A Lord Like No Other #1

“The Lord of Life”

Matthew 28:1-15; John 20:1-18
We’re used to “Breaking News” interrupting our television programming…and it is almost always bad news: a natural disaster, a terrorist attack, a notable personality dies. They rank right up there with the phone call in the middle of the night—what you’re about to hear can’t be good.

Had there been television news in the first century, I am certain there would have been “Breaking News” on the Passover Friday when the popular and controversial figure Jesus of Nazareth was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to die…before most people in Jerusalem had finished breakfast. Reporters would have interviewed Jewish leaders, Roman soldiers, and perhaps Galilean supporters of Jesus—had any of them been brave enough to be seen on camera.

More “Breaking News” would have interrupted the morning news shows the next Sunday. But this would have been a different story: good news…of the incredible kind. 

Of course, there were no cameras, microphones, or reporters back in the first century—at least not of the television kind. But we do have reports—more than one—from those who lived during this time. These have been preserved in the New Testament, specifically the four gospels.

Careful examination of the gospel accounts of the resurrection reveals variations between them. One or two or three or more women approach the sepulcher at Easter dawn, according to John, Matthew, Mark, and Luke respectively. One angel greets them with the resurrection announcement in Matthew and Mark, while two do in Luke and John. Luke confines the resurrection appearances to the Jerusalem area, but the other three involve Galilee as well, and there are other problems of sequence that have bedeviled conservative scholars and cheered the critics.

But with all their differences there are some things common to them all. One of these is that each tells of something completely unexpected. It is clear that, despite the teaching of Jesus, his followers had no expectation that he would rise from the dead. The resurrection came as a wonderful surprise.

We forget about this, with our advantage of hindsight. The first few hours of Sunday morning were nothing short of pandemonium, of which the four Gospels give account. Very often, when people tell the story of a chaotic event, they focus on the aspects of the story they consider important and may leave out other details. They also tend to compress some details into summary statements while drawing out every nuance of another.

For some, these differences cast doubts on the validity of the story. Actually, the variations in the resurrection narratives tend to support, rather than undermine, their authenticity. They demonstrate that there were several independent traditions stemming from some event that must indeed have happened to give rise to them. And the fact that they were not harmonized by some ancient church editor shows that there was no agreed upon—and therefore partially fabricated—version.

A Victorious Resurrection

We read in Matthew 28:2-4 of a victorious resurrection.

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 guards mentioned here are Roman guards, and their presence at the tomb is explained by Matthew 27:62-66,

The next day, the one after Preparation Day, the chief priests and the Pharisees went to Pilate. “Sir,” they said, “we remember that while he was still alive that deceiver said, ‘After three days I will rise again.’ So give the order for the tomb to be made secure until the third day. Otherwise, his disciples may come and steal the body and tell the people that he has been raised from the dead. This last deception will be worse than the first.” 

“Take a guard,” Pilate answered. “Go, make the tomb as secure as you know how.” So they went and made the tomb secure by putting a seal on the stone and posting the guard. 

The tomb was sealed and a detachment of guards was dispatched to make sure nothing happened to the tomb or to the body inside it. They were supposed to keep the tomb safe from disciples who might try to steal the body, and they may well have been prepared to repel any such attempt. But an angel coming from heaven and rolling back the huge stone was a whole different story. They had never seen such a being, and not surprisingly they trembled at the sight. Matthew is not saying that they were slightly disturbed, but is speaking of an experience that overwhelmed them with fear; they were caught up in a terror that paralyzed them. That they “became like dead men” points to the paralysis that overtook them when they were face to face with an angel.

This happened while it was still dark, for we are told (combining all four gospel accounts) that just before dawn that Sunday, Mary Magdalene, Mary (mother of James), Salome, and Joanna brought oils to anoint the body of Jesus. Salome was probably the mother of the disciples James and John, while Joanna had important political connections: she was the wife of Herod Antipas’ chief steward, Chuza.

As the women approached the tomb, they saw that the giant stone had been rolled away and the guards were lying still. According to John, Mary Magdalene immediately ran to tell Peter and John what she thought had happened. “They have taken away the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid Him” (John 20:2).

While Mary Magdalene ran to tell Peter and John that someone had broken into the tomb, the other women moved in for a closer look.

