacrifice that Jesus offered for the sins of the
world (Rom 1:4). It announces His victory over sin, death, and the devil. It is - for
Christians - a “preview of coming events,” a glimpse ahead to our own resurrection
and a guarantee that God will take us to live eternally with Him.

However, from that first Easter morning until now, the opponents of Christianity
have tried to discredit the resurrection account. They have resorted to lies, theories,
excuses, rationalizations, and criticisms. They try to deny the resurrection by
discrediting the Gospel accounts. They point to alleged inconsistencies and
discrepancies in the four Gospels and conclude that Christ’s resurrection is based
only on the disciples’ imaginations and strong desire to believe the unbelievable. But
do the Scriptural accounts really contradict each other? We will pose and answer
four of those alleged inconsistencies.
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1) The number of angels reported to be at the tomb! (Matthew and Mark speak of
one; while Luke and John refer to two.) Not really a problem! Frequently only the
spokesperson is noted in reporting an event, while any accompanying person is not
mentioned. Matthew and Mark’s comments are not limiting in nature. They just
refer to the angel who does the speaking. Luke and John report the total number of
angels present at the tomb.

2) The number of women going to the tomb Easter morning! [Matthew lists Mary
Magdalene and “the other Mary” (28:1). Mark mentions Mary Magdalene, identifies
“the other Mary” as the mother of James (cp. 15:40), and Salome (16:1). Luke
speaks of Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James - and “the others
with them” (24:10). John mentions only Mary Magdalene (20:1, but compare v. 2,
“we”).] Since none of the accounts limits in any way the number of women visiting
the tomb, we can assume that a half dozen or so went out that morning to complete
the task of “anointing” the body of Jesus.

3) When the women went to the tomb! (Matthew says “at dawn,” Mark writes “very
early... just after sunrise, they were on their way,” Luke reports “very early in the
morning,” and John states “early... while it was still dark.”) Again, no real problem.
An easy explanation would be that they started out before daylight - and arrived at
the tomb about sunrise. Their walk could have taken between 20 and 30 minutes -
depending on their point of origin, and how long it might have taken them to get
together at a common location.

4) To whom the women reported the news of the resurrection! (Mark states, “They
said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.” The other three Evangelists indicate
they brought the news to Jesus’ disciples.) They reported to the disciples because
this is what the angel instructed them to do. Mark 16:8 explains that they told no
one because of fear. But they obviously didn't fear the disciples. However, in view of
what had been happening over the previous days, they had reason to fear the Jewish
leaders and the Romans. Thus the women said nothing to anyone along the way.

They waited until they reached the disciples.
Some comments on the above!

The variations in the Gospel accounts serve to support - rather than undermine -
the authenticity of the accounts. Had these accounts been the product of myth or a
hoax, we would expect them to be “carbon copies” of each other. Their “differences”
demonstrate that the Gospel accounts were not harmonized by some ancient editor;
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no group got together and agreed on a “story.” Instead, the variations provide evidence
for the reality of Jesus’ resurrection.

In all accounts, women play a more significant role than men. The fact that women
were the first witnesses to report the empty tomb also demonstrates the authenticity
of the report. For testimony of women was not binding - not deemed reliable - in the
First Century. If this was a fabricated story, why would they have women reporting
the empty tomb?

Also, do you find it strange that no attempt has ever been made to suggest that Jesus’
body was present in the tomb on Easter morning? It is simply accepted that the
tomb was empty! Almost all theories to explain away the miraculous have focused on
how the tomb came to be empty - not that it was empty.

** This leads us now to look at some of the theories regarding the empty tomb. We
will pose seven such theories and then give our answer to each.

1) The disciples stole the body!

This is the oldest “explanation” for the empty tomb. The Jewish leaders paid the
guards to explain the empty tomb in this way (Matt. 28:12-15). The religious leaders
did not challenge the fact that the tomb was empty. They simply made up a story to
explain why the tomb was empty. They bribed the soldiers to say that the disciples
stole the body while they slept.

Answer: Wouldn't this have caused such a furor that the Roman soldiers would have
been arresting the disciples for breaking the Roman seal on the tomb, plus grave
robbing, and combing the countryside in search of the body? But none of this
happened - because they knew better. Further, how could any guards sleep so soundly
that the rolling away of the huge stone would not wake them? And even if they did,
how could anyone sleeping so soundly have any idea who it was that allegedly broke
into the tomb and stole the body?

