“He is not here. He is Risen!”

Luke 24:1-35
April 4, 2010
“Christ is risen, he is risen indeed!” That is the testimony of the church. It is the proclamation of joy.

This is the good news: Jesus Christ is alive; not just then, but now. Not only were God’s promises fulfilled; God’s promises continue to be fulfilled. The story of Easter is not done: God is still at work today. Jesus reigns today.  

The resurrection is familiar to most everyone. The concept is so simple that sometimes we miss the mystery. Jesus, who was dead, was raised to life. He is alive. 
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 our disbelief head on. We believe death does not have the last word. Death is not the end. Christ is risen! He is risen, indeed!
It is a scandalous thing to believe that Jesus was raised from the dead. It was then and it is now. From the very start other theories were proposed to explain away Jesus’ victory over death. In Matthew 28, the chief priests paid the Roman guards to say that the disciples stole Jesus’ body while the guards were sleeping. Like every other alternate explanation, it fails for three basic reasons: 1) no one every produced Jesus’ body; 2) Scripture revealed it would happen long before Jesus was ever born; and 3) Jesus told his followers that it would happen.

1) Think about it: if Jesus’ body was every produced, it would have been the end of the story. There were lots of people with incentive to find and produce the body; it never happened. The disciples who abandoned Jesus prior to his crucifixion – just days before – were totally changed. They ultimately gave their lives on the foundation of the resurrection. No conspiracy is that good. No body was ever produced because the resurrection occurred as the gospels reveal. Jesus rose from the dead victorious over death. The tomb could not hold him. 

2) Scripture revealed it would happen. Old Testament prophecies tell of the resurrection. Hosea 6:1-2, “Come, let us return to the LORD; for it is he who has torn, and he will heal us; he has struck down, and he will bind us up. After two days he will revive us; on the third day he will raise us up, that we may live before him.” Job 19:25-27, “For I know that my Redeemer lives, and that at the last he will stand upon the earth; and after my skin has been thus destroyed, then in my flesh I shall see God, whom I shall see on my side, and my eyes shall behold, and not another.” Isaiah 26:19, “Your dead shall live, their corpses shall rise. O dwellers in the dust, awake and sing for joy!” On Maundy Thursday, we read Isaiah 53, written hundreds of years before Jesus’ birth:

Is. 53:7 
   He was oppressed, and he was afflicted,



yet he did not open his mouth;


like a lamb that is led to the slaughter,



and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent,



so he did not open his mouth. 

8 
By a perversion of justice he was taken away.



Who could have imagined his future?


For he was cut off from the land of the living,



stricken for the transgression of my people. 

9 
They made his grave with the wicked



and his tomb with the rich,


although he had done no violence,



and there was no deceit in his mouth.

  

Is. 53:10 
   Yet it was the will of the LORD to crush him with pain.


When you make his life an offering for sin,



he shall see his offspring, and shall prolong his days;


through him the will of the LORD shall prosper. 

11 

Out of his anguish he shall see light;


he shall find satisfaction through his knowledge.



The righteous one, my servant, shall make many righteous,



and he shall bear their iniquities. 

12 
Therefore I will allot him a portion with the great,



and he shall divide the spoil with the strong;


because he poured out himself to death,



and was numbered with the transgressors;


yet he bore the sin of many,



and made intercession for the transgressors.

The Old Testament writers describe life after death; and more specifically, the resurrection of the Messiah, God’s anointed one. 

3) Not only did the Old Testament prophets foretell the resurrection; Jesus told his followers that he would rise from the dead. Just in the gospel of Mark, Jesus makes numerous references to his rising from the dead. In Mark 9:9, “Tell no one of [the Transfiguration] until the Son of Man has risen from the dead.” In Mark 14:25 “When I drink [the cup] anew in the kingdom of God.” Mark 14:28 “After I have arisen I will go before you into Galilee.” God is God of the living, not of the dead.

No body was produced. The prophets and writers of the Old Testament revealed it would happen. Jesus told his followers it would happen. The resurrection is not a myth or a fable or an analogy or a metaphor. It happened. God said he would do it and God has done it. 

Because the resurrection is true; what then? What does it tell us that is important for us – almost two thousand years later?

1. God acts first.
The first thing we as we read these resurrection accounts is that God acts first. Not only does God take action, in history; but God acts first. Every bit of that surprises us: God is alive and well; God is sovereign and involved in every moment of every day; and God does not wait for things to happen and react, God is the first-mover.

