THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS

(1) The Importance of the Resurrection

Jesus’ disciples had held steadfastly to the hope of the early establishment of the Kingdom of God. They argued over who would have the highest status in the Kingdom (Matthew 18:1). James and John’s mother had tried to influence Jesus to give her sons places of preference in the coming Kingdom (Matthew 20:21 = Mark 10:37). 

Jesus death shattered these hopes. When Jesus was taken by the temple soldiers, His disciples fled for safety (Mark 14:50). Luke tells us that Jesus’ acquaintances watched the crucifixion from a distance (Luke 23:49). A stranger, Simon of Cyrene (Luke 23:26), was made to carry the cross when Jesus stumbled under its weight. John is the only disciple we know was actually present when Jesus died (John 19:26). None of the disciples seemingly had the courage to ask for His body for burial. This task fell to Joseph of Arimathea, who as a member of the Sanhedrin, had nothing to fear from either the Council or Pilate (Mark 15:43). It was not even the disciples who came to Jesus’ tomb to find it empty, but the women (Luke 24:1). The disciples were hiding in fear (John 20:19). The death of Jesus meant the death of their hopes. Although Jesus had foretold His death, the thought of a dying Messiah was so foreign to their thinking that the crucifixion brought complete disillusionment to His followers. By definition the Messiah was to be a reigning King, not a crucified criminal.
This changed within a few days. The disillusioned Galileans began to preach a new message in Jerusalem. They boldly proclaimed Jesus was the Messiah (Acts 2:36), that His death had been in the will and plan of God, even though from a human perspective it was murder (Acts 2:23). They boldly asserted Jesus to be the author of life (Acts 3:15) and that through this crucified Jesus, God not only offered them repentance and forgiveness, but would also bring to fulfillment all He had promised in the Old Testament prophets (Acts 3:21).
What created this radical transformation in both the conduct of the disciples and in their attitude to Jesus? The New Testament answer is that Jesus was raised from the dead. While the outpouring of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost is pictured as the event that gave birth to the church, the transformation of Jesus’ disciples from a terrified, hopeless, disappointed band to the bold preachers of Jesus as Messiah and the agent of salvation was caused by His resurrection from the dead.

The resurrection stands at the heart of the Christian message. The first recorded sermon was a proclamation of the truth and significance of the resurrection (Acts 2:14-36). Peter said almost nothing about the earthly life of Jesus (Acts 2:22). He made no appeal to the character and personality of Jesus as the One who was worthy of devotion and discipleship. Nothing was said of Jesus’ ethical teachings. Only passing reference was made to the miracles that had marked Jesus’ ministry and then only to show God’s blessing on Him (Acts 2:22). Central to the message is the fact that Jesus who had been executed as a criminal had been raised from the dead (Acts 2:24-32). It was not on the basis of Jesus’ incomparable life or excellent teaching or amazing miracles that Peter made his appeal, but simply because God had raised Him from the dead and exalted Him to His own right hand in heaven. On the ground of this fact alone, Peter called upon Israel to repent, to receive forgiveness and to be baptised in Jesus’ Christ’s name (Acts 2:38). 
The primary function of the apostles in the earliest Christian fellowship was not to rule or govern, but to bear witness to the resurrection of Jesus (Acts 4:33). A prime part of the qualification of the one who would take Judas’ place among the apostles was that he had to be ‘a witness with us of his resurrection’ (Acts 1:22). The resurrection continues to be a central theme of the early messages in Acts (3:14,15). The apostles were able to do mighty works (4:10) and offer Israel the gift of salvation (4:12) because God had raised Jesus. It was the persistent witness to the resurrection that caused the first noted opposition from the religious leaders against the new sect (4:1,2; cf. 5:31,32).

So, the earliest Christianity did not consist of new doctrines about God, or a new hope if immortality, or even new insights into the nature of salvation. It consisted in the reciting of a mighty act of God, the raising of Christ from the dead. 
(2) The Fact of the Resurrection
Our understanding of Christ’s resurrection is a question far larger than the resurrection itself; it involves the entire nature of the Christian faith, the nature of God and of God’s redemptive work. The Bible presents God as a living God who is a creator and sustainer of all life and existence, who can neither be identified with His creation pantheistically nor separated from it deistically. He stands above creation and history, and yet is continually active in it. As the living God He is able to act in ways that transcend ordinary human experience and knowledge.
Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 15:14 that if Christ is not risen from the dead our faith is futile. The God who is worshipped in the Christian faith is not the product of that faith. He is not a God who has been invented or discovered by human beings. He is the God who has taken the initiative in speaking to them, in revealing Himself in a series of redemptive events reaching back to the deliverance of Israel from Egypt, and beyond. God made Himself known, not through a system of teaching, but through a series of events recorded in the Bible. The coming of Jesus of Nazareth was the climax of this series of redemptive events, and His resurrection validates all that came before. If Christ did not rise from the dead, the long course of God’s redemptive acts to save His people ends fruitlessly. If the resurrection of Christ is not a reality, we have no assurance that God is the living God. Faith is futile because the object of that faith has not vindicated Himself as the Lord of life.

