Easter Sunday 2021

“Fake News”

Matthew 28:11-15
Over the past few years we have heard a lot about “fake news.” While the phrase is not recent in origin, it was certainly popularized by former President Donald Trump.
 We may not hear the phrase as much now, perhaps because so much of the news is fake. Some have reworded the old joke to say, “You know how to tell if the media is lying? Their lips are moving.” 

Fake news is not new, however. We find fake news from the beginning of human history. In the Garden of Eden the serpent said to Eve, “You will not surely die; you will be like God!” Satan has been spreading fake news ever since. Jesus said of him in John 8:44, “He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.” Had the joke been around 2,000 years ago, Jesus may have asked, “You know how to tell if the devil is lying? His lips are moving.”

As we celebrate Easter this morning, we proclaim the good news—the greatest news of all time. And yet, as we see in Matthew 28, there was also fake news about that first Easter, and echoes of that fake news reverberates to this day.

The Fabulous Truth Testified

Matthew 28:1-10 reveals the fabulous truth testified on that first Easter Sunday:

After the Sabbath, at dawn on the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to look at the tomb. 

There was a violent earthquake, for an angel of the Lord came down from heaven and, going to the tomb, rolled back the stone and sat on it. His appearance was like lightning, and his clothes were white as snow. The guards were so afraid of him that they shook and became like dead men. 

The angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified. He is not here; he has risen, just as he said. Come and see the place where he lay. Then go quickly and tell his disciples: ‘He has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see him.’ Now I have told you.” 

So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran to tell his disciples. Suddenly Jesus met them. “Greetings,” he said. They came to him, clasped his feet and worshiped him. Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.” 

Just as He had promised, Jesus rose from the grave on the third day from His death. An angel came and rolled the stone from the tomb to prove that it was empty.

When the women came—here defined as Mary Magdalene and “the other Mary,” identified as the wife of Clopas and sister of the mother of Jesus
—an angel had rolled away the stone from in front of the tomb and was sitting on it. The angel told them the fabulous truth that Jesus had risen from the dead, and instructed them to relay this to His disciples. Then, as they ran to tell the disciples, they met the risen Jesus in person, who reiterated the angel’s instructions. 

This is an important point. According to all four Gospels, women were the first witnesses of the resurrection, a fact that no conspirator in the first century would have invented. Jewish courts did not even accept the testimony of female witnesses.
 This lends great credibility to the gospel accounts. 

The Fabricated Tale Told

Yet on the very first Easter Sunday, we read of the fabricated tale told to refute the truth of the resurrection in verses 11-15,

While the women were on their way, some of the guards went into the city and reported to the chief priests everything that had happened. When the chief priests had met with the elders and devised a plan, they gave the soldiers a large sum of money, telling them, “You are to say, ‘His disciples came during the night and stole him away while we were asleep.’ If this report gets to the governor, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble.” So the soldiers took the money and did as they were instructed. And this story has been widely circulated among the Jews to this very day.
While the believers were worshiping the living Christ, the unbelievers were plotting to destroy the witness of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. By now, some of the soldiers had realized that they were in a desperate plight. The Roman seal had been broken, the stone had been rolled away, and the body was not in the tomb. For a Roman soldier to fail in his duty was an offense punishable by death. But the soldiers were shrewd: They did not report to Pilate or to their superior officers; they reported to the Jewish chief priests. They knew that these men were as anxious to cover up the miracle as were the soldiers themselves!
 The guards might have been expected to go to their own officers, but Pilate had placed the guard at the disposal of the Jewish authorities and accordingly it was to them that they reported.

This startling turn of events prompted yet another emergency ad hoc meeting of the elders. This was probably not an assembly of every member of the Sanhedrin, but rather a “council within the council.” This conspiratorial cabal had a double purpose: (1) to give off the appearance of legitimate deliberation and decision making and (2) to gather together enough deep pockets of Jerusalem’s elites so they would have a large enough bribe to silence the soldiers.

Matthew says that they gave “a considerable sum of money” to the soldiers, and this must have been the case. The guards had been through a harrowing experience that must have left a deep impression on them, but they were to keep quiet about all this. They were to say that they had slept on the job, a dereliction of duty that Roman officers would take with the utmost seriousness. A “substantial bribe” was going to be needed to persuade them to do as the chief priests wanted.

The members of the Sanhedrin were nobody’s fools. They were clever, crafty men. But the best they could do was to launch a propaganda offensive against the truth. All the Sanhedrin could do to avoid a public hue and cry over that empty tomb was to concoct a foolish lie. The fact that their propaganda cannot stand five minutes’ serious investigation shows to what extremes the religious leaders were driven by the resurrection of Christ. He was alive and they could not deny it.