We often miss what God has done because we are not accustomed to seeing. Despite the prophetic words of Scripture, the resurrection was not anticipated and not immediately appreciated. Jesus’ friends and disciples all thought he was dead and that was that. Consider the reactions of the women, the disciples, and the two travelers on the road to Emmaus:

· The women went to the tomb 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 of Aramethea when he took the body. They had watched Jesus die. They had watched Joseph take Jesus’ body to this tomb. They had watched as Joseph and Nicodemus 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, they went in, and the body was not there; they were confused. What happened? Where is he? Who would do something like this?

· Similarly, the disciples must have been 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?” It did not make any sense. Peter ran out to see for himself. Who would do something like this?
· The two disciples on the Road to Emmaus are described as being puzzled. They were conversing about what had happened when Jesus asked them what they were discussing. “But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all this, it is now the third day since these things took place. Moreover, some women of our group astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, and when they did not find his body there, they came back and told us that they had indeed seen a vision of angels who said that he was alive. Some of those who were with us went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said; but they did not see him.” It’s too weird for them to understand; who would do something like this?
Ahh, there it is; there is the question: who would do something like this? God.
We are not accustomed to seeing God work, so we do not understand it, we cannot explain it – and it confuses us. It is like looking at the wake left by an unseen motorboat and trying to describe the boat’s color.  The wake tells us a boat has been by, but we cannot know much more than that. The resurrection tells us God has been by, but we cannot know much more than that. 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: “TA-DA! I told you so!”
Do you have eyes to see? 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.

2. The Irony: Telling God How It Is
There is a rich irony in how Luke relates the story of the two men on the road to Emmaus. When Jesus asked them what they were discussing, Cleopas answered  him, “Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?” Cleopas thought he knew the story; Jesus was the only one who actually did know what had happened. Jesus had to explain it to them – beginning with Moses and the prophets, Jesus had to tell them the story so they could understand it.

This hits close to home for me. As I think about my prayer life – my discussions with God – it is startling to me the number of times I tell God what is what; as if I know better than He does. I complain about this injustice or that difficulty or another situation where things do not seem right in my perspective. “Woe is me,” can be the tone of my conversations with God, “I had hoped he was the one to redeem Israel.” And, though I do not wait around for God to mold me or help me see things differently, it astounds me that God does not listen and just make things right for me. No, Jesus said, “Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared!”

When we take time to read the Scriptures – not to figure out what might be wrong with the Scriptures; instead, to see how God has revealed His plans and purposes – when we read the Scriptures, we see the majesty and wonder of God’s story revealed. 

3. Made Known In The Everyday: Breaking Bread
Finally, the Scripture says, “When he was at table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. Then their eyes were opened and they recognized him; and he vanished from their sight.” 

Jesus’ being made known in the breaking of the bread is something we need to notice. Though many people attribute this to a kind of communion – which it is, though not in the formal way in which we understand it – it is more important to see that the blessing and breaking bread was something common. It was something that people did every day. It was something done by families, it was something done by communities, it was something done in the inns with strangers. Jesus was made known in the breaking of the bread. 
God’s grace is revealed in the common things of life – if we have eyes to see. 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 said something 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?” Jesus is revealed in the common things in life – if we look to see. 
And, when we see God’s grace, we cannot help telling others. After they realized they were speaking with the risen Lord, the two men on the road to Emmaus talked with each other, then hustled back to Jerusalem to share what they had experienced. 

Imagine their journey back to Jerusalem: sure of what had just happened yet also sure that others were likely to not believe them. It was preposterous what they were going to try to tell the others.
Yet somehow, the power and joy of God are revealed in this simple truth: Jesus is alive.
It is a story we share regardless of the reaction because it is the joy of our salvation. It is good news. Yes, you can expect discouraging reactions – disparaging looks, patronizing sights of those who are too smart for this resurrection stuff, and disbelief. Cleopas and his companion went from being among those who did not know what to make of the testimony of the women to those who were adding to it! Everyone – the women, the disciples, you and me – everyone will see those reactions. But, as Paul wrote in Romans 1:16, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.” Tell the story!


 
The Promise

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).

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.” 

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?
How can you know? Come to the table. Come to the table that Jesus prepared. Jesus celebrated this Passover meal with his disciples prior to his crucifixion; and in his resurrection, we have the affirmation of its truth. It is the banquet of the victor; it is the feast of the Holy Lamb of God; it is a foretaste of the eternal blessing of the kingdom. In this meal we bear witness to the truth of this day:
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.
8:30 Invitation

10:00 Hymn #142 “All Hail The Power of Jesus’ Name”
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