Faith cannot be compelled by a recital of claimed historical facts but only by the working of the Holy Spirit upon the human heart. But the Holy Spirit used the witness of the disciples to the reality of Christ’s resurrection.
The Gospels attest to several facts:

(1) Jesus was dead

(2) the hopes of the disciples were also dead. Jesus had preached the coming of the Kingdom of God; and His disciples followed Him in the expectation that they would witness its coming (Luke 19:11) and see the redemption of Israel (Luke 24:21). Even though Jesus had tried on several occasions to warn them of His impending death and tried to prepare them for it (Mark 8:31), they never fully understood. Even the first century Jews did not equate the Isaiah 53 suffering servant with the Messiah. The Messiah was to reign in the Kingdom, not suffer and die. When Jesus surrendered Himself helplessly into the hands of His enemies, when He suffered execution as a common criminal, the disciples’ hopes were broken

(3) the disciples’ discouragement and frustration was suddenly and abruptly transformed into confidence and certainty. Something happened that convinced them Jesus was alive. They were sure they had seen Him again and heard His voice

(4) the tomb was empty. All four Gospels witness to this and it is presupposed in Paul’s creedal statement in 1 Corinthians 15:1-3. There would be no point in emphasising Jesus’ burial or the fact that His resurrection took place if there was no evidence of an empty tomb

(5) the disciples believed Jesus was raised from the dead. They believed that their teacher and Master, who was dead and buried, was alive again. They were confident they had seen Him, heard His voice, listened to His teaching, and recognised His physical features. They believed His presence was not “ghost-like” but was an objective bodily reality. This was the faith that brought the church into being and gave it a message. It was more than a nebulous hope of life persisting beyond the grave. It was belief in an event in time and space: Jesus of Nazareth was raised from the dead. It was not the disciples’ faith that created the story of the resurrection; it was the resurrection that created the disciples’ faith
What happened to produce the disciples’ faith? The problem is structured by our contemporary understanding of history and historical events. In the ancient world people believed that the gods could come down to earth to converse with human beings.  Our world today eaves no room for such understanding. Death is the end of physical existence. When anyone dies, they leave this earthly scene. What might happen to the spirit or soul is a theological question and not a historical one.

The question remains. What historical event created the resurrection faith and produced the stories of the resurrection appearances and the empty grave?

There are at least three main ‘alternative’ views to a real resurrection:
(1) the disciples stole Jesus’ body and concealed it, and then began to proclaim

     that He was not dead but had returned to life (Matthew 28:11-15)

The difficulties with this view:

(i) if the soldiers were asleep

     (a) how did they know it was the disciples who took the body?

     (b) how could the large stone guarding the entrance be rolled away


  without awakening the soldiers?

(ii) the soldiers guarding the tomb were Romans (Matthew 27:62-66)
      (a) they were professional soldiers

      (b) charged to guard the tomb with their lives
      (c) the punishment for falling asleep while on guard was death
(iii) this would make those who testified they saw Jesus resurrected liars

        and frauds

      (a) they claimed empirical evidence (Acts 10:39-41)
      (b) suppose just a few disciples stole the body, unknown by others
           but others still say they saw Jesus, and some even ate and drank

           with Him

      (c) you still have to explain why they were willing to lie, and die, knowing  it
           it was all for a lie
(2) Jesus was not really dead. He only appeared to be dead because of weakness and loss of blood. The coolness of the tomb and the hours of rest revived Him. Returning to consciousness, He emerged from the tomb, appeared to His disciples, and led them to believe He had been raised from the dead
The difficulties with this view:

(i) Jesus would have had to revive sufficiently enough to:

      (a) break through the burial garments that bound Him, including 45

      kilos of spices used in preparing His body for burial (John 19:38-40)
      (b) roll away the large stone that sealed the tomb

      (c) fight off the Roman guards protecting the tomb

      (d) walk the 10-11 kilometres to Emmaus where He was seen by two 

            disciples

      (e) walk back to Jerusalem where He was seen by the apostles

      (f) all within the same day

(ii) every effort was made to prove He was dead

      (a) the Roman soldiers at the cross pierced His side (John 19:31-34)
      (b) Pilate made certain He was dead (Mark 15:43-45)
· The Roman centurion confirmed Jesus was dead when Joseph

of Arimathea wanted the body
(iii) not only would this make the apostles liars and frauds, but Jesus also,

for allowing a lie to spread for years.

