
Easter Sunday 2013 - St John’s Woking
Readings: John 20:1-20; 1 Cor. 15:12-21

‘On the third day, Jesus rose from the dead…’ Surely you can’t really believe that? Can you?

INTRODUCTION

If you’ve read your newsletter, you’ll see that the sermon is

meant to be called ‘Resurrection: the events.’

I never was great at titles!

But having written the sermon, I’ve changed the title. Slide 2

Here’s what I decided on: ‘On the third day, Jesus rose from

the dead.’ Surely you can’t really believe that? Can you?

Snappy, eh?

Let me explain by taking you to the Guardian!

It’s probably fair to say that, rightly or wrongly, I don’t

very often quote from the Guardian.

Not least because, rightly or wrongly, I don’t read the Guardian!

But the Thursday before last I was pointed to an article in

it about Justin Welby, the new Archbishop of Canterbury.

I went with a sinking heart!

The Press regularly ate Rowan Williams for breakfast and

spat out the bones.

But in fact I needn’t have worried!

It was wholly and astonishingly positive!

There are a number of reasons why, but the main one is this.

Welby’s been through the mill, in life: and come out fighting!

Let me just read you a short paragraph:

‘Welby knows from firsthand experience that

bereavement and tears and unanswered prayers are part

of the reality of life. His confidence in the Christian

message is wholehearted, but not superficial. He talks

freely, not just of social reform and economic

regeneration, but of relationship with Jesus Christ as the

answer to humanity's deepest needs. His ultimate aim is

the reconversion of Britain and his [unbreakable]

resilience springs from his faith.’
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So, for those of you here today who are committed

Christians, next time the Guardian runs an article on you,

will they say something similar?

Do those who know you say that your ‘confidence in the

Christian message is wholehearted, but not superficial’?

That you ‘talk freely... of relationship with Jesus Christ as

the answer to humanity's deepest needs’?

And that your ‘ultimate aim is the reconversion of Britain’?

Does that describe you?

And for those of you who aren’t yet fully-convinced and

committed Christians.

Did you know it’s possible to have such wholehearted, but

not superficial, confidence in the Christian message?

And a relationship with Jesus Christ which will meet all of

your deepest needs?

I know it’s Easter!

But come on, can we confidently celebrate it?

Here’s what I want to do with you for the next 20 minutes.

Slide 3 Show you why Christianity is vitally important to

everyone.

Then show why Jesus’ resurrection is the linchpin of it.

I’ll summarise the evidence that it really happened.

And then deal with the main arguments for why it didn’t.

But if I’m going to do that, will you play your part?

You Christians, if I convince you, will you work to get

known like Justin Welby is, for your faith and life?

And if necessary, learn to explain the solid reasons for

your Christian hope?

And you non-Christians, if I convince you, will you seriously

consider throwing in your lot and following Jesus Christ?
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1. WHY CHRISTIANITY IS VITALLY IMPORTANT TO EVERYONE Slide 4

So let’s first consider why Christianity is vitally important
to everyone.

Wilbur Smith wrote this book set in the mid-1600’s.
In it, pirates attacked an English warship, but they were
defeated and eight of the pirates were taken prisoner.

Having made land, the captain hung eight nooses from a
large tree and put them round the prisoners’ necks.

But this captain and his second-in-command had a plan to
rescue these bad men and turn their lives around.
They played ‘good cop, bad cop’.

The captain acted very harshly and said they must be hung.
His 2-I-c begged him to reconsider, if the pirates will
swear loyalty to him and the king.

Boy did they swear loyalty – they would have begged for
their lives on their knees, if it weren’t for the ropes!

Eventually, the captain ‘gave in’ and the pirates became
the most loyal, hard working members of his crew.
Of course they did – they owed the captain their lives!  

The Bible says we’re like those pirates; Romans 3v23 says
“all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God”.
‘Sin’ means I've rebelled against God, then rejected Jesus
his true king and my only possible rescuer.

And the Bible doesn’t soft peddle; Romans 6v23 says “the
wages of sin is death”.
Or to put it in pirate language, sinners, when caught, get
the death penalty.