So there actually was a conspiracy, one set in motion not by Jesus’ disciples but by the authorities who had to deal with the embarrassing fact of the empty tomb. They could have put a stop to all the wild rumors about a resurrection merely by pointing to a sealed tomb or producing a body. But the seal was broken and the body missing, hence the need for an official plot. Even as the women ran to report their discovery, soldiers were rehearsing an alibi, their role in the scheme of damage-control.
 How ironic that the Jewish authorities themselves were now causing the story to be put out that they had caused the guard to be set in order to prevent!
 

The stolen body theory founders on two insurmountable obstacles: the problem of motive and the problem of execution. To plan a tricky grave robbery of a closely guarded tomb would have required an incredibly strong incentive by a daring and extremely skillful group of men. But who had the motive and then the courage necessary to bring it off? Certainly not the discouraged disciples, huddling and hiding in their fear of the Temple authorities—hardly a pack of calculating schemers planning to dupe their countrymen.
 The Gospels show the disciples cringing in locked rooms, terrified that the same thing that happened to Jesus might happen to them. Too afraid even to attend Jesus' burial, they left it to a couple of women to care for his body. The disciples seemed utterly incapable of faking a resurrection or risking their lives by stealing a body; nor did it occur to them in their state of despair.

But even if the disciples did have the overpowering motive and the incredible courage to steal a body and then—with total cynicism—to announce a resurrection, how could they hope to achieve it? The grave area was crawling with guards specifically instructed to forestall any such attempt. Later on, Peter would be guarded by four squads of four men each when imprisoned by Herod Agrippa, so sixteen would be a minimum number expected outside a prison. Guards always slept in shifts, so it would have been virtually impossible for a raiding party to have stepped over all their sleeping faces. The commotion caused by breaking the seal, rolling the stone open, entering the tomb, and lifting out the body was bound to awaken the guards even if they had all been sleeping.

Regarding the fake news pushed by the Jewish leaders, closer analysis shows that its credibility is lacking.
 The story had obvious weaknesses—a huge stone rolled away without disturbing sleep? And how could they identify the disciples if asleep?—but at least it kept the guards out of trouble.

In any case, the story’s effectiveness as propaganda is proven by the fact that when Matthew published his Gospel around ad 65, the story was still being spread among the unbelieving Jews.
 Early church father Justin Martyr speaks of it as still being repeated by the Jews in the middle of the second century.

Perhaps the strongest argument against their fabricated tale unfolded in the weeks, months, and years following the resurrection. As Origen pointed out, men do not risk losing their lives and suffer martyrdom in defense of what they know is a lie.
 The Jesus whom they had caused to be slain and put into the tomb was now a living reality; all their bribes and lies could do nothing to alter the facts.

The Fashionable Trends Today

Unfortunately, the fake news hasn’t stopped as we continue to see the fashionable trends today regarding the resurrection of Jesus. People are gullible, especially when religious beliefs and prejudices are involved. To the relief of the Sanhedrin the thoughtless multitudes accepted the lie. As a maxim of propagandists says, “If a lie is repeated often enough, people will believe it.” The “news” of the theft of the body became part of Jewish anti-Christian teaching from the beginning. Repeating the lie has been a popular rabbinic way of refuting the fact of the resurrection ever since.

Perhaps you’ve been told a narrative counter to the New Testament’s testimony concerning the miraculous, bodily resurrection of Jesus. Maybe some well-educated teacher whom you admired did their best to convince you that the accounts of the Resurrection are irreconcilably self-contradictory. Perhaps somebody contended that all the Gospels should be dated late and placed their narratives in the category of myth or legend or even religious propaganda. Maybe you’ve even encountered the old, worn-out rag originally woven by the high priests—that the disciples stole Jesus’ body in order to convince people He had been raised from the dead.
 Or one of these other alternatives:

First, there is the theory that the women went to the wrong tomb. It was still dark, and they were dazed with sorrow. They could easily, it is claimed, have made a mistake. This sounds plausible on the surface, but it hardly bears examination. To begin with, it cannot have been completely dark. It is true that John says the women came “while it was still dark”. But in Matthew 28:1 it is “toward the dawn”, while Luke says it was “at early dawn”, and Mark distinctly states that “the sun had risen”.

