Easter Sunday 2023

“The Reality of the Resurrection”

selected Scriptures
I’d like to begin with a question. Who was the first American President?

No, this not a question from the show, “Are You Smarter Than A Fifth Grader?” In fact, this was a question posed to a class of soon-to-be high school history teachers in a college course on American Revolution. If your answer is “George Washington,” you would be in agreement with the whole class. And you, too, would be wrong.

The professor explained that, technically, the first American president was Peyton Randolph, who was elected as president of the First Continental Congress in 1774. George Washington was the first president elected under the United States Constitution, but the first American president was Peyton Randolph.

I doubt that history textbooks are being rewritten to include this information, nor are there plans to release the first presidential dollar coin with the likeness of Peyton Randolph. The professor’s point was to challenge our preconceived ideas about history, shaking up our sense of what we thought we knew.

Lately there has been an uproar in the archaeological community about the discovery of what some are calling “the tomb of Jesus.” An ancient ossuary has been uncovered, engraved with the names of several New Testament characters, including the name of Jesus. Despite the loud protests of eminent archaeologists—Jewish as well as Christian—the proponents of the claim continue to push forward with their story that they have discovered the bones of Jesus, his wife Mary Magdalene, and their son.
 

On this Easter Sunday, as we celebrate the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, how do we answer this challenge? Did Jesus really rise from the dead, or is the Easter story of the Bible just as fictional as the Easter Bunny?

The Past Event

Many people think that belief in the resurrection—or in Christianity as a whole—is a matter of blind faith. You either believe it or you don’t, and there is little or no factual basis for your decision. This is simply not the case.

Turn to 1 Corinthians 15:3-8, where Paul addresses the reality of the resurrection:

For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born.

First he points out that everything that happened that momentous weekend was in accordance with the Scriptures. Nothing occurred that was a surprise to Jesus or to God the Father. This had all been planned before—long before hand. Peter writes in 1 Peter 1:18-20,

For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. He was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake [emphasis added].

God, in His eternal wisdom, not only knew what was going to happen ahead of time, but He was actively working out his plan from the very beginning. Those critics of Christianity who claim that the events of Good Friday took Jesus by surprise are completely wrong. Jesus told His disciples over and over that He had come to give His life as a sacrifice, but it never got through to them.

With the phrase, “according to the Scriptures,” Paul is speaking of the Old Testament—the only Scriptures around at that time. Remember the situation after the resurrection of Jesus when He appeared to two disciples on the road to Emmaus? Luke 24:25-27 records the scene:

He said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself. 

Later in the same chapter, Jesus told the Eleven in Luke 24:44-47, 

“This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.” Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, “This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.”
Secondly, Paul points to eyewitness evidence of the resurrection. After He rose from the dead, Jesus appeared to Peter privately, to the Twelve disciples (actually it was just eleven, since Judas had killed himself, but the group was still known as “the Twelve”), to James (meaning His half-brother, who would later lead the church at Jerusalem), then to a group numbering over five hundred (perhaps in Galilee as recorded in Matthew 28), and then to Paul himself on the road to Damascus.

This evidence may have been enough to convince the Corinthians of the reality of the resurrection. Living within a generation of the events in question, inquiring minds could find eyewitnesses to verify the information. The original disciples of Jesus were still around, as were others who lived the stories we can only read about. They had a distinct advantage over us, who live more than two thousand years after the fact.

But we are not called to exercise blind faith when it comes to the truth of Easter Sunday. As historian Paul Maier puts it, 

…important historical evidence—quite apart from the Gospels—can be assembled to show that the tomb, at any rate, was empty on Easter morning. It should be added immediately that an empty tomb does not prove a resurrection, although a resur​rection would require an empty tomb. Its occupancy, indeed, would effectively disprove it.

Most critics of Christianity claim that either a) the disciples ambushed the Roman guard and stole the body of Jesus from Joseph’s tomb; or b) that Jesus never actually died, but passed out on the cross, then revived in the cool of the tomb, pushed aside a two-ton stone, overpowered a sixteen-man Roman guard, and escaped; or c) the early followers of Jesus went to the wrong tomb, mistaking another sepulcher for that of Joseph of Arimathea. The last two theories are more recent—and wholly unrealistic—but the first one was used as early as the first century. Matthew 28:11-15 records that the Jewish leaders paid off the Roman guards to spread the story that the disciples stole the body while they slept. This, too, holds no credibility, for if the story had been true, the entire Roman guard would have been put to death, and that never happened.

The truth of the empty tomb, though, is reinforced by Jewish literature outside the Bible. Maier notes, 

…in none of the early Jewish writings is the statement made that the body of Jesus was still in its tomb that Sunday morning. Rather, Jewish polemic shared with Christians the conviction that the sepulcher was empty, but gave natural explanations for it. And such positive evidence from a hostile source is the strongest kind of evidence.