When they entered, they did not find the body of the Lord Jesus. While they were wondering about this, suddenly two men in clothes that gleamed like lightning stood beside them. In their fright the women bowed down with their faces to the ground… (Luke 24:3-5)
The grave was gaping open. The grave wrappings lay there, still together and intact, but empty. The body was gone. They stood dumbstruck and staring for several moments, until they realized that two angels appeared behind them. One sat on the stone while the other stood nearby.

The men said to them, “Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here; he has risen! Remember how he told you, while he was still with you in Galilee: ‘The Son of Man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men, be crucified and on the third day be raised again.’”  Then they remembered his words (Luke 24:5-8).
Place yourself in the story once again. As you’re standing over the empty coffin of your loved one, an angel gives you the news: “Your loved one has risen from the dead!” You would probably want to tell the other mourning family and friends as soon as possible. But, let’s face it; you would probably sound like you had lost your mind. You would likely reconsider telling anybody.

“[The women] went out and fled from the tomb, for trembling and astonishment had gripped them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid” (Mark 16:8). But then something happened that removed any doubt that lingered in their minds.

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” (Matthew 28:9-10).
Meanwhile, Mary Magdalene located Peter and John. At first, they too dismissed her story, but curiosity eventually got the better of them and they raced to the tomb:

Both were running, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. He bent over and looked in at the strips of linen lying there but did not go in. Then Simon Peter, who was behind him, arrived and went into the tomb. He saw the strips of linen lying there, as well as the burial cloth that had been around Jesus’ head. The cloth was folded up by itself, separate from the linen. Finally the other disciple, who had reached the tomb first, also went inside. He saw and believed  (John 20:4-8).
After Peter and John left the tomb to tell their respective households that Jesus had risen, Mary Magdalene had an extraordinary encounter of her own. The angels who had greeted the other women appeared to her as well. And as she left the garden, she, too, saw the risen Jesus, who gave her the same instructions He gave the others: “Go find My brothers and tell them.” 
 She hurried back to tell them the breaking news: Jesus was alive!

A Vicious Rumor
Had an ancient reported been on the scene at Joseph’s tomb, they could have interviewed the guards who saw the angel roll the stone away. Unfortunately, no one heard from these guards until much later, when a vicious rumor was devised and spread. Matthew 28:11-15 records this.

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.
The first-century spin doctors devised a story that the disciples had stolen Jesus’ body while they were asleep. The story falls apart on many fronts. First, how could the disciples have broken the seal of the tomb and rolled a one-ton stone from the entrance without waking the guards? Second, if the guards were asleep, how could they know what happened? Third, and most damaging, the guards were Roman soldiers. For a soldier of Rome to sleep while he was on duty or to lose what he was guarding was a capital offense. If the story had been true, the guards would have been the first to deny it, for such an admission would have brought certain death.
 

Yet the story was disseminated, and Matthew comments that this vicious rumor was being “widely circulated among the Jews to this very day,” probably forty years after the event. And not only to the time of writing of this Gospel; Justin Martyr speaks of it as still being repeated by the Jews in the middle of the second century.

Such a spin may leave us shaking our heads, but a number of vicious rumors about the resurrection have been spread right up to the present day. 

One is called the “swoon theory,” put forth first by the pagan philosopher Celsus in the second century ad,
 and popularized by a German scholar by the name of Paulus. In 1828, he published a life of Christ in which he explained the “resurrection” of Jesus in terms of his non-death. Paulus points out that crucifixion was usually a slow, protracted dying, and cases are on record of victims who were crucified, taken down from the cross alive, and survived. Jesus “died” in an amazingly short time. The loud cry he uttered shortly before his “death” shows that his strength was far from exhausted. His “death” was only a death-like trance. The thrust of the spear in Jesus’ side was no more than a surface wound. However, Jesus appeared to have expired and so was taken down from the cross and laid in the tomb. The cool grave and the aromatic spices contributed to the process of resuscitation, and finally the storm and the earthquake roused Jesus to full consciousness. The earthquake also had the effect of rolling the stone away from the entrance to the tomb. Jesus stripped off the grave clothes, and put on a gardener’s outfit he managed to procure. That is why Mary mistook him for the gardener.
 After her glad recognition, he made his way to Joseph or the disciples, who nursed him back to health and presented him as the risen Lord. Forty days later, his wounds got the better of him, but just before he expired, he assembled the disciples on a mountain and parted from them by walking into a cloud. Though he was crawling off to die, the Eleven believed he had ascended into heaven. Wow, that’s believable! 