Further, these women were no fools. At least two of them had seen for themselves where Joseph and Nicodemus had laid the body. They had even watched the whole process of burial, “sitting opposite the sepulcher.” The same two (Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Jesus) returned at dawn, bringing with them Salome, Joanna and ‘the other women’, so that if one mistook the path or the tomb, she is likely to have been corrected by the others. And if Mary Magdalene went to the wrong place the first time, she can hardly have repeated her error when she returned in the full light of morning and lingered in the garden till Jesus met her.

The second explanation of the empty tomb is the swoon theory. Those who maintain this view would have us believe that Jesus did not die on the cross, but only fainted. He then revived in the tomb, left it and subsequently made himself known to the disciples. This theory simply bristles with problems. The evidence entirely contradicts it. Pilate was indeed surprised that Jesus was already dead, but he was sufficiently convinced by the centurion’s assurance to give Joseph permission to remove the body from the cross. The centurion was certain because he must have been present when one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once there came out blood and water. So Joseph and Nicodemus took down his body, wound it in the grave-clothes and laid it in Joseph’s new tomb.

Are we then seriously to believe that Jesus was all the time only in a swoon? That after the rigors and pains of trial, mockery, flogging and crucifixion he could survive thirty-six hours in a stone sepulcher with neither warmth nor food nor medical care? That he could then rally sufficiently to perform the superhuman feat of shifting the boulder that secured the mouth of the tomb, without disturbing the Roman guard? That then, weak and sickly and hungry, he could appear to the disciples in such a way as to give them the impression that he had vanquished death? That he could go on to claim that he had died and risen, could send them into all the world and promise to be with them unto the end of time? That he could live somewhere in hiding for forty days, making occasional surprise appearances, and then finally disappear without any explanation? Such credulity is more incredible than Thomas’ unbelief.

Third, there is the idea that thieves stole the body. There is no shred of evidence for this conjecture. Nor is it explained how thieves could have hoodwinked the Roman guard. Nor can one imagine why thieves should have taken the body and left the grave-clothes, nor what possible motive they could have had for their action.

The fourth and perhaps the least unreasonable explanation of the disappearance of Christ’s body is that the Roman or Jewish authorities took it into their own custody. They would certainly have had motive enough for doing so. They had heard that Jesus had talked of resurrection, and were afraid of hanky-panky. So (the argument runs), in order to forestall trickery, they took the precaution of confiscating the corpse.

But when it is examined, this conjectural reconstruction of what happened also falls to pieces. We have already seen that within a few weeks of Jesus’ death the Christians were boldly proclaiming his resurrection. The news spread rapidly. The new Nazarene movement threatened to undermine the bulwarks of Judaism and to disturb the peace of Jerusalem. The Jews feared conversions; the Romans riots. The authorities had before them one obvious course of action. They could produce the remains of the body and publish a statement of what they had done.

Instead, they were silent and resorted to violence. They arrested the apostles, threatened them, flogged them, imprisoned them, vilified them, plotted against them, and killed them. But all this was entirely unnecessary if they had in their own possession the dead body of Jesus. The church was founded on the resurrection. Disprove the resurrection, and the church would have collapsed. But they could not; the body was not in their possession. The authorities’ silence is as eloquent a proof of the resurrection as the apostles’ witness.

 These are the theories men have invented to try to explain the emptiness of the tomb and the disappearance of the body. None of them is satisfactory, and for none of them is there any historical evidence. For want therefore of any adequate alternative explanation, perhaps we may be forgiven if we prefer the simple and sober narrative of the Gospels, describing the events of the first Easter Day. The body of Jesus was not removed by men; it was raised by God.

Despite the fact that it requires us to set aside our natural tendency to disbelieve the supernatural, the simplest explanation is the best. That is, contrary to the disciples’ own expectations and contrary to the expectations of most people throughout history—including today—Jesus of Nazareth rose again on the third day, just as He had promised and just as the Scriptures themselves foretold. The empty tomb is a fact of history. 

Yet the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead is the most attacked event in history. From the day it occurred until the present, numerous objections have been raised and alternative solutions given for the empty tomb on Easter Sunday. Frankly, it takes more faith to believe those stories than to accept what the Bible records. Any sincere person who studies the evidence with an open heart will conclude that the resurrection of Jesus Christ is a historic fact that cannot be refuted.

Ultimately, however, accepting the truth of the miracle of the resurrection of Jesus is an act of faith. And many people believe it, just as the disciples themselves did in the first century…just as Christians have done in every generation since.
 

It is not a stretch to say that the fact of the first Easter changed the lives of Jesus’ disciples forever. They did not shrug their shoulders and say, “That’s fascinating!” then return to their regular way of life. No, this event changed their lives forever. They were never the same.

No one who truly trusts in Jesus Christ ever is.
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