Easter Sunday 2008

“Come and Go”

Matthew 28:1-10

From the time I was three years old I have regularly attended church.  For more than four decades, then, I have celebrated Easter every year and heard Easter sermons—and for the twelfth time, I am preaching an Easter sermon.  Looking back, I have heard (or preached) messages from all four Gospels, the books of Acts, Romans, 1 Corinthians, Ephesians, and Colossians.  Each year preachers are challenged to come up with an Easter sermon that is interesting, inspiring, and not the same old sermon their people have heard time and time again.  This year has been no different for me.


I returned to the original depictions from the four Gospels, and in doing so I read the familiar words of Matthew 28:1-10,

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.” 

I didn’t read anything new in these verses—you probably haven’t heard anything new to you, either.  But two little words that we often use together seemed to jump off the page as I read it: “Come” and “go.”  People come and go, seasons come and go—these words mark the consistent changes of life.  But in our text this morning, these words have a different significance.

Come…and See


Matthew opens the final chapter of his Gospel with two women, Mary Magdalene and “the other Mary.”  Matthew does not explain who the other Mary was, but we should understand her to be “the mother of James and Joseph.”
  According to the previous chapter, these two women were both present at the crucifixion and the burial of Jesus. This pair comes early Sunday morning to the tomb, but what they find is not what they had seen when Jesus had been hurriedly buried there near sundown on Friday.  The stone that had been rolled in front of the tomb was now pushed aside, and an angel was sitting on it.  The Roman guard posted at the tomb was either lying on the ground, paralyzed with fear, or had already run away from the site.  How shocked the women must have been!


Listen to what the angel says: “Come and see the place where his body was” (v. 6). The stone was moved—not for Jesus—but for the women; not so Jesus could come out, but so the women could see in!
  They were not told to take the angel’s word for it; they were challenged to come and see for themselves.


We should do the same.  Despite the popular view of skeptics, Christianity is not a blind leap of faith.  We are called to “come and see,” not “close your eyes and just believe.” While it is true that we cannot examine this evidence in the same way the believers did that first Easter Sunday, but we do have the evidence of the Word of God.
  We also have some other evidence outside the Scriptures that demonstrate the truth of the resurrection.  As Sir Edward Clarke, q.c., a noted British attorney wrote to the Rev. E. L. Macassey:
 

As a lawyer I have made a prolonged study of the evidences for the events of the first Easter Day. To me the evidence is conclusive, and over and over again in the High Court I have secured the verdict on evidence not nearly so compelling. Inference follows on evidence, and a truthful witness is always artless and disdains effect. The Gospel evidence for the resurrection is of this class, and as a lawyer I accept it unreservedly as the testimony of truthful men to facts they were able to substantiate.


Let’s take a look at this evidence:


First there is the scriptural evidence.  Paul Maier writes, 

Many facts from antiquity rest on just one ancient source, while two or three sources in agreement generally render the fact unimpeachable. In the case of the first Easter, there are at least seven ancient sources—the four gospels, Acts, and the letters of Paul and Peter.

Critics are quick to point out the differences between the Easter account in these various sources.  Some have two women, others have one; some have the women coming while it was still dark, others after sunrise.  Are these contradictions?  Do these differences undercut the reliability of the resurrection?  Not hardly, as one resource says,

these stories are exactly what one would expect to discover after a significant event like the resurrection. The chancellor of this author’s university died at the end of an address to the student body. Within an hour of the event a sociology professor had his thirty students each write down their own account of what had happened. Each was instructed to write as honest and detailed account as they could, given the limited time of the class period. When the accounts were later compared, there were numerous differences in detail, although all agreed that the chancellor had died at the end of his address. Presumably each Gospel writer had a series of stories about the resurrection to sort through…so we are not surprised to find a lot of differences in their reporting what happened.
 
But the scriptural evidence alone will not convince some people. Those who quickly dismiss the Bible out of hand may conclude that there is no other indications that Jesus rose from the dead.  But this is not true.  Important historical evidence—quite apart from the Gospels—can be assembled to show that Joseph’s tomb was empty on Easter morning. It should be added immediately that an empty tomb does not itself prove a resurrection, although a resur​rection would require an empty tomb. Its occupancy, indeed, would effectively disprove it.