Nevertheless, a modern version of the “swoon theory” is defended in a book by Hugh Schonfield, The Passover Plot, published in 1965. This view was backed by a vigorous promotion of public appearances, television and radio interviews, and the book sold thousands of copies. In this tale, Jesus felt himself called as a prophet to preach repentance in Israel. However his mission did not succeed. From a study of the Old Testament scriptures, Jesus became convinced that he should suffer atonement for the sins of his people. So Jesus formed a deliberate plot to bring about the sufferings of crucifixion but not death. He provoked Judas to betray him to the council, who in turn handed him over to Pilate under the accusation of political sedition. Jesus so cleverly plotted that he brought about his crucifixion at the hands of Pilate on Friday, in the confident expectation that his body would not be left on the cross beyond sunset of the Sabbath. Indeed, he plotted with Joseph of Arimathea to arrange for his death and “resurrection”. At a given signal, “I thirst”, an emissary of Joseph administered a powerful drug on a sponge to Jesus that immediately sent him into a death-like trance; but he was not dead. Joseph rushed to Pilate to ask for Jesus’ body, and was granted his request. Joseph promptly took down the body and laid it in a tomb. Jesus had planned his “resurrection”, that he would revive and rejoin his disciples. But an unforeseen incident occurred: while he was still on the cross, Jesus’ side was pierced by a soldier’s lance. This added to his weakness. In any case, he was taken from the tomb after a few hours; Jesus begged his friends to deliver a message to his disciples that he would meet them in Galilee. But it was not to be. On the contrary, he expired and was laid in an unknown tomb, leaving: the original tomb empty with the wrappings neatly folded. Peter and John came to the tomb, and suddenly it came to John that Jesus had risen. Mary also came to the garden—”unbalanced” Mary in a “half-crazed” condition. She saw a figure near the tomb—either the gardener or the man who had assisted Joseph. She identified him as Jesus. The two disciples on the Emmaus road met a stranger and later concluded that it was Jesus. How sad that such a fictitious story could capture the imagination of the public as this book did—and all in the name of scholarship!

Another suggestion is 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 was put forth by a famous Harvard scholar, Kirsopp Lake, in his book, The Resurrection of Jesus Christ, in 1912. In discussing the “facts behind the tradition”, he suggests that in the area where Jesus was buried were several tombs. The women, visiting the tomb early on Sunday morning, were not sure of the correct tomb and therefore came upon one that was empty. A young man stood at the entrance, and guessing their errand, tried to tell them that they had made a mistake in the place. “He is not here”, he said, “see the place where they laid him,” and probably pointed to the next tomb. The women were frightened and fled, not at all understanding what they had heard. Later on, they came to believe that the young man was something more than they had seen, that he was announcing Jesus’ resurrection.

The “lettuce” theory is an alternate of the above. The gardener was so upset at curiosity-seekers trampling over lettuce seedlings he had planted in the garden around Joseph’s tomb that he removed the body of Jesus and reburied it elsewhere. But still visitors came to the now-empty sepulcher and proclaimed the resurrection. Crude as this hypothesis sounds, it was, in fact, one of the early non-Christian explanations for the resurrection, and the second-century church father Tertullian himself records it.

Other rumors are that the disciples all had a hallucination of Jesus after He death, or that Jesus had an exact twin brother, and that when Jesus truly died on Friday, the twin emerged triumphantly from seclusion on Sunday and people beheld the risen Lord.
 Still another presumes that either the Roman or Jewish authorities took Jesus’ body into their own custody. If that had been the case, when Jesus’ disciples began proclaiming their Lord’s resurrection from the dead, they would have produces the remains of the body and put an end to this upstart movement.

Certainly these various theories stand as tributes to human ingenuity. And they have surely stood the test of time: although all of them are still in current use, nearly all were advanced in one form or another many centuries ago. The different explanations also have this in common: they all require at least as much faith to believe in their validity as in the resurrection itself. For the overpowering weight of all the sources, all circumstantial evidence from the first Easter, and logic itself stands against them.
 Is it not more credible to believe the simple 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.

A Verified Reality

The resurrection of Jesus is, in fact, a verified reality. We need not close our eyes, hold our noses, and take a blind leap of faith to accept the Easter story. There is evidence that Jesus rose from the dead—much more so than the theories above can muster!

Briefly let’s consider the evidences of the resurrection, spelled out in detail in Merrill C. Tenney’s, The Reality of the Resurrection.

