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Lesson Eight: The Empty Tomb

Play: “That’s My King”
The symbolism in this lesson’s picture is very simple and straightforward: The empty tomb shows that Christ is risen and the dove shows that the outpouring of the Holy Spirit is promised. 

Intro:

C.S. Lewis comments on the essence of Christianity: "The Christian story is precisely the story of one grand miracle, the Christian assertion being that what is beyond all space and time,  what is uncreated, eternal, came into nature, into human nature, descended into His own universe, and rose again, bringing nature up with Him.  It is precisely one great miracle.  If you take that away there is nothing specifically Christian left."

The resurrection is what sets Christ apart from all other religious leaders and Christianity from all other religions. Take away the resurrection and Jesus is no longer a great teacher, a saviour or anything that could possibly help us. Just a failure... a deluded fool...or worse, as His claims to be the Son of God are then obviously blasphemous, just as the Pharisees and priests believed. 
A. The Significance of the Resurrection:

1. Without it, our faith is in vain. Paul, who lived with constant persecution and danger for preaching the faith argues: "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." (1 Cor 15:17-19).  
· If Christ is not alive, now seated with God in the heavens, we have no assurance that salvation is accomplished, Satan defeated, God satisfied with the sacrifice. We might as well make the most of this life because that's all there is.  In fact, since Jesus predicted his resurrection a number of times, (eg. Matt. 16:20-21; 20:18-19; Lk 18:31-33; John 2:19-22) his whole credibility is shaken if he was not in fact raised from the dead.  

· Our faith is given substance through the resurrection, which is the cornerstone of our salvation - Read Romans 10:9-13.  The Pharisees understood all this clearly (Matt. 27:63-66). Oh, the futility of trying to stop the resurrection!! As long as Jesus did not rise, their problem was solved. But in fact, He did rise, so we can approach the throne of God with confidence (Heb. 4:16, 1 Pet.1:18-21).
2. Resurrection power is described in Scripture as being an ongoing thing, something at work in us, giving us  power over sin in our lives (Phil. 3:10, Eph. 3:20; Romans 6:5-14 NLT). 
B. The Nature of the Resurrection:

1. In Christ’s resurrection, it was not merely that body and soul were reunited (as happened with Lazarus and others whom Jesus raised from the dead). Rather, in Him human nature and his physical body too, was restored to perfection and raised to a higher level than it has been since creation.(1 Cor. 15:42-44). “spiritual body” does not mean a spirit only – Jesus demonstrated his resurrected body was physical, inviting the disciples to touch him: 

“Look at my hands, look at my feet. You can see that it’s really me. Touch me and make sure that I am not a ghost, because ghosts don’t have bodies as you see that I do.” (Lk 24:38-39)
2. The resurrection body is new: it is incapable of decay, glorious, powerful, with energy, new faculties and spiritual – not immaterial, but adapted to the spirit, a perfect instrument of the spirit. 
· Jesus was recognizable, but not easily so. (Lk. 24:31-36; Jn. 20:12-16). This is one of the arguments against the theory that Jesus was not dead, but just revived in the cool tomb. He was recognized by his voice, his actions, blessing a meal, doing a fish miracle, but physically, there were differences. (Notice that eating together is significant in the Kingdom, an intimate form of fellowship among his disciples.) He could appear and disappear (Jn. 20:24-29), but nevertheless a material and very real body (Lk. 24:39).

3. Jesus’ resurrection was unique. Others were raised by Him, but would die again. His resurrection and the one we anticipate is to eternal life, living forever - something totally different.

Jn. 11:25 – “I am the resurrection and the life”

Jn. 10:18 – “I have the power to lay down my life, and the power to take it up again.”

