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Introduction 
 For the most part, throughout history there has been one emblem that has 
universally been identified with the followers of Jesus.  Judaism has the star of David, 
Islam has the crescent, Buddhism has the lotus flower, Christianity has… the cross.  We 
wear this gruesome symbol of death around our necks, we display it on steeples, and we 
fix it prominently in our places of worship.  A simple cross has become synonymous with 
the Christian religion.  Now, advertisers say that a logo should concisely sum up and 
communicate what an organization is essentially about.  Do you think the cross was a 
good choice? 
 I’ve heard some people who say, “No.  That’s like wearing a miniature electric 
chair around our necks.  That’s misguided.  The real emblem of Christianity should be a 
replica of the empty tomb!”  Can you imagine if some depiction of an empty tomb was 
patented and instead of crosses, Christians had these trinkets around their necks, in their 
church buildings, and on their rear bumpers?  Should the cross be the symbol of the 
Christian faith or should it be an empty tomb?  The real question is – is the crucifixion 
the centerpiece of Christianity or is the resurrection.  And before we can answer that we 
need to investigate what the significance of the resurrection really is, according to the 
Bible.  And that’s what we’re looking at today. 
 We’re looking specifically at Luke’s account of the resurrection.  As we notice 
how he told the story, we can see his inspired interpretation of the Christ-event.  And 
based on today’s passage we can see that Luke’s take on the resurrection of Jesus is just 
this: the resurrection validates the importance of the cross.  The resurrection doesn’t 
overshadow the crucifixion.  It does not surpass the cross in significance.  It doesn’t take 
center-stage in the Christian faith.  It bolsters the claim that the cross is the central event 
in salvation history.  It accentuates the theological magnitude of the death of Jesus.  
That’s the primary role it plays in the Christian scheme of things.  The resurrection 
validates the importance of the cross. 
 
Before I explain more what I mean by that and how I see that in this text, let’s pray… 
 
The Plotline of Luke 
 We’ve been going through Luke’s Gospel for over two years now, taking 
successive little chunks each week.  Now we have just 2 more chunks left in Luke.  As 
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we’ve progressed I’ve repeatedly reminded us that Luke is one complete story.  While we 
gain the advantage of detail and thoroughness by taking two plus years to go through it, 
the downside is we can loose sight of the big picture.  And so while we’ve been trudging 
through and examining each tree in minute detail, I’ve tried to occasionally take us up to 
the tree tops so that we could get a view of the forest.  Luke is masterfully telling a story. 
 And like any good story-teller, Luke is utilizing irony, foil, conflict, complex 
character development and the like as he causes the reader to follow the protagonist along 
the narrative plotline we were all taught in high school literature class – introduction, 
rising action, climax, falling action, conclusion.  Here’s how that works in Luke: the 
scene is set and the characters are introduced through Luke’s detailed birth narrative and 
the relation of his baptism and temptation.  Luke tells us that the world and specifically 
the Jewish people have been anxiously awaiting redemption.  And into this thick sense of 
anticipation, Luke causes Jesus to enter stating that the time has come.  The reader is 
hooked. 
 As Jesus’ public ministry is related to us we see amazing stories of miracles and 
hear profound teaching; we get to know the character of Jesus, but there is a tension 
building.  By chapter 9 Luke starts to foreshadow Jesus’ death in Jerusalem.  We follow 
Jesus on the journey to Jerusalem and learn along the way what it means to follow him as 
his disciple, but the conflict is fomenting.  It intensifies during the account of Jesus’ last 
week and finally, as we saw last Sunday, the climax of the story is Jesus, a character that 
you’ve either grown to love or hate, being crucified, dying an innocent death to 
accomplish the Father’s will to save us through him.  That’s the climax that Luke has 
been building up to, and with great literary skill he has woven in profound theological 
truths that demonstrate that this dark moment was the brightest, greatest, most glorious 
moment this world has ever seen.  It accomplished the salvation of certain sinful men and 
women.  Jesus willingly dies in the place of guilty humans.  Praise be to God! 
 As the reader, at this point the tension is released.  The main goal has been 
accomplished, even though there may be some perplexity hanging around.  This is where 
the falling action comes in; it’s where all the loose ends are tied up.  In Luke’s narrative 
the cross is the climax; the resurrection and subsequent events are the falling action.  It’s 
here that we are allowed to breathe a sigh of relief and gain perspective on what just 
happened.  It’s here that the full weight of the cross begins to sink in, in retrospect. 

So simply a literary analysis of the big picture of Luke’s narrative shows that the 
cross is central and that the resurrection supports and verifies its significance.  The 
resurrection validates the importance of the cross. 
 