First there is the displaced stone. The massive rock weighing a ton or more was moved from the entrance of the tomb. The angel did not come to let Christ out of the tomb; He had already come out. The angel came to show the world the evidence of the resurrection: an open and empty tomb.
 Matthew implies that Jesus had already risen; the rolling away of the stone was to let the women see that the body was no longer there.
 For the stone to be moved while a detachment of Roman guards stood by to prevent that very thing cannot be explained in natural terms. Something supernatural must have happened.

The empty tomb itself speaks strongly of a resurrection. While we may not be able to categorically prove that Jesus’ rose from the dead, it can be argued that there could not be a resurrection—not a literal, physical one—without an empty tomb as its first result. And this can be proven, using important historical evidence—quite apart from the Gospels. In fact, these Jewish and Roman sources can be labeled “positive evidence from a hostile source,” which is the strongest kind of evidence.
 

The Jewish historian Josephus—himself not a Christian—records that Jesus of Nazareth was a popular teacher during the time of Pontius Pilate, and that “His disciples…reported that he had appeared to them three days after his crucifixion and that he was alive; accordingly, he was perhaps the Messiah....” This is language a Jew might have written with less difficulty, but what no one has yet pointed out is the remarkable fact that Josephus does not seek to scotch the resurrection claim by any information at his disposal that Jesus’ body still lay in its grave.

Furthermore, we have already seen how the Jewish authorities perpetuated the tale of the disciples’ stealing Jesus body, which all but shouts, “Empty tomb!”  Justin Martyr, who came from neighboring Samaria, reported in his Dialogue with Trypho about 150 ad that the Jewish authorities sent specially commissioned men across the Mediterranean to counter Christian claims with this explanation of the resurrection.

On the Roman side, a fascinating inscription was found in Nazareth on a 15-by-24-inch marble slab from the time of Jesus’ death. The inscription is an edict against grave robbery, and was written in Greek (italics mine):

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.

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.


The condition of the grave clothes of Jesus is another evidence that Jesus rose from the dead. John 20:6-7 tells us, 

Simon Peter, who was behind him, arrived and went into the tomb. He saw the strips of linen lying there, as well as the burial cloth that had been around Jesus’ head. The cloth was folded up by itself, separate from the linen.

Why should this excite Peter’s amazement? Tenney explains,

There’s a strong hint that the clothes were not folded as if Jesus had unwound them and then deposited them in two neat piles on the shelf. The word used to describe the napkin or head cloth does not connote a flat folded square like a table napkin, but a ball of cloth bearing the appearance of being rolled around an object that was no longer there. The wrappings were in position where the body had lain, and the head cloth was where the head had been, separated from the others by the distance from the armpits to neck. The shape of the body was still apparent in them, but the flesh and bone had disappeared.

The odd condition of the hollow linen wrappings still in the same shape of a body did not suggest someone had quickly stolen the body. Something else very strange had occurred.

When John joined Peter inside the tomb, “he saw and believed” (John 20:8). In other words, he saw the wrappings and he “got it.” Everything fell into place. The answer to the enigma was that Jesus had risen, passing through the grave clothes, which He left undisturbed as a silent proof that death could not hold Him, nor material bonds restrain Him. I like to think that John turned to Peter and whispered, “He’s alive!”

Finally there are the physical appearances. Jesus appeared alive to many people on several occasions. Luke records in Acts 1:3, “After his suffering, he showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God.” Paul adds in 1 Corinthians 15:3-8, 

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.

If investigative reporters had been around in those days, they could have found much more evidence that Jesus had indeed raised from the dead than to support that it was all an elaborate hoax.

Yet many still reject the Easter story. To this day they invent untenable theories to account for it. The sad truth is that people remain unbelievers, not because they cannot believe (for the proof of Christ’s resurrection is overwhelming), but because they will not believe.
 Faith is not a feeling, it is a choice.

What about you? Do you believe?

You might say, “What’s the big deal? So what if this story is true or not?” Paul answers that in 1 Corinthians 15:13-14, 17-19,

If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised. And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith…. 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.  

Our world is filled with people who have no hope. Without Christ, there is no hope. But with Christ, “we have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure” (Hebrews 6:19).

If it hasn’t already, let the truth of Easter be the “Breaking News” that interrupts your life and sets it on a new path. You will never be the same!
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