And with God, sinners always get caught – eventually.
Yet, like those pirates, we are offered a way out, the
chance to turn our lives round.
By swearing allegiance to the true captain; Jesus.
Becoming a Christian means admitting I've been wrong,
and promising to serve Jesus loyally and obediently.
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The captain had the authority to waive the pirates’ death
sentence, but nobody else did.
The Bible claims that Jesus has the authority to waive our
death sentence, but nobody else does.

He and God the Father agreed that Jesus would take the
death sentence, on the cross, for anyone who asked him
to and who pledged loyalty to God and his Son as king.

Imagine meeting God and him asking you ‘What are you
doing here unforgiven?’
You might say ‘Well, I didn’t think Jesus and all that stuff
mattered much.’

‘Didn’t matter much! Do you take me for a fool? I gave up
my only son to die for you, and you thought it didn’t
matter much?’

Well, on that first Easter Sunday, the Bible says, God the
Father proved that it ‘mattered much’ to him.
He proved that he accepted Jesus taking your and my
death penalty by rasing him from the dead.

That was the absolute proof!
In Acts 5:30 the apostle Peter says: “The God of our
fathers raised Jesus from the dead... that he might give
repentance and forgiveness of sins to [his people].”

That’s the simple message of Easter.
Jesus offers us a reprieve from God's right judgement.
And God showed he was in on this deal by bringing Jesus
back to life a couple of days after he had been executed.

But the Bible claims, in the most politically incorrect way,
that Jesus is the only game in town; our only option.
God only ever had one son; he only ever sent one son to
the cross; and he only ever raised one son back to life.

Take it or leave it, the Bible says: either Jesus takes your
dues on his cross, as he offers, or you do – in Hell.
That’s why Christianity, if true, is the linchpin, the single
most important event in all of human history.
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2. JESUS’ RESURRECTION IS THE LINCHPIN OF CHRISTIANITY Slide 5

Well that’s all well and good, you might say, but it does
depend entirely on one event having happened, doesn't it?
Jesus' resurrection.

Before I can reasonably be expected to throw in my lot with
him, I need to be sure that he did come back to life.
In other words, was his tomb empty, and if so, why?

The Bible says it was empty, and it was because he’d risen.
If that’s true, I can trust Jesus to waive my death sentence.
But what if it’s not true?

Our first Bible reading from 1 Corinthians 15 dealt with this.
The apostle Paul wrote, v14: “if Christ hasn’t been raised,
our preaching is useless and so is your faith.” 

In which case, v17: “you’re still in your sins.”
The noose is still round your neck!
You will face God unforgiven!

Why would preaching and Christian faith be futile?
Why are you wasting your time here this morning?

Because the only reason to preach about Jesus is so that
people with a noose round their neck accept his offer to
die in their place.
And so don’t face God unforgiven when they die, or when
Jesus returns if that happens first.

If Jesus wasn’t raised, his death wasn't a sacrifice for me.
So there's nothing for me to do – the noose remains.
Or as Paul put it: “you are still in your sins.”

But it’s even worse: if Jesus didn’t come back to life, v18.
“those also who have fallen asleep in Christ are lost.”
Every Christian believer who has ever died thinking they
were safe, going to Heaven, wasn't – and didn't!

Wasn't safe and didn't go to Heaven.
If Jesus’ resurrection did not literally happen, Paul says,
Christians are the biggest fools of all time!
So did it? Can we know for sure?
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3. THE EVIDENCE THAT IT REALLY HAPPENED Slide 6

I remember listening to an eminent professor of biology on

the Radio a while back.

I can’t recall how he got on to it, but he said that there is

absolutely no evidence for the resurrection of Jesus!

He also said we have no first hand accounts of Jesus' life!

I nearly choked on my cornflakes!

He seemed pretty good at biology, not that I’d know,

having barely passed GCSE!

But he really should have stuck to his day job!

Now, perhaps he could be forgiven for not knowing that

Mark wrote his gospel having travelled for years as the

apostle Peter’s interpreter.