Jn. 2:19-21 – He would rebuild the temple, meaning his body. (Note that the three days has to be viewed from the Hebrew concept of time)

4. Just as all things were created through Him, resurrection and new life come through Him. He is the life and the source of life (Jn 1:30, Col 1:15-20; 1 Cor 15:20-23
C. The Ascension

1. Christ’s ascension is the necessary complement, a completion of the resurrection. 
Read passages in groups and discuss their significance: 

· John 6:62; 14:2,12; 16:5,10,17,28; 

· Hebrews 1:3; 4:14; 9:24

a. The coming of the Holy Spirit is dependent on Jesus’ ascension. He said the Spirit could not come until He returned to heaven (Jn. 16:7) because it is His spirit He sends (Rom 8:9-11). The outpouring of the Spirit is predicted by Jesus again after His resurrection (Jn. 20:21-22; Acts 1:4-5).
b. Jesus says he must go to the Father in order to send the Holy Spirit to us. It is the only way he can be with us, every believer in every part of the world at the same time. 
c. In Hebrews, Jesus’ ascension to heaven establishes his victory over death, sin and Satan, his position as King of kings, Lord of lords, reigning with God over all of Creation.

Summarized in Eph. 1:19-23
2. The resurrection and ascension were regarded by early believers as one period of time or progression of events. We think of Easter and Jesus’ ascension as two separate events occurring 40 days apart. Rather, Acts 1:11 is the final resurrection appearance to the disciples during this period. 
a. The nature of the ascension

· During this period of time, Jesus seemed to move back and forth between heaven and earth. 
· In Jn. 20:17 Jesus speaks of His ascension to the Father as something still to happen, therefore Mary is not to touch Him. 
· Something transpired between his first appearance to Mary and subsequent appearances to the disciples that isn’t explained. In 20:27 He encourages Thomas to touch His hands and side. 
· Although Jesus did not continue to live on earth, He appeared to the disciples numerous times, to Paul on the Damascus road, and continues to appear to people. We are hearing more and more frequently about such appearances to individuals and even whole villages of Muslims in particular, but also to Hindus and Buddhists. These are becoming believers as a result, indicating the ongoing power of the resurrected Christ who can still be known today.

· Jesus’ exaltation indicated to His followers that He was indeed the Messiah (Acts 2:32-36).
b. The significance of the ascension: Christ’s victory over sin, death and the devil
· Stephen saw Jesus exalted, standing at the right hand of God, in the vision he had as he was dying (Acts 7:36). Jesus is indeed Lord of all (“This is the message of Good News…there is peace with God through Christ, who is Lord of all” Acts 10:36)! 
· Scripture describes heaven as a dwelling place of created beings all of which are real entities implying a physical locale. Heaven is a place just as real as earth. (Rev. 7:9-12) (reference Randy Alcorn’s book Heaven a scriptural study of both heaven and the new earth promised). 
· Christ has gone ahead to prepare a place for us (Jn. 14:2-3). We are destined to be with Him there forever (Jn. 17:24) and to reign with Him (2 Tim. 2:12; Rev. 3:21). 

D. Evidence for the Resurrection:
Question: What arguments have you heard against Jesus’ resurrection? What evidence would you give for the resurrection when challenged?

“The meaning of the resurrection is a theological matter, but the fact of the resurrection is a historical matter; the nature of the resurrection body of Jesus may be a mystery, but the fact that the body disappeared from the tomb is a matter to be decided by historical evidence.”  Wilbur Smith

· Many people who have set out to disprove the resurrection have become believers – eg. Josh McDowell (Evidence for the Resurrection), Frank Morrison (Who Moved the Stone?).
· Jesus predicted numerous times that He would rise from the dead (Matt. 12:38-40; 16:21; 17:9; 20:18-19, Mark 8:31-9:1; 9:10,31, Lk. 9:22-27 Jn. 2:19-22; Ch. 14-16) His prediction and then fulfillment of it, showed that He was supremely master of the situation. If it is not true, then Jesus was either a lunatic or deluded. His claims stand or fall on the resurrection.