So let’s move on to Jewish evidence of the empty tomb.  The noted Jewish historian Josephus mentions Jesus and the movement He began in Antiquities xviii, 3, 3. Josephus records 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....” Josephus is not claiming that Jesus was the Messiah—he could not have done so and remained Jewish—but he does not seek to refute the resurrection claim by any information at his disposal that Jesus’ body still lay in its grave. Certainly this is an argument from silence, but the silence is especially eloquent in view of Josephus’ known habit of roast​ing false Messiahs elsewhere in his books.

Well into the second century A.D., the Jerusalem authorities continued to admit an empty tomb by ascribing it to the disciples’ stealing the body. Justin Martyr, who came from neighboring Samaria, reported about 150 A.D. that the Jewish authorities even sent specially commissioned men across the Mediterranean to counter Christian claims with this explanation of the resurrection.
  This mirrors the words of Matthew 28:11-15,

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 [emphasis added]. 

Another indication comes from Roman evidence, perhaps from Pontius Pilate himself.  Provincial governors in the Roman Empire had to dispatch annual reports of their activities (called acta) to the emperor, and Justin Martyr claims that Pilate mentioned the case of Jesus in his rec​ords prepared for Tiberius. But these have never been found, possibly due to the destruction of government archives in the great fire of Rome in 64 A.D.  But, as Maier adds,

Some scholars think that Pilate may have included a reference in his acta to the empty sepulcher along with a natural explana​tion for it—Jesus’ body having been stolen—because a fascinat​ing inscription was found in Nazareth on a 15-by-24-inch marble slab that might have been prompted by Tiberius’ reply to Pilate. 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.

Finally there is circumstantial evidence. What happened to the Christian movement itself speaks strongly for an empty tomb.  The Church began in the city of Jerusalem—the one place where it could not have survived had the body of Jesus ever been available for display.  

The transformation of Jesus’ disciples “is [perhaps] the greatest evidence of all for the resurrection,” according to John Stott.
  The sudden change of these men from quivering behind closed doors following the events of Good Friday to the fearless preachers who “turned the world upside down” cannot be easily dismissed.  The fact that they were willing to die for their faith also dismisses the critical notion that the disciples either stole the body or made up the story, for sane people will not die for what they know to be a lie. (Maybe one mentally unbalanced person would do so, but not in the numbers of first-century Christians who were martyred—the numbers don’t add up!)

Thus we may conclude with Maier,

Accordingly, if all the evidence is weighed carefully and fairly, it is indeed justifiable, according to the canons of historical re​search, to conclude that the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea, in which Jesus was buried, was actually empty on the morning of the first Easter. And no shred of evidence has yet been discovered in literary sources, epigraphy, or archaeology that would disprove this statement.


“That’s all well and good,” you might say.  “But I already believe in the resurrection of Jesus.  If I didn’t believe the story of Easter, I wouldn’t be sitting in church today!”


That may be true.  But the women were not only told to “come and see”; they were also told to…

Go…and Tell


Once they had experienced the good news of Christ’s resurrection, the angel told the two Mary’s to “go quickly and tell his disciples…” (verse 7), followed by Jesus’ command in verse 10, “Go and tell my brothers…”  “Come and see!” was followed by “Go and tell!” And, like the women of Matthew 28, we must not keep the resurrection news to ourselves.
 

What are we to tell?  In addition to the facts of the Easter event, we need to relay the important implications of Jesus’ resurrection.  Warren Wiersbe lists several:

· It proves that Jesus is God’s Son. Jesus stated that He had authority to lay down His life and to take it up again (John 10:17-18).

· It verifies the truth of Scripture. Both in the Old Testament and in the teaching of Jesus, His resurrection is clearly taught (see Psalm 16:10; 110:1). If Jesus had not come out of the tomb, then these Scriptures would not be true. 