Still more! Why? How could this have benefited the cause of the disciples? And
would the cowardly disciples have even attempted this? Are we to believe that this
small band of followers - who were scared witless when Jesus was arrested and fled
into the night to save their own skins - suddenly found the courage three days later
to take on a guard of Roman soldiers? They were, in fact, completely demoralized by
the death of Jesus. Are we to believe that the disciples thought they could move that
large stone and steal the body of Jesus without being noticed? And would they have
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been prepared to take on the Roman guard if they had been detected? So we rule out
Theory # 1.

2) Joseph of Arimathea secretly removed the body (and took it to a different resting place)!

Answer: The time involved for the removal would have had to be after sundown on
Saturday (Sabbath) and before dawn on Sunday. But wouldn't this be rather strange
for a respected leader of the Jewish people (a member of the Sanhedrin) to be acting
in this manner? (The women probably would have arrived before the task was
completed if he had started this at dawn.) And what about the soldiers? And why
would he remove the grave clothes, which he and Nicodemus had wrapped around
the body of Jesus, and leave them in the tomb? And why would he allow the deception
of the disciples preaching the resurrection?

3) The body was removed by Jewish or Roman officials!

Answer: Re: Jewish officials! The Jewish authorities sought permission from Pilate
to seal the tomb and post a guard to prevent the removal of the body. Why would
they now go contrary to their own actions? Also, why would they get the soldiers to
say the disciples had stolen the body (Matt. 28:13) - if they could have produced the
body and proven that Jesus was still dead?

Re: Roman officials! Pilate was a stubborn man. (Remember the request by the
Jewish leaders for Pilate to change the wording on the inscription showing the charge
for the crucifixion - John 19:19-22?) Why would he change his mind now and get
involved with this Jewish problem? The Romans had crucified this Man - executed
Him. Why would they now be interested in this type of deception? If they had (for
whatever reason) removed the body, they could easily have produced it (or at least
revealed that fact) when the disciples started preaching Jesus’ resurrection - thus
preventing a lot of religious and governmental problems, which Pilate did not need.

4) Jesus didn’t really die! (The so-called “swoon” theory).

At the beginning of the 19th Century, the German rationalist Venturini posed the
theory that Jesus did not really die. He only fainted (swooned) - and later revived in
the coolness of the tomb. (But remember what was written in the previous chapter
about the crucifixion, and the physical and legal proof of Jesus’ death!)

Answer: Fortunately, this theory is so ridiculous that it is not seriously considered. It
totally ignores the deadly character of Jesus’ wounds (the scourging; 4 nail wounds
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completely through the extremities of His limbs; a spear wound in His chest -
puncturing His heart; untended wounds; shock; fever; uncontrolled bleeding).
Furthermore, there was no first-aid of any kind when it was needed the most. There
was loss of strength from bleeding; loss of strength from lack of food and water and
sleep. There were the elaborately wound grave clothes - how could he have gotten
out of them? A tremendously heavy stone would have to be moved - by a seriously
wounded man. Not to mention a guard of healthy Roman soldiers. But even if he
could have overcome all this, would such a figure - naked, hobbling on pierced feet,
emaciated, dried blood covering his body - could such a figure give the frightened
disciples the impression that he was a conqueror over death and the grave and inspire
them to follow Him even to the point of martyrdom? I think not! (That would be
more miraculous than the resurrection itself.)

5) The women wvisited the wrong tomb!

This theory proposes that in the semi-darkness, the women went to the wrong tomb.
There they encountered a young man (the gardener) who tried to tell them that Jesus
was not there (“He is not here”), then pointing to another grave, said: “See the place
where they laid Him.” The women became frightened - thought he was an angel -
and fled, reporting this to the disciples.

Answer: If it was that dark, why was the gardener there? And if it was a gardener,
why didn’t the Jewish officials produce Jesus’ body later to disprove the claims of the
women? And why would the gardener have told the women “He is risen” (Matt.

28:6)?

Further, Matt. 27:61, Mark 15:47, and Luke 23:55-56 all relate that women were
present when Joseph and Nicodemus prepared and buried the body of Jesus. Are we
to suppose then, that when they returned approximately 36 hours later, they couldn’t
find the tomb? And even if they did get “turned around” and looked in the wrong
tomb, did Peter and John do the same thing? And did they imagine seeing grave
clothes in the “wrong” tomb? Did the Roman soldiers forget which tomb they were
guarding? Did Joseph of Arimathea suddenly have a memory loss as to where his
tomb was located? Why didn't he lead the disciples to the “right” tomb? And why
didn’t the Jewish leaders simply go to the “right” tomb and produce the body? The

reason? The women did not make a mistake! The tomb - the “right” tomb - was

empty!
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6) The grave wasn’t even visited by the women!

