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Text 
The next day, the one after Preparation Day, the chief priests and the Pharisees went to Pilate. 63 "Sir," 

they said, "we remember that while he was still alive that deceiver said, 'After three days I will rise again.' 

64 So give the order for the tomb to be made secure until the third day. Otherwise, his disciples may come 

and steal the body and tell the people that he has been raised from the dead. This last deception will be 

worse than the first." 65 "Take a guard," Pilate answered. "Go, make the tomb as secure as you know 

how." 66 So they went and made the tomb secure by putting a seal on the stone and posting the guard. 

28:1 After the Sabbath, at dawn on the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to 

look at the tomb. 2 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. 3 His appearance was like lightning, and his clothes 

were white as snow. 4 The guards were so afraid of him that they shook and became like dead men. 5 The 

angel said to the women, "Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified. 6 

He is not here; he has risen, just as he said. Come and see the place where he lay. 7 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." 8 So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran 

to tell his disciples. 9 Suddenly Jesus met them. "Greetings," he said. They came to him, clasped his feet 

and worshiped him. 10 Then Jesus said to them, "Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go to 

Galilee; there they will see me." 11 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. 12 When the chief priests had met with 

the elders and devised a plan, they gave the soldiers a large sum of money, 13 telling them, "You are to say, 

'His disciples came during the night and stole him away while we were asleep.' 14 If this report gets to the 

governor, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble." 15 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. 

 

We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; 9 persecuted, but not 

abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed. 10 We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so 

that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body. 11 For we who are alive are always being given 

over to death for Jesus' sake, so that his life may be revealed in our mortal body. 12 So then, death is at 

work in us, but life is at work in you. 13 It is written: "I believed; therefore I have spoken." With that same 

spirit of faith we also believe and therefore speak, 14 because we know that the one who raised the Lord 

Jesus from the dead will also raise us with Jesus and present us with you in his presence. 

 

Introduction 
 Preachers are encouraged not just to tell people that Jesus rose from the dead on 

Easter, but to tell them why it matters.  That makes a lot of sense, but it’s impossible to 

fully do.  First, the fact that it happened is often doubted, minimized, or overlooked, so 

some time needs to be taken to assert clearly that Jesus rose.  Second, the significance of 

Jesus’ resurrection from the dead is massive.  There’s no way it can be fully explained in 
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a sermon.  Each year the preacher has to pick an angle, an aspect of the resurrection and 

try to unpack that; but even then he will never be able to do it fully and completely.  

Nevertheless, that will be my outline today: to try to show very simply that Jesus rose 

from the dead and a little bit of why that matters. 

 So first off I’m just going to go through the story of Easter, briefly, as told in the 

Gospel of Matthew emphasizing that this is not a sentimental tale, a spiritual principle 

like Spring conquering Winter, but an historical event unparalleled that has greater 

significance than anything else that has ever happened: the Battle of Gettysburg, the 

invasion of Normandy, the fall of the Berlin Wall.  The resurrection of Jesus reverberates 

louder and longer than anything else, by far. 

 And then I’m going to follow up on last week’s sermon with some of the positive 

significance of the resurrection.  Essentially, because Jesus walked out the tomb that 

Sunday 2,000 years ago, the story of the world can be a comedy and not a tragedy. 

Last week could potentially have sounded very pessimistic and discouraging.  I 

pointed out that life in this world is full of suffering and setbacks… not just because it’s a 

fallen world, but also as part of the very mechanism of salvation.  The Christian message 

is not just that the world is messed up, but you can turn to Jesus and everything will 

suddenly start going swimmingly for you.  No, the world (including you) is so messed up 

that the only thing that could save us was the death of Jesus and the only way that we can 

be saved is to die to ourselves as we identify with Jesus in his anguish.  Suffering is not a 

work we do, but a severe mercy that comes to us to wean us off of relying upon our 

works in any way and to rest on Jesus alone. 

 Now that would be bleak (and it wouldn’t even work) if Jesus had just stayed 

dead.  But for those who identify with Jesus, existence is not a tragedy, but ultimately a 

comedy because Jesus came back to life and that life of his now is also theirs.  The 

symphony of the universe and even the particular movement that is your life is not 

predominantly in the minor key but the major.  There is hope.  There is life.  There is joy 

in the midst of suffering.  And there is a happy ending. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Reality of the Resurrection 
 If you were with us on Friday we walked through the story of Jesus’ arrest, trial, 

crucifixion, and burial, ending at Mt. 27:61.  That a person named Jesus existed is even 

defended by skeptical scholar Bart Ehrman in his newest book, Did Jesus Exist? The 

Historical Argument for Jesus of Nazareth (HarperOne, 2012).  Even the fact of his 

crucifixion under Roman ruler Pontius Pilate is relatively undisputed.  So that brings us 

to v. 62 in Mt. 27.  The first century figure, Jesus of Nazareth, was crucified, dead, and 

buried. 

 Next we read in Matthew’s Gospel that on Saturday the Jewish religious leaders 

went to Pilate and warned him of a potential plot among Jesus’ disciples to steal Jesus’ 

body and claim that he had risen from the dead.  Any possibility of this had to be headed 

off at the pass.  They wanted him to be gone and forgotten.  Period.  Pilate gave them a 

Roman guard and the orders, “Go, make the tomb as secure as you know how” (27:65).  

So the tomb where Jesus’ body lay was sealed tight and guarded by Roman soldiers. 
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 As the story is told, “at dawn on the first day of the week” (28:1) – Sunday – 

some women came to visit Jesus’ tomb the way you visit the grave of a loved one that has 

died, that is to mourn.  But something happened.  As they were approaching, the earth 

shook, the sealed tomb opened, there was an angelic appearance, and the guards “became 

like dead men” (28:4).  And the women were told that “Jesus, who was crucified… is not 

here; he has risen, just as he said” (28:5-6).  They were invited to inspect the place where 

he previously lay – Nothing!  As they hurried away “afraid yet filled with joy” (28:8) 

they saw Jesus with their own eyes, heard his voice with their own ears, and “clasped his 

feet” (28:9) with their own hands. 

 Now, in the end of the section that we’re looking at this morning we read that 

some of the bewildered and panicked guards went back and reported what had happened 

to the religious leaders that had called them there in the first place.  Matthew tells us that 

the religious leaders “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 [because 

Roman soldiers who fell asleep at their posts like this could be killed].’  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” (28:12-15). 

Now, what I find especially interesting about this is that even the Romans and the 

Jews didn’t deny the point that the tomb was empty.  They couldn’t.  They had to come 

up with other strategies.  So you have an historical figure, crucified under Pontius Pilate, 

buried in the tomb of Joseph of Aramathea, and on the third day after that his tomb is 

empty.  Those pieces are incontrovertible.  Nobody ever produced a body.  The empty 

tomb is a fact of history! 

 Now once you get that far you have to evaluate all the possible explanations for 

why that tomb would be empty.  Did Jesus perhaps not fully die on the cross but just get 

beaten to within a millimeter of his life and rejuvenate on a lazy Saturday enough to roll 

back a huge stone and beat up some guards to escape?  That notion is preposterous.  Did 

Jesus’ disciples steal his body from the Roman guards and hide it somewhere and then 

carry on a consistent, wide-scale conspiracy to the point of their own deaths?  J.I. Packer 

puts it this way: “The disciples… were sure that the risen Christ was no fancy and 

tirelessly proclaimed his rising in the face of ridicule, persecution, and even death – a 

most effective way of scotching the malicious rumor