“He is not here. He is Risen!”

Luke 24:1-12

April 16, 2006


Christ is risen, he is risen indeed! That is the testimony of the church. It is the proclamation of joy.


Jesus Christ is alive; not just then, but now. On this day we remember when God’s promises were fulfilled, but we also celebrate that God’s promises to us continue to be fulfilled. The story of Easter is not done; God is still at work today. Jesus reigns today.  


The resurrection is an event familiar to most everyone. The concept is so simple that sometimes we can miss the mystery. We are so used to suspending our disbelief for movies and entertainment that grasping the idea of the resurrection is no problem. The amazing thing about the resurrection, though, is that we should not suspend our disbelief – we must face it head on. 


It is a scandalous thing to believe that Jesus rose from the dead. It was then and it is now. In the religion column of many newspapers yesterday, Associated Press columnist Richard Ostling quoted the position of two scholars: N.T. Wright and John Dominic Crossan. Ostling writes:

"The proposal that Jesus was bodily raised from the dead possesses unrivalled power to explain the historical data at the heart of early Christianity," says articulate conservative N.T. Wright, a Church of England bishop who has taught at Cambridge, McGill and Oxford universities.

    
 "I do not think anyone, anywhere, at any time brings dead people back to life," says John Dominic Crossan, an energetic liberal retired from the Roman Catholic DePaul University in Chicago and a resident of Clermont.


If you are thinking like I am, you are probably thinking, “Yes, Wright; no, Crossan.” Yet, to an extent Crossan is correct: the resurrection is not just “anyone, anywhere, at any time.” It wasn’t just “anyone”; it was God by the power of the Holy Spirit. It wasn’t just “anywhere”; it was from the tomb. And it wasn’t just “at any time”; it was at the right time and just as Jesus predicted to his disciples: three days after being killed, the Son of God rose again from the dead. It is that event we celebrate and remember on Easter Sunday morning. 

This morning, as we contemplate what happened that Easter morning, I want to look at several things: First, we have to address the mystery. Second, we need to prepare ourselves for the reaction to witnesses. Third, and finally, we need to embrace the promise. 

Brothers and sisters in Christ, the resurrection is not a myth or a fable or an analogy. It is not a metaphor. It is an event. It is a happening. God did it. And that’s the starting point.

The Mystery

The women went that morning. If you still have your Bibles open, you can see that at the end of Luke 23, they knew where to go because they had followed Joseph when he took the body. 

They had watched Jesus die. They had watched -- after Joseph of Aramethea had received permission – as he took him to this tomb. They had watched as Joseph and Nicodemus – yes, that Nicodemus, the Pharisee who had come to him in the night – laid him in the clothes and got him ready for their work on the first morning of the week.

So when, very early in the morning, they arrived at that same tomb and found the stone rolled away and go in, they are confused. What happened? Where is he?

Similarly, there were the disciples, minding their own business, trying to figure out “what now?” Their last week had been a catastrophe. Suddenly, some of the women who also had been following Jesus burst in with this fantastic tale about Jesus’ body not being in the tomb. “What are you talking about?” That does not make any sense. Peter ran out to see for himself. Who would do something like this?

Ahh, there it is; there is the question: who would do something like this? The Bible is not like CSI. God gives us the who but not the how. We do not get a forensic explanation of how God raised Jesus from the dead. We do not know what chemical combination, what temperature infusion, what technology was used in order to raise Jesus from the dead. But we do know who.

This is the mystery about God. Often it is difficult to see going forward what God is going to do; yet, when we look back, we can see how God has acted. God is a mystery revealed, and God is a mystery who is continuing to be revealed. When we study Scripture, we find marvelous ways in which God has chosen to open our eyes slowly, and other ways in which God has opened our eyes suddenly.

Easter is the big sudden eye-opener. As it begins to be sorted out, the disciples realize that they thought that the Romans had defeated Christ. They thought too small. Not only had the Romans failed to defeat Christ, death itself had failed to defeat him. God’s goal was much bigger, much loftier, much more profound, and much more eternal than the Roman army. 

God’s ways are not our ways, his thoughts are not our thoughts says the prophet Isaiah. The mystery of God is profound. In what ways has God surprised you in your life? Looking back, where can you see that God has moved in your life bigger and better than you could have imagined? Where has God met you and transformed you?

How does God do it? It can be a mystery. Yet, if the question is, “Who would do such a thing?” like the resurrection, it can only be: God.

The Reaction

Part of the reason we trust the gospels is because they are truthful. The gospels do not candy coat what happened. 


The women, upon arriving and entering the tomb, do not understand. They are chastised by the men in brilliant clothing, “Why do you look for the living among the dead?” They still do not get it. I wouldn’t have either, would you? 


That’s like one of those deer-in-the-headlights type questions. You hear the words. You can see mouth moving and yet the words are meaningless. Nothing is odd about the words except that they are totally out of place. What are you talking about? 


“He is not here. He is risen!” Still not making sense. The women watched him die. They watched him being taken down – he was dead. Actually dead. They watched him carried to a tomb – he was dead. They watched them lay him in this tomb – he was still dead.