(3) Christ’s resurrection appearances were not real but were hallucinations  

      because the people so wanted to believe

The difficulties with this view:

(i) the appearances were not just to individuals, one at a time 

      (a) ten apostles claimed to see Him  (John 20:19-25)

      (b) Jesus appeared to six disciples at the Sea of Galilee (John 21:1-14)

      (c) He appeared to over 500 people at once (1 Corinthians 15:6)
(ii) the theory contradicts principles, which psychiatrists say, are part of

     hallucinatory behaviour.

      (a) people who have hallucinations have particular characteristics in

           common

· a strong tendency to be highly imaginative, highly nervous, highly

           strung

· a strong tendency to paranoid or schizophrenic behaviour

· but the appearances were not restricted to people of any 

           particular psychological makeup

     (b) hallucinations are linked to an individual’s subconscious

· an individual may have a hallucination

· hallucinations don’t happen to groups of people

     (c) they occur in people when there is high expectation and anticipation

· the disciples had no such anticipation  (Luke 24:13-21)
· they were prone to disbelief even after being told of the resurrection (John 20:24,25)

(3) The Nature of the Resurrection
In Acts 4 the priests, captain of the temple guard and the Sadducees opposed Peter and John ‘because the apostles were teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection of the dead’ (v.2). It would not have been unusual for the subject of resurrection to be taught in the temple grounds by rabbis. The subject was part of their theological understanding. What made Peter and John’s message so different was that, if true, it challenged all Judaism to recognise that a new redemptive act of God had occurred that had to be responded to in some way. The disciples were preaching more than the resurrection of Jesus as a crucified teacher. They were preaching ‘in Jesus the resurrection of the dead’ (v.2). This was an eschatological resurrection that exclusively affected followers of Jesus.
The Gospels clearly report a bodily resurrection, but a body that possessed new and higher powers than His physical body had before death. The tomb was empty. Mark records that the first reaction of the women to the empty tomb was fear and astonishment (16:6,8). Luke tells of disciples who saw the empty tomb but did not believe the resurrection until they actually saw the risen Jesus (24:22f). John relates that Mary thought the empty tomb meant Jesus’ body had been removed (20:2). John’s commentary is that he ‘believed,’ not when he saw the empty tomb but when he saw the empty grave clothes (20:6-8). Before Jesus’ appearance to the disciples, the empty tomb was more an enigma than any kind of proof of His resurrection. It pointed to the nature of the resurrection as a bodily resurrection but was not at this stage taken as any kind of proof that the resurrection had taken place.

Jesus’ resurrection body could be seen and felt (Matthew 28:9; John 20:17,27). Mary appears to have recognised Jesus’ voice (John 20:16). Having appeared to the disciples Jesus explains to them ‘Look at my hands and my feet. It is I myself. Touch me and see. A ghost does not have flesh and bones’ (Luke 24: 39). Jesus was not a disembodied spirit. The resurrected Jesus could eat and did so before the disciples (Luke 24:42,43).

Jesus’ resurrection body also had capacities He never experienced on earth. John twice records Jesus appearing in the disciples’ midst (20:19,26). Doors were locked out of fear of the Jews both times (John 20:19,26). At Emmaus, after breaking bread with two disciples Jesus miraculously disappeared (Luke 24:31). When these same disciples returned to Jerusalem to tell the other disciples what had happened, Jesus miraculous appearance in their midst startled them (Luke 24:36,37). Jesus’ resurrection body could interact with the natural order but at the same time, completely transcend it.
The witness of the Gospels is reinforced by Paul’s discussion of the resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15. While this chapter is concerned with the eschatological resurrection of the saints at the parousia, this eschatological resurrection is inseparable from the resurrection of Jesus because these two resurrections are two parts of a single event. Jesus’ resurrection is the firstfruits of the eschatological resurrection (1 Corinthians 15:20). All who are in Christ stand in solidarity with Him, as all who are in Adam stand in solidarity with Adam. All in Adam share Adam’s death, so all who are in Christ will share Christ’s life ‘But each in his own turn; Christ the firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who belong to him’ (v.23). Jesus’ resurrection is the firstfruits of the eschatological harvest at the end of the age. The firstfruits was not the harvest itself but was the very first part of the harvest. It was the same as what was soon to follow.
This study is largely a summary of ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ by G.E.Ladd. Revised Edition edited by D.A.Hagner (William Eerdman’s Publishing Company: Grand Rapids, Michigan) 1988, Chapter 25 ‘The Resurrection of Jesus’ 
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� The post resurrection question of the disciples ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’ (Acts 1:6) shows their thinking continued to be dominated by the hope of an earthly, theocratic kingdom





