“He is not here. He is Risen!”

Luke 24:1-12

April 12, 2009

Christ is risen, he is risen indeed! That is the testimony of the church. It is the proclamation of joy. This is not a day for false humility; it is a day for uninhibited jubilation and victory. Death has been defeated!


Friends, the resurrection is the reason I stand before you proclaiming this gospel to you. In my heart I believe God raised Jesus from the dead. I really do. I believe the empty tomb was empty because Christ is risen. 

With my lips I proclaim Jesus is Lord. I am staking my life – confidently – upon the hope I have in God’s grace revealed in the victory of Jesus Christ. It is the joy of my salvation, it is a blessing to me to be able to share that good news with you. 

Why do I believe? 

I believe because the resurrection is a mystery revealing the heart of God. God is consistent – and consistently surprising us by demonstrating his sovereign love for us.
It is not the first celebration for God’s deliverance over a powerful enemy; remember how Miriam led the people in singing and dancing during a victory celebration as God had rescued his people from the bonds of slavery in Egypt. How surprising was that deliverance when all looked lost: the people trapped by the Red Sea as Egypt’s powerful army was chasing them down? Who could have seen that one coming?


This time, it is a greater deliverance than what God achieved with Moses. 

Look again with me at the gospel of Luke. The women went to the tomb that morning.  At the end of Luke 23, the women 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 laid him in the clothes and got him ready for the women’s work when they would arrive 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?

The women 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? 

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. The apostles thought “these words seemed to them an idle tale.” 

In fairness, can you blame them? 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.

God reveals his sovereign love for us. 

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. 

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.

Why do I believe? I believe because the gospels hold up over time.

The more things change, the more they stay the same. Isn’t this just the case for believers? Many Christians today struggle with sharing their faith because it sounds like an idle tale. 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. 

The women did not understand. The disciples thought it was an idle tale. We are no different today. Attempts to explain away the empty tomb have been abundant. Two years ago there was a National Geographic program where director James Cameron claimed to have “discovered” the bones of Jesus in a tomb. “We found him – at least, a statistically high probability that we found him” was the claim. Did you notice how quickly that claim was debunked? Scholars from around the world made clear that the bones Cameron filmed were not Jesus’ bones. It was a sensational story in support of a television program, but it did not explain the empty tomb. 

Another version of this came a few years before that, when it was argued that the women went to the wrong tomb. The young man, knowing that they were in the wrong place said, “He’s not here; look (pointing) that’s where they laid him.” He pointed to the next tomb, but the women mistook his meaning and saw the empty tomb in which the young man had been working. Do you even remember this claim being made?

If that had been the case, the confusion would have been resolved quickly; and if not quickly, soon enough with the closest disciples beginning to talk about seeing the risen Jesus. The early church’s confession was clear: Jesus was raised. The word for resurrection has the connotation that the grave yielded up the body; that it was not strong enough to hold Jesus.

All of the alternative explanations to the gospel have come up empty. The resurrection stands up because – well, to say it simply – it is the truth. It happened. Whether it sounds like an idle tale or not, there is not much we can do about it because God did it. God actually raised Jesus from the dead. Prophets promised the Messiah would do it, Jesus said he was going to do it, he did it, and he demonstrated that he had done it – so, we are stuck with it. 

Why do I believe? I believe because I know it is true. We bear witness regardless of the reaction we see because we know 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.”


Why do I believe? Because it is the hope onto which I hold.

The resurrection is God’s ultimate deliverance. It is the promise and the hope to which we hold in hard times. The resurrection says that God has the last word. 

Friends, these are hard times for everyone. Are you facing financial difficulties? Is an important relationship broken? Does death scare you? What are the things that are binding you; what are the chains that are holding you? 

Let me be clear about this: the resurrection does not say you will not struggle. It does not say that life is not hard. It does say that God has the last, the final, the only significant word. In the midst of the struggles of life, it sometimes is hard to imagine there is anything but the struggle.

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.

Do not be seduced by those who try to explain him in their terms, not his. You see these claims in the media all the time. Two weeks ago, the Seattle Times reported on Episcopal Priest Ann Holmes Redding having been “defrocked” because she claims to be both Christian and Muslim:

Redding does not believe that God and Jesus are the same, but rather that God is more than Jesus. And she believes that Jesus is the Son of God insofar as all humans are the children of God, and that Jesus is divine, just as all humans are divine – because God dwells in all humans.

Scripture does not say that. A simple and quick look at my life reveals that I am not divine, I am too broken, too rebellious, too sinful to save myself. In myself, I am hopeless. In Christ, I have hope.

I need a savior, and God saved me. Jesus’ resurrection is meaningful because, as Jesus said in his own words, “God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son that whosoever believes in him would not perish but have eternal life.” Jesus said in his own words, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but by me.” Peter proclaims the gospel for the early church, “

Let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus is “the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.” There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.

We live in this promise. We are called to believe, 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. 

The resurrection means God wins. It means we get to say with confidence, 

Where, O Death is thy victory?
Where, O Death is thy sting?

Death is defeated, sin no longer binds us, Christ has set us free and invites us to live – really live – a his brothers and sisters, co-heirs with him of the kingdom of heaven that God has prepared for us. 

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. 


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 here 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?

He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross. 

And you who were once estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his fleshly body through death, so as to present you holy and blameless and irreproachable before him— provided that you continue securely established and steadfast in the faith, without shifting from the hope promised by the gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven.
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. I believe it. Do you? Amen.

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