Only when the men explain, “Do you not remember what he told you,” how Jesus had explained that he would be taken into custody, crucified, and buried – and then rise from the dead three days later; only then did they begin to understand.


The women, still amazed, go to the disciples – who promptly disbelieve them because they are talking nonsense.


Isn’t this just the case for believers? Many Christians today struggle with sharing their faith because it sounds like nonsense. They are afraid that they will sound like complete fools if they start talking about the resurrection. On this point Scripture is not much comfort: you will sound like a fool to human ears. Everyone knows that dead people do not come back to life.


Yet somehow, the power and joy of God are revealed in this simple truth: Jesus is alive.


The power of God is not always seen in the primary target of our testimony. When you are a disciple of Jesus Christ, people watch you. Whether you are aware or not, people are watching you. Now, the point here is not to encourage paranoia; rather, it is to let you know that God uses your witness when you are being intentional and even when you are not.

At Westminster this morning, our confirmation class is being received into membership. These young men and women met with the session last Wednesday night to share their statement of faith. One explained that he was eavesdropping on his older sister talking to her parents about her experience on a church retreat – he wanted the joy she had and asked Jesus to be Lord and Savior of his life right there.

Think of this from you own life. Have there been people who have touched and transformed you without their ever knowing it? Did you have a teacher who was powerfully meaningful in your life – and you could not even put it into words until years later? Did you ever see someone engaged in an act of compassion and thought, “You know, if I am ever in this situation, I am going to do the same thing?” Did you ever see the joy of Christ in someone’s life – perhaps someone in this congregation – and think to yourself, “I want more of what they have?”


We bear witness because we are disciples of Jesus Christ. We bear witness regardless of the reaction we see because of the joy of salvation we have received. We are sharing the joy of the Easter happening; it is good news! Do not be discouraged by the reaction you can expect – disparaging looks, patronizing sighs of those who are too smart for this resurrection tale, and disbelief. The women experienced it. The disciples experienced it. You will, too. But we, like they, share the good news because it is good news. Paul says in Romans 1:16, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.”


The Promise


The men in brilliant clothes remind the women that Jesus told them this would happen. The resurrection is Jesus’ ultimate validation as the Savior and Lord. It means he is who he says he is.


Remember, only a week before, Jesus was ushered into Jerusalem as the Messiah. The crowds sang out the song of thanksgiving for the king, “Hosanna” God saves, and “Blessed is he who comes in the name of Yahweh.” True. Fulfilling centuries old prophecies, he came into Jerusalem riding on a donkey, a sign of the conquering King of Peace. Yes, he is. 

He came to Jerusalem to share the Passover, marking God’s victory over Egypt, the most powerful nation at the time the Hebrews were delivered from slavery. Jesus proves himself more powerful than the Jewish leaders who convicted him, more powerful than Pilate and the Roman government that crucified him, and more powerful than death – which cannot hold him. Yet again, God’s sovereignty and might are demonstrated in fulfilling the promises he made of a “new covenant.”


After the resurrection, Jesus tells his disciples this: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”” (Matt. 28:18-20, NIV)


We live in this promise. We are called to be disciples who go and make disciples. We are called to share the good news we have received, the joy that has been found in us. We do not go out alone, Jesus promises, “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” We have with us the one who has all authority in heaven and earth, the one who is both the alpha and the omega, the beginning and the end. We have with us the one who loves us so much he willingly laid down his life for us, we have with us the one who was obedient to his heavenly Father unto death – even death on a cross – so that God “exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Phil. 2:9-11).

The Invitation

Friends, those who pursue salvation through any other means are chasing paths that only lead to death. This Jesus – whom God raised from the dead proclaiming him to be the very Christ – is the only victor over death. The only one. Later, Peter will preach, “Salvation is found in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.” 



Either we confess Jesus Christ with our lips and believe in our heart that God raised him from the dead, or we are lost.

Many people struggle to share their faith because they are afraid that others will think that they are speaking nonsense, that they are foolish, and that they will lose respect.  Yet the problem is that those other people – those who think you are speaking nonsense, those who think you are foolish – have no other option to offer. At least, no other option that actually leads to life.

Receiving Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior will not make your life easy – just as Jesus’ life was not easy. The point is not comfort. The point is not security. The point is to grow up as a child of the living God, glorifying God and enjoying him forever. 

You see, the question we all face – each one of us – is this: whom do you trust for your salvation? Not hypothetically, not maybe – really. Are you depending on yourself, hoping that God will think that you are a good enough person? Are you depending on some other idea, some notion that all roads lead to heaven and God is just happy you arrived? Or, will you take the word of the one – the only one – who has already defeated death and promises you eternal life?

This morning, if you have never received Jesus into your heart – if you wonder about your salvation – I pray that God is working on your heart, convicting you of your need for a savior. If so, I invite you to meet with the Garden Team up front after the service to pray with you and for you; or to meet me in the back. 

For those of you who have walked with the Lord years, months, or even days, I would encourage you to remember the joy of this day. Remember and share with others the wonder of God’s goodness, the mystery of God’s grace, and how God has transformed your life. You are a witness to the resurrection: 

The tomb is empty. He is not there. Jesus is risen, He is risen indeed. Amen? Amen.

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