Text 
 Now let’s jump into the details of the story and see more specifically how Luke 
has embedded this truth into today’s text by what he chose to include and how he chose 
to tell it.  Where Hobin left off last week we just experienced the climax and he tried to 
get us to feel what Luke wanted us to feel – the gravity and profundity of this moment: 
total darkness falling over the land, the curtain in the temple being ripped in two, the 
salvation of lost souls being accomplished.  WOW!  But the passage ends on a somber 
note.  We get the sense that Jesus’ followers are filled with sorrow and despair, mourning 
his death. 
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That was Friday.  Then came Saturday, the seventh day of the week.  And “they 
rested on the Sabbath in obedience to the commandment” (23:56b).  Can you imagine 
how gloomy and long that day would have been for the disciples who had staked all their 
hope on the fact that this Jesus was going to do something big, but instead got himself 
killed?  Now “on the first day of the week, very early in the morning, the women” (v. 1) 
who had been following Jesus went to apply some spices and perfumes to Jesus’ body – a 
customary procedure that displayed affection for the deceased and masked the odor of 
decomposition.  Now realize: they were acting as if he had died and was going to rot in 
his grave, just like everyone else! 

When they got there, though, the first thing they noticed was that the big stone 
that was rolled in front of the tomb to seal it off was rolled back – the tomb was open.  
Immediately the thought of grave robbers entered their minds or maybe someone had 
maliciously stolen his body.  “While they were wondering about this” (v. 4a), all the 
sudden there was a flash and two angels appeared.  The women were frightened and fell 
face down.  And the angels questioned them, “Why do you look for the living among the 
dead” (v. 5b).  In other words, “Ladies, ladies, you should know better than this.  Why 
are you treating Jesus just like any other person who died?”  “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’” (vv. 6-7). 

Even though Jesus had repeatedly told them that his plan was to go to Jerusalem 
and die they still didn’t expect it; it just wasn’t a part of their conception (i.e. 9:22, 44; 
12:50; 17:25; 18:31-33).  He even occasionally added the fact that after his death he 
would come back to life on the third day (i.e. 9:22; 18:31-33).  These women shouldn’t 
be acting as if something terrible and totally unexpected just happened.  But they were.  
However, at this moment it all begins to click for the women.  They realize that Jesus has 
been resurrected; that the death wasn’t a tragedy after all. 

In their joy they rushed back to the place where the long-faced disciples had 
gathered to mope and told them in a flurry of excitement that they need not sulk any more 
– Jesus was alive!  In an embarrassing moment for us men, the male apostles dismissed 
the women’s talk as silly and over-emotional nonsense.  They continued to wallow in 
misery while Peter still reeling from guilt over denying Jesus three times decides to run 
and check things out for himself.  He’s desperate for answers.  But even after seeing the 
empty tomb and Jesus’ discarded burial wrappings, Peter is disbelieving, “wondering to 
himself what had happened” (v. 12d).  He thinks Jesus has tragically died and someone 
perhaps stole his body. 