Not only does this evidence appear in Jewish literature from the first century, but it also can be found in Roman history from the same period of time. An inscription has been found from the administration of Pilate against grave robbery or desecration:

Ordinance of Caesar. It is my pleasure that graves and tombs remain perpetually undisturbed for those who have made them for the cult of their ancestors or children or members of their house. If, however, anyone charges that another has either demolished them, or has in any other way extracted the buried, or has maliciously transferred them to other places in order to wrong them, or has displaced the sealing or other stones, against such a one I order that a trial be instituted, as in respect of the gods, so in regard to the cult of mortals. For it shall be much more obligatory to honor the buried. Let it be absolutely forbidden for any one to disturb them. In case of violation I desire that the offender be sentenced to capital punishment on charge of violation of sepulture.

Maier concludes, “All previous Roman edicts concerning grave violation set only a large fine, and one wonders what presumed serious infraction could have led the Roman government to stiffen the penalty precisely in Palestine and to erect a notice regarding it specifically in Nazareth or vicinity.”

In both Jewish and Roman history, then—neither of which were supporters of Christianity—the past event of the resurrection can be established.

The Present Effects

From an objective standpoint, the arguments in favor of the resurrection of Jesus Christ are impressive. But I want to look at this matter from another angle. Go back to my opening illustration—that Peyton Randolph was the first American president instead of George Washington. Does that change your life? Does the affect the kind of husband or wife, parent or child, brother or sister, neighbor or coworker you would be? Probably not.

What if, however, it was scientifically proven that the tomb of Jesus was authentic, and Jesus of Nazareth did not rise from the dead on what is called Easter? Would that change your life?

Paul Maier anticipated such a situation years ago in a novel entitled A Skeleton in God’s Closet. In his tale, archaeologists uncover an ossuary with an ancient papyrus identifying the bones as those of Jesus of Nazareth. Scientific tests indicate that the papyrus and bone chest date back to the first century, and word leaks out that the Easter story was indeed a fabrication. The plot of the story follows a Christian archaeologist who keeps digging (pardon the pun) and eventually uncovers the hoax and saves Christianity from imminent collapse.

What I find interesting, though, is the reaction of people to the initial reports that Jesus did not rise from the dead. Churches closed, Bible colleges and seminaries went under, ministers were out of work, and one career missionary took his own life, despondent that he spent his whole life advocating a lie. People all over the world were devastated, and their lives were profoundly impacted—until the truth was revealed.

Before you dismiss this as dramatic license, consider 1 Corinthians 15:14-19,

And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith. More than that, we are then found to be false witnesses about God, for we have testified about God that he raised Christ from the dead. But he did not raise him if in fact the dead are not raised. For if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised either. And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ are lost. If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men.

Take away the reality of the resurrection, and Paul says there is nothing left. His whole career as a missionary and preacher would be worthless—even less than worthless, for he would be a false teacher. The faith of the Christians would be useless, there would be no hope of eternal life in Heaven, and there would be no forgiveness of sins. As verse 19 concludes, Christians would be “pitied more than all men.”
Would that be true of us, though? Or would we read about it, think, “Wow, who would have thought that?” and then gone on with our lives like we did before? Would it affect the way we live any more than the idea that George Washington was not the first American president?

My challenge to you is this: If removing the reality of the resurrection of Jesus would not profoundly impact your life—everyday living, not just an hour on Sunday—then the resurrection of Jesus Christ holds no reality for you. Oh, you may be able to answer the question, “What is the real meaning of Easter?” but unless it moves beyond intellectual knowledge and affects our whole lives, then it really doesn’t matter. Such a person is not a Christian.

For the true Christian, Easter means everything. The death and resurrection of Jesus gives us security, for, as Romans 5:8 puts it, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Since God loves us that much, how can we not feel secure? The resurrection of Christ gives us meaning and purpose in life, for we know that God has a purpose that transcends this life on earth. The resurrection of Jesus puts death in perspective. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:54-57,

When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: “Death has been swallowed up in victory.” “Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?” The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.

For the Christian, Easter gives us peace in the face of death. Since death is not the end, we know that we will see our departed loved ones again. We still grieve, but “not as those who have no hope” (1 Thessalonians 4:13). Easter means everything for us!

In the face of doubts and criticism leveled against the Easter story by the media, I conclude with 1 Corinthians 15:58, “Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain.”
If you hear all of this and wonder why that is not true for you, perhaps you have never allowed the reality of the resurrection to become real for you. I’m not suggesting the kind of subjectivism that says, “If it works for you, then that means it’s real.” The reality of the resurrection of Jesus Christ on Easter is a verifiable fact, whether anyone believes it or not. But unless we allow that fact to change our lives, it isn’t real to us. Whether Jesus rose from the dead or not affects us about as much as whether the first American president was George Washington or Peyton Randolph.

Our closing hymn this morning is “He Lives.” There is a certainty in those words. Then the chorus ends with a question and an answer: “You ask me how I know He lives? He lives within my heart.” 

My challenge to you is simple: Do you? Does He?

Some preachers issue an invitation at Christmas that says, “Have a Bethlehem experience in your heart,” allowing Christ to be born in you. Today I invite you to have an Easter experience in your heart, allowing Christ to live in you. Let the reality of the resurrection change your life.
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