Proponents of this theory say the empty tomb story was just a fabrication to convince
people of the resurrection.

Answer: This theory was not added until later. It was not initially posed as a possibility.
If the women did not visit the grave - and find it empty - why did the Jewish officials
find it necessary to concoct the theory of the disciples stealing the body of Jesus?
And why didn’t they just produce the body to disprove the preaching of the disciples?

7) Nostalgia!

This is one of the more modern theories which has become popular with current
liberal theologians. It is the idea that the resurrection occurred only “in the hearts” of
the disciples. Sometime around 1990, a morning newspaper in a north Texas city
reported that this theory had been proposed to the students of a large university in
that town by a professor of New Testament theology. He stated in his Easter “sermon”
that Jesus had not really risen from the dead in any literal way. What happened
instead, he explained, is that Jesus “came alive” in the hearts of His disciples as they
sat around and discussed His life and teachings. This, then, in time, came to be
taught as a factual resurrection. (Source: Lamb & Lion Ministries’ “Lamplighter,”

April 1994.)

Answer: This theory denies the well documented post-resurrection appearances of
Jesus (which we will look at in the next chapter) - and like all the other theories, it
fails completely to explain the fact of the empty tomb.

Other “explanations” of the resurrection have been and will continue to be offered
from time to time. For example, the “Hallucination” theory which states that the
disciples experienced a series of hallucinations. However, an hallucination is a highly
personal and subjective experience. So are we to believe that 500 believers (I Cor.
15:6) or a group of Jesus’ disciples at His ascension (Acts 1:6-11) had the same
hallucination simultaneously? (Not a very good theory!) All of the theories used to
explain away the resurrection have one thing in common: they require an even greater

leap of faith than God’s account of what actually happened!
OTHER CONSIDERATIONS:

None of the above theories adequately explain the “empty tomb.” But there are other
important factors that deserve serious consideration.

182



1) The wisit of the women to the tomb!

As the women started out to visit the tomb early Sunday morning, they were obviously
unaware that there had been a resurrection. (Otherwise, why take spices to complete
the anointing of the body of Jesus?) They were also unaware that the stone had been
sealed (which would prohibit them from entering the tomb) or that a Roman guard
had been posted. They were concerned about the stone in front of the tomb - and
how they would be able to move it in order to get into the tomb (Mark 16:3). They
knew the stone was too large for even several women to move. But when they got
close enough, they saw that the stone had been removed already. Obviously, someone
had gotten there before them Someone who had rolled the stone away from the
grave. That someone turned out to be the angel who spoke to the women when they
arrived. He wasted no time in letting the women know what had happened; why the
tomb was empty. He told them why the body of Jesus was not there. He had risen.
There had been a resurrection! What no one really expected had happened. All this
obviously happened the way it is recorded in Holy Scripture. Otherwise, the women
would have been refused entrance by the soldiers and they would have returned to
Jerusalem with disappointment and even greater sorrow than they already had. (And
we today would not be able to read about Jesus’ resurrection, nor celebrate His
resurrection!) But the soldiers were not concerned about keeping them from entering
the tomb. No stone was in front of the tomb - and no body was in the tomb. There
had been a resurrection! And the resurrected Lord appeared to the women on their
way back into Jerusalem.

2) The drastic change in the disciples!

It is important to remember that the disciples were not expecting Jesus to rise from
the dead (John 20:9). After His death on the cross, the disciples were completely
demoralized - hiding behind locked doors (John 20:19). And yet, this very group
suddenly came alive with hope and went forth boldly proclaiming the resurrection of
their Master - even at the risk of their lives. You can’t account for the dramatic
change in their lives on the basis of a “stolen body” - and a lie that He had risen from

the dead.

Something objective, something factual - not imagined - must have happened. Look
at the change! From cowards hiding behind locked doors in fear - to fearless proclaimers
of the resurrection. Look at the changes especially at Pentecost (50 days after the
resurrection). These were not a few “hysterical” women (as was charged by some) -
but a group of disciples. They were fearlessly preaching the resurrection - not for
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earthly gain, but almost certain persecution and possible martyrdom (which eventually
happened to all but one - John). Would these men perpetrate a hoax under those
circumstances? That question is not difficult to answer. Something wonderful definitely
happened to change these men - a resurrection; the Resurrection of their Lord and
Master.