In spite of all their Master’s attempts to prepare them, the disciples couldn’t understand the empty tomb, and didn’t expect it. Yet the Jews took His assertions quite seriously, although they expected a trick rather than the reality. Thus the stationing of a whole garrison of Roman soldiers to guard the tomb. They understood the implications of an empty tomb better than the disciples did at first.  Morrison says, “The vacant tomb itself must have been the final and unanswerable objective witness.  It could not be got rid of by either side.”

The empty tomb – 3 possibilities:
a. Arguments against the resurrection
1. Swoon theory:

· Remember that Jesus had been scourged before His crucifixion  - to the point where many died from the lashes alone - and this after a sleepless night. He was given no food, endured two trials, was so exhausted he couldn’t even carry His own cross and was then crucified, the most brutal form of torture ever devised. 
· Mk. 15:44 – Pilate wondered if Jesus was already dead but was convinced by centurion, who was no novice. When His side had been pierced, blood and water (clot and serum) poured out, indicating His heart had been ruptured. If He had been alive, blood would have spurted out with each heartbeat. No, Jesus was dead. The swoon theory is ridiculous. 
· If He couldn’t even carry His cross before the actual crucifixion, how could He move the stone, overcome the guards?  Furthermore, what happened to Him? No more was heard of Him after the ascension. When did He die? Why did no one see him in normal fashion after the tomb was found empty? Would he let his disciples die for a lie? It makes no logical sense

2. Friends took the body:

· These were men without hope, in hiding themselves for fear of the Jews. They were afraid that someone else had taken the body (Matt. 27:62-66; Mk. 15:45-47). 
· There was a guard set on tomb so they couldn’t have stolen it even if they had wanted to. 
· The apostles suffered in Acts for preaching the resurrection. All were eventually martyred except for John. It is not likely all would endure such suffering for a hoax. 
· The Jewish leaders would likely have paid handsomely for someone to produce the body – there would probably be at least one traitor in the ranks of 70 odd disciples. 

3. Foes removed the body:  
· Why should they? No motive. To do so would start the very rumours they were trying to prevent. 
· Same guards would make it impossible for them. 
· Failure to produce the body when preaching of the resurrection began is proof that they couldn’t. The silence of the Jews is just as significant as the speech of the Christians.

b. Facts of the resurrection

1. The appearances of Jesus: 

· Ten different appearances are recorded in the gospels, and Acts. There is great variety in witnesses – sometimes 1 or 2, sometimes the eleven, once 500 (1 Cor. 15:6), both men and women. His greeting, when traced to its Greek meaning is “It’s great to see you!”  I particularly love the account of the two on the road to Emmaus. 
· Also significant is Paul, who was bitterly opposed to the Christians, yet later was emphatic that he had seen Jesus risen (1 Cor. 15:8). 

2. The transformation of the disciples: As a whole, one of the most striking pieces of evidence is the complete transformation of the disciples

· After the crucifixion they were hiding, grieving, beaten, disillusioned. Shortly afterwards, they are ready to go to prison, even die for Jesus. Why the change? What would be their motive? You don’t get courage, confidence, zeal from a lie you’ve invented. 
· Their characters were transformed. We see glimpses of how that took place. Thomas needed proof and Jesus patiently gave it to him.  He sorted things out with poor broken, guilt ridden Peter. (You’ll notice that the most negative portrayals of Peter are in the gospel of Mark – which are the memoirs of Peter – the other gospel writers respected Peter far too much to be very critical). Very important is James, the brother of Jesus, who had tried to haul him home during his early ministry and was not mentioned as a follower of Jesus until after the resurrection, when he becomes an important leader in the early church. Read Who Moved the Stone p. 126.
3. The beginning of a Christian church – Pentecost. 3000 people believed, many of whom had probably seen and heard Jesus, knew that He had died, and would be least likely to believe that he had been raised. They were there, could check out the evidence. 

Read comments by Yancey in “The Jesus I never Knew” p 212 – 217. Jesus is still transforming lives today giving further, continual evidence of His resurrection.