· It assures our own future resurrection. Because Jesus died and rose again, we shall one day be raised to be like Him (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18). In fact, the entire structure of the Christian faith rests on the foundation of the Resurrection. If we do away with His resurrection, we have no hope. 

· It is the proof of a future judgment. “Because He hath appointed a day, in the which He will judge the world in righteousness by that man who He hath ordained; whereof He hath given assurance unto all men, in that He hath raised Him from the dead” (Acts 17:31). 

· It gives power for Christian living. We cannot live for God by our own strength. It is only as His resurrection power works in and through us that we can do His will and glorify His name (see Romans 6:4).

All of these truths spring forth from the Easter account of Christ’s resurrection.

To whom should we “go and tell”?  You might be surprised to learn that the first command is to go and tell other believers (Matthew 28:7, 10).  This is the reason why we come together as Christians for corporate worship and instruction.  We come together to be edified and encouraged in our faith; we go out to evangelize.  But the order must be preserved—we need to come together first to be equipped for the mission before we embark upon it.

“Why do I have to learn all that stuff about the Bible anyway?” some Christians complain.  “Isn’t enough that I believe in God?”  Maybe it is for you (though I doubt it; an unsubstantiated faith usually does not survive the pressures and disappointments of life), but that probably isn’t enough for the unbelieving world.  

I grew up singing the hymn, “He Lives.”  In fact, at my home church, it was said that if you dropped a hymnal on the floor, it would open up to hymn number 434, “He Lives.”  It’s a great hymn, but I fear the last line of the chorus is a bit weak: “You ask me how I know He lives?  He lives within my heart.”  Sure, that is a great reassurance to ourselves, but if someone else honestly asked how we know Jesus Christ is alive today, I doubt that such a subjective answer would convince them to become a Christian.

Peter commanded us to “always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Peter 3:15).  We need to be informed, intelligent representatives of Jesus Christ to a skeptical world.

Matthew chapter 28 ends with the Great Commission.  

Then Jesus came to them and said, “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” [28:18-20]. 


We must go and tell the world the good news.  It is not enough for us to be convinced of the truth.  It is not enough for us to come together and celebrate what great things God has done for us through Jesus Christ.  We must go and tell the world.


I’d like to conclude with a story from the Old Testament that illustrates this truth.  In 2 Kings chapter 7, the city of Samaria was under siege.  The Aramean army had surrounded the capitol and were starving its inhabitants into submission.  We begin reading in verse 3, 

Now there were four men with leprosy at the entrance of the city gate. They said to each other, “Why stay here until we die? If we say, “We’ll go into the city”—the famine is there, and we will die. And if we stay here, we will die. So let’s go over to the camp of the Arameans and surrender. If they spare us, we live; if they kill us, then we die.”

At dusk they got up and went to the camp of the Arameans. When they reached the edge of the camp, not a man was there, for the Lord had caused the Arameans to hear the sound of chariots and horses and a great army, so that they said to one another, “Look, the king of Israel has hired the Hittite and Egyptian kings to attack us!” So they got up and fled in the dusk and abandoned their tents and their horses and donkeys. They left the camp as it was and ran for their lives. 

The men who had leprosy reached the edge of the camp and entered one of the tents. They ate and drank, and carried away silver, gold and clothes, and went off and hid them. They returned and entered another tent and took some things from it and hid them also. 

Then they said to each other, “We’re not doing right. This is a day of good news and we are keeping it to ourselves. If we wait until daylight, punishment will overtake us. Let’s go at once and report this to the royal palace.” 


That last verse ought to haunt all of us who are Christians: “We’re not doing right. This is a day of good news and we are keeping it to ourselves.”  Can this be any less true of Easter—“a day of good news”?  


The message of Easter is simple.  “Come and see” the truth of a risen Savior.  Examine the evidence and make an intelligent decision based on the facts.  Learn all you can about the claims of Christianity to bolster your faith.  Then “go and tell” your fellow believers and the lost and dying world around you about the good news of Easter.


Come and go.


It may not be easy, but it doesn’t get much simpler than that!
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