Of that the Greek medical doctor and Historian, Luke,

composed his 2-volume account from many firsthand

witnesses whom he’d interviewed.

But not to know of Matthew’s and John’s Gospels!

As in the Matthew and John who spent the whole of

Jesus’ ministry with him!

No first hand accounts of Jesus’ life?

We’ve got two, as well as two, I suppose you could call

them, second-hand accounts.

But is our professor right, that there is no evidence for the

resurrection?

What do we know, in the sense that no serious historian

would disagree?

Well, outside of the Bible, from various non-Christian

historical records, we know that Jesus lived in Palestine,

was a radical Jewish religious teacher with unusual

powers, was followed devotedly by many, and died by

crucifixion under the Roman Governor Pontius Pilate.
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And yet, from day 3 his followers claimed he was alive.

Indeed, by the late 1st century his followers had even

penetrated the upper classes in Rome.

They are all listed in books like this one with what they

wrote about Jesus.

But what about Christian writers, like the New Testament?

You might thin k they would be considered biased.

But last year I met and talked with a serving professor of

Ancient History in Sydney.

He told me that virtually all of the world’s top ancient

historians, many of whom are non-Christians, accept the

New Testament as being the most reliable of history.

Some may disagree, for example, on the meaning of

Jesus’ resurrection, but not on the fact of it.

If you’re not aware of just how solid is the case for the

truth of the events of Christianity, then I suggest you buy

yourself an Easter present.

If you like your books thick, try ‘Evidence that demands a

verdict’, by Josh McDowell.

If you prefer thin, ‘Who moved the stone’ by Frank Morrison.

Both men started their books as non-Christians, but in

the research became Christians.

If you prefer novels, then Lee Strobel’s ‘The Case for

Christ’ sets the same kind of material into a novel.

All are cheap and available on our church’s online

bookshop, linked from our Home Page. Slide 7 click twice
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4. THE MAIN ARGUMENTS FOR WHY IT DIDN’T Slide 8

Now, of course, not everyone is as careless with the

evidence as our eminent biology professor!

So what alternatives have been seriously suggested to

explain the empty tomb?

Because many clever people have tried, ever since it

happened, because they realise that if you can prove the

resurrection didn't happen, Christianity will collapse.

There have been four alternative explanations proposed:-

1.He didn’t die, he just passed out;

2.His body was stolen;

3.His disciples hallucinated;

4.They all went to the wrong tomb.

Those are the only alternatives seriously put forward over

the past 2,000 years.

Do any of those hold water?
THEORY NUMBER 1 – HE DIDN’T REALLY DIE [’EVIDENCE’ P.258FF] Slide 9

Theory number 1 – He didn’t really die.

Jesus was nailed to the cross, suffered shock from loss of

blood and went unconscious; but he didn't actually die.

And after some time in the cool tomb, he woke and left.

Does that stand up?

1. No-one thought of this option for 1,800 years.

2. Crucifixion killed people – that's why the Romans used

it; even without all the extra suffering Jesus went through.

And Roman centurions were experts in death and killing –

they knew a dead man when they saw one.

And that day, that Roman centurion claimed he saw one.

Recently I was with a lady shortly after she had died.

There was absolutely no way she had swooned.

And I’m neither a medic nor a Roman killing machine!
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3. Pilate was surprised that Jesus had died so quickly, so
he ordered the centurion to make doubly sure.
The man thrust his spear deep into Jesus' side, and the
young apostle John reported that “water and blood”, not
watery blood, “water and blood” came out of his side.

The angle of the spear, thrusting up into the side of a body
hanging on a cross, pierced the pericardium, which
explains the water.
The separate blood, with the water, shows the blood was
thickening, which begins 20 minutes or so after death.

4. Joseph & Nicodemus carried him all the way to the tomb.
If he was still alive, warm, breathing and with heart
beating – surely they'd have noticed?

Anyone who’s touched a dead body knows what it feels like.
Jesus was definitely dead!
THEORY NUMBER 2 - HIS BODY WAS STOLEN. [’EVIDENCE’ P.263FF] Slide 10

Theory number 2 – the stolen body theory – says that
either the disciples stole Jesus' body, as the Roman
soldiers reported, or the authorities did.