Jesus has just died, exactly according to his plan, and everyone is down in the 
doldrums feeling as if all their hopes had been dashed.  The women initially proceed with 
normal funeral plans, the men huddle together refusing to be comforted, and Peter is 
perfectly perplexed.  It took the empty tomb to jar Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the 
mother James, and the other women out of their funk and it took the announcement of the 
resurrection for them to realize that “Hey, wait a second, this wasn’t just any other death.  
There was something special about it.  Jesus did mention this.  Jesus did it on purpose for 
a reason.”  The very first people to grasp the significance of the cross were women… 
because of the resurrection. 
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 Now Luke leaves the large gathering of the disillusioned disciples and has his 
readers follow two of Jesus’ disciples on their way back home to Emmaus.  The hype 
ended in seeming disappointment.  Their leader was dead.  Now it was time to get back to 
normal life.  As they travel, the two (possibly a married couple) reminisce on the good 
times and the promise that it all held in the beginning.  They really believed the kingdom 
of God was imminent.  But how could things change so quickly in just one week?  And 
as they discussed the recent events, Jesus himself meets them on the road and asks if he 
can join them for the walk.  We read that God kept them from immediately recognizing 
Jesus (“they were kept from recognizing him” is a divine passive). 
 “[Jesus] asked them, ‘What are you discussing together as you walk along?’  They 
stood still, their faces downcast.  One of them, named Cleopas, asked him, ‘Are you only 
a visitor to Jerusalem and do not know the things that have happened there in these 
days?’  ‘What things?’ he asked.  ‘About Jesus of Nazareth,’ they replied.  ‘He was a 
prophet, powerful in word and deed before God and all the people.  The chief priests and 
our rulers handed him over to be sentenced to death, and they crucified him; but we had 
hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel” (vv. 17-21).  Then the two 
proceed to tell Jesus of what happened earlier that day with the women and the 
insinuation is that they think the body of their beloved leader has been stolen.  It’s as if 
they’re saying, “And to top it all off, someone has come and taken away his body!”  They 
didn’t get it.  They didn’t understand that the cross was actually the centerpiece of the 
whole project.  It was the very reason Jesus came into this world.  To them, the cross was 
a disappointment, not a fulfillment. 
 Jesus listened to them finish their explanation and then “he said to them, ‘How 
foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken!  Did 
not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?’” (vv. 25-26).  Jesus is 
defending the necessity of the cross.  He’s reasoning with these disbelieving disciples that 
the cross was required for the Messiah.  This wasn’t a tragedy.  This wasn’t even plan B.  
“And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in 
all the Scriptures concerning himself” (v. 27).  So here’s the resurrected Christ utilizing 
proper interpretative methods (the word explain here is the word we get hermeneutics 
from) to demonstrate from the OT Scriptures that the cross was foreshadowed and 
foretold throughout the entire Bible. 
 This is really cool.  Wouldn’t you have loved to have overheard what Jesus talked 
about during that seven mile walk?  Through types like the Passover lamb and the 
sacrificial system and the bronze serpent and through predictive prophecies like Gen. 
3:15 and Psalm 22 and Isaiah 53 Jesus showed how he was the perfect fulfillment of all 
the OT hopes.  And even more than that, he specifically shows how the perfect 
fulfillment of all of this had to include the cross!  Contrary to the popular opinion, the 
Messiah, as was the plan all along, would come to save his people by dying for them.  
The crucifixion is the centerpiece of redemptive history, of the Bible. 
 As Jesus explains this, the couple listens intently.  They finally arrive at their 
destination at the end of the day and they invite him in for the night.  As they were eating 
dinner, Jesus “took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them” (v. 30).  At 
that moment we read that their eyes were opened to recognize who it was who had been 
walking with them and explaining the Scriptures to them.  What it was exactly that tipped 
them off, we don’t know.  Some say they got a glimpse of the nail pierced hands.  Others, 
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I think more plausibly, suggest it was the manner in which he broke the bread – the 
wording is very similar to that of Jesus’ actions in ch. 9 and the feeding of the five 
thousand and ch. 22 and the Last Supper.  What is clear, however, is that God opened 
their eyes to recognize Jesus.  It’s that divine passive again (“their eyes were opened”). 
 Just as soon as things click for them, Jesus is gone (more on the nature of the 
resurrection in two weeks).  But it’s clear that they now understand.  Their hearts burned 
within them as Jesus explained the cross and they saw with their own eyes that it was he 
himself who was testifying to them.  Just like with the women, the resurrection served to 
confirm to the couple from Emmaus that the cross was way more than just a death.  It 
was the fulfillment of all of humanity’s hopes and God’s promises.  The resurrected 
Christ told them so.  And so, undeterred by the fact that it was now dark and the roads 
were unsafe, in their joy they rushed back to the place where the other disciples had been 
meeting in order to share their good news. 
 Instead of with long faces the others met them with smiles and cheer and before 
the couple could even explain what had just happened to them, the others blurted out, 
“It’s true!  [What the women said was right.]  The Lord has risen and has appeared to 
Simon” (v. 34).  Unfortunately, they didn’t believe the women, but when Simon Peter 
corroborates the story they believe (Luke wants us to listen to what women say).  Isn’t it 
interesting to wonder what that meeting was like, between Jesus and Peter?  It was a one-
on-one meeting.  1 Cor. 15:5 also mentions it, but we’re not told anywhere about its 
details.  But Jesus had appeared to Peter that day too in a secret meeting just between the 
two of them.  And the two travelers shared with everyone about their encounter.  Very 
shortly, the whole group would see and touch Jesus alive again.  The resurrection took 
place and as a result slowly more and more people began to understand that the 
crucifixion was not just any other execution.  There was something to it – something 
divine; something powerful, something supernatural and cosmic. 
 
Doctrine 
 Can you see how Luke keeps the main focus of his Gospel on the crucifixion of 
Jesus and how he uses the resurrection to validate the importance of the cross?  As he ties 
everything together, for him the resurrection serves to be the agent in the disciples’ lives 
that causes them to comprehend the cross.  The resurrection is not the ultimate event that 
obtained our salvation.  It is not the defining moment in the Christian faith.  It is the 
divine stamp of approval on the death of Christ that shows that his death was effective.  
The cross was and is the defining moment.  The resurrection displays that his death was 
planned and that it achieved the intended outcomes.  John Stott in his outstanding book 
The Cross of Christ says that the resurrection “was God’s decisive demonstration that 
[Jesus] had not died in vain.”1 
 The church in the West has traditionally emphasized the theological significance 
of the cross more than that of the resurrection, because that’s where the NT places the 
emphasis.  Sure, there are profound doctrinal implications of the resurrection that the NT 
relates to us.  Let me just touch on some of those: 
 

(1) The resurrection of Christ guarantees the future resurrection of the dead.  This 
is a big one.  As goes Jesus’ body up from the grave, so go the bodies of his 
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followers.  1 Cor. 6:14 states, “By his power God raised the Lord from the 
dead, and he will raise us also.” 