Look at Peter! Peter, who had denied his Lord three times in cowardice. But after
the resurrection (and especially after Pentecost), he began to boldly proclaim Jesus as

the Son of God and Savior of the world - even before the very Council (Sanhedrin)
that had condemned Jesus to death (Acts 4:1-20).

Then there’s James, the Lord’s own half-brother. James did not believe that Jesus was
the Promised Messiah before the crucifixion and resurrection (John 7:5). Afterwards?
He became the leader of the church in Jerusalem (Acts 15), and wrote the Epistle of
James. While not a member of the Twelve, a young man by the name of Stephen gave
his life for Jesus (Acts 7:60) - thus becoming the first Christian martyr. [Stephen was
one of the seven men chosen by the Apostles to help with the daily distribution of food
(Acts 6:1-5).] And the most ruthless persecutor of the Christian Church for a while,
Saul of Tarsus (who was present at, and gave approval to, the stoning of Stephen),
became the greatest missionary in the history of the church - all because he encountered
the risen Lord on the road to Damascus (Acts 9).

3) The success of the New Testament Church!

Proof that the tomb was found empty is provided by the preaching of the resurrection
in Jerusalem. How would it be possible to claim that Jesus had been raised from the
dead in the very city where He had been crucified just a short time earlier -un/ess
there was solid evidence and testimony that the tomb was empty? But the Church
grew first and most - right in Jerusalem. The rapid growth of the New Testament

Church [Cp. Acts 2:41 (3000); 2:47 (daily); 4:4 (grew to 5000)] would not have
been possible if anyone could have produced the dead body of Jesus.

4) The complete ignoring of the tomb after Easter morning!

After Easter morning, the tomb of Jesus is a forgotten item. There was never a stream
of pilgrims to the empty tomb. No need! It was commonly accepted that Jesus was
alive. His followers believed - and so did His enemies, on the basis of the guards’
account. That’s why the religious leaders concocted the story they did about the disciples
stealing the body of Jesus (although no search was ever made for the body).
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5) The actual appearances of Jesus!

The discovery of the empty tomb, however, did not by itself convince the early
Christians of the resurrection of Jesus. It was the physical appearances of the risen
Lord that sealed their conviction. These appearances took place not only on Easter
Sunday, but also over a period of 40 days and in a variety of locales. Not only was the
body of Jesus “found” after the resurrection - but it was alive, breathing, and moving.
(We have noted some of the Easter Sunday appearances earlier in this chapter. Other
Easter and post-Easter appearances will be related in the next chapter.)

SOME SUMMARY STATEMENTS ON THIS CHAPTER!

Easter Sunday changed everything for the followers of, and believers in, Jesus. Despite
many attempts by some to disprove the resurrection, Jesus did rise from the dead.
The tomb of Jesus was empty. It was empty not because it was the “wrong” tomb.
Nor was it empty because the body had been “stolen.” The fact of the empty tomb is
not based on hallucinations or hypotheses. It is not based on daydreaming or wishful
thinking. The tomb was (and is) empty - because Jesus had risen. That is an historical
fact - backed up by legal, religious, and secular records.

There is, however, in my estimation, more evidence to be considered. I'm thinking of
the way in which people’s lives have been and continue to be transformed through
their encounter with the living Lord. When the disciple Thomas encountered Him a
week after the resurrection, he exclaimed: “My Lord and my God!” (John 20:28).
The vast majority of believers have not been privileged to see the risen Lord in
person - but they have experienced the power of the resurrection in their lives. Although
the physical appearances of Jesus continued for only a short time, He has never
ceased to be present with His Church - through Word and Sacrament - and His
relationship with us has been constant.

The resurrection of Jesus Christ is for real - and so will ours be one day. That is the
message of the empty tomb. Sin is conquered! Death is defeated! For those who, by
the power of the Holy Spirit, have been brought to faith in Jesus, the grave has
become merely a stepping stone to life - real life - eternal life - life with Jesus in
heaven. So together we can say with Paul: “Death is swallowed up in victory! O

death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory? Thanks be to God, who
gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.” (I Cor. 15:54b, 55, 57 - KJV)
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