But both the Jewish & Roman leaders needed this new
movement squashed before it caused any more unrest.
They only had to show Jesus’ body to destroy
Christianity.

But they never, ever did!
And the disciples, who were in hiding for fear of their lives?
Who’d fled for their lives when the living Jesus was arrested?
Would they really risk their lives now he was dead?

And anyway, they hadn’t understood Jesus' claim that he
would come back to life again, so what would they have
wanted the body for – Jesus had a very good burial plot?

But even if they had wanted to steal the body, how would
they have done it?
Roman soldiers had been instructed to make the tomb
secure and guard it for three days.
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These were highly-trained professional soldiers.

They said the disciples stole the body whilst they slept.

But we know, the penalty for sleeping on duty was death!

And if they were asleep, when the disciples stole the body,

how did they know it was the disciples?

‘We was all fast asleep when these guys stole the body!’

And surely the noise would have woken them? 

It was a big stone they had to roll away.

And why accept a bribe from the Jewish leaders to tell a

lie that would condemn them to death, unless they had

already told their commanding officers the truth?

No, neither the leaders nor the disciples had any reason to

steal the body, and the disciples couldn’t have done it.
THEORY NUMBER 3 - HALLUCINATION. [’EVIDENCE’ P.272FF] Slide 11

Theory number 3 says those who claimed to have seen

Jesus alive in the weeks after his death were hallucinating.

Let me give you just a few pointers from psychiatrists.

1.Generally, only highly-strung people have hallucinations,

unless they are very ill and feverish; remember, more than

500 people claimed to have seen him just on one occasion!

2.Hallucinations link to particular, significant events in the

subconscious, so are extremely personal; even 2 people

are unlikely to have the same hallucination.

3.The Psychiatric Dictionary defines an hallucination as “an

erroneous perception... but in a normal individual this false

belief usually brings the desire to check [the facts]; often...

other senses come to the rescue and satisfy him that it is

merely an illusion”.

If the disciples did check the facts, they never changed

their story, and all but one died for sticking to the story!

Hallucination is a medically impossible explanation.
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THEORY NUMBER 4 - WRONG TOMB. [’EVIDENCE’ P.270FF] Slide 12

Theory number 4 says that everybody went to the wrong tomb.

Now, I'm known for getting hopelessly lost, particularly in

new towns, but does that theory stand up to scrutiny?

1.Matthew, Mark and Luke all record that Mary Magdalene

and Jesus' mother watched the burial from close by.

Well you would, wouldn't you – attend the burial?

Of your firstborn son or your very best friend?

And two of his followers carried the body to the tomb!

Including the one who owned the tomb!

2.When the women told the disciples they'd seen the risen

Jesus, Peter & John went to the tomb to see for themselves.

They ran on ahead of the women.

Did they also go to the same, wrong tomb?

Because the girls caught them up there soon after.

3.If they did – go to the wrong tomb – then surely the Roman

soldiers were still guarding Jesus' body at the right tomb.

So again, they would have produced the body for all to see!

Wrong tomb? I think not!

Page 11 of 12

   



5. CONCLUSION

None of the alternative explanations for that empty tomb

hold water – they never have!

But do you know what I’ve long found the most convincing

evidence of the resurrection and therefore of Christianity?

It is the impact that the risen Jesus, who is therefore still

alive and knowable today, has had on billions of people.

Starting, of course, with those very ordinary, frightened men

locked in that upper room for fear of the Jewish leaders.

All but one of them died horrible deaths because they

refused ever to change their story.

That Jesus had indeed been raised form the dead.

And that he was therefore the only Son of God and the

only way to forgiveness and eternal life.

For centuries, Christians have greeted one another on Easter

day by saying ‘Hallelu-jah’, which means praise God.

Praise God for a job well done in the cross and

resurrection.

The greeting is ‘Hallelujah, Christ is risen!’

And the response: ‘He is risen indeed, hallelujah!’
6. PRAYER (DO BUSINESS)
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