(2) The resurrection of Christ powers and pictures the new birth of a believer.  
“Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!” Peter exclaims at 
the beginning of his first letter.  “In his great mercy he has given us new birth 
into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 
Pet. 1:3).  To be a born again believer is to die and then be spiritually remade 
into something new.  Rom. 6:4 puts it this way, “We were buried with him 
through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the 
dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.” 

(3) The resurrection of Christ proves his divinity.  “[Jesus] was declared with 
power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead” (Rom. 1:4). 

 
We have the glorious hope of a new, physical body someday because of the 

resurrection.  We have the power to live changed lives on account of the resurrection.  
And we have the assurance that Jesus was divine due to the resurrection.  But more than 
all that, we have proof that the death Jesus died was unique, that it accomplished all he 
said it would and all the apostles claim it did.  When the women and the Eleven and the 
two from Emmaus realized that the tomb was empty because Jesus came back to life, 
they realized that the cross was effective and purchased salvation. 

Just in case you haven’t heard what it is that the cross achieved, exactly.  Let me 
tell it to you again.  If you have heard, you can never hear too many times.  The Bible 
presents the cross as the climactic moment of human history.  Probably part of what Jesus 
was doing with the couple from Emmaus was recapping the span of human history from 
creation (where God made men and women to know him and glorify him) to the Fall 
(where men and women spurned God and foolishly sought fulfillment elsewhere) to the 
long period of redemption (where God was redeeming people to himself).  And the 
ultimate moment of redemption that everything else had been leading up to was the cross, 
because it was there that Jesus, God incarnate, was put forward as a sacrifice of 
atonement to demonstrate God’s justice AND his mercy. 

His justice because spurning God and foolishly seeking fulfillment elsewhere has 
to be punished.  His mercy because he takes the just penalty upon himself so that all who 
had and would put their faith in Christ’s blood can go free.  If you believe this and trust 
this transaction to take away all your guilt and sin, then you were included in that 
transaction.  If not, then you will pay the just penalty for your sin yourself… in Hell… 
for eternity.  You can believe this is true and know I’m not just making up some nice 
story that tries to bring meaning out of a senseless death, because the tomb was empty!  
Jesus came back to life to show that the cross worked.  The Christ had to suffer the cross 
as the essential part of his program.  The resurrection validates the importance of the 
cross. 

Back in Luke chapter 5, Jesus pronounced that a paralytic’s sins were forgiven.  
The Pharisees and teachers of the law objected.  How could he make such a wild 
assertion?!  What authority did he have?  How could his assertion be tested?  “‘But that 
you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins…’  [Jesus] said 
to the paralyzed man, ‘I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.’  Immediately he 
stood up in front of them, took what he had been lying on and went home praising God.  
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Everyone was amazed and gave praise to God.  They were filled with awe and said, ‘We 
have seen remarkable things today’” (vv. 24-26).  Jesus proved that he had the authority 
to forgive sins by healing the paralytic, and likewise Jesus proved that the cross made 
forgiveness of sins possible by rising from the dead.  But that you may know that the 
cross was effective, God said to Jesus’ body, “Get up and walk out of the tomb.” 
 
Conclusion 
 So as morbid as it may at first seem, we Christians gladly and proudly wear a 
symbol of execution around our necks because there is no greater event or doctrine in our 
faith than the cross.  It was there that our right standing with God was made possible and 
all our sin was marvelously taken away and dealt with in Jesus.  The cross, not the 
resurrection was the central event in salvation-history.  John Stott explains, “The 
resurrection was the conquest confirmed and announced.  We are not to regard the cross 
as defeat and the resurrection as victory.  Rather, the cross was the victory won, and the 
resurrection the victory endorsed, proclaimed and demonstrated.”2 

Just like the first disciples were gathered together on the first day of the week, 
Sunday, and heard the news that Jesus was risen from the dead and that therefore his 
death on the cross was the perfect fulfillment of God’s plan to save sinful humans like 
them, so we gather together just like the church has done down through the ages on the 
first day of the week to hear again that Jesus our Lord is no longer dead and that therefore 
we can be confident that on Good Friday our sins were done away with on the cross.  
And we erupt in praise to our great God.  Christ is risen.  He is risen indeed.  His death 
paid for our sins.  It paid for them indeed. 
 
Benediction 
Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, he was buried, and he was raised on 
the third day according to the Scriptures.  By this gospel you are saved.  May you believe 
it, take your stand on it, and hold firmly to it until the end. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday afternoon, July 17, 2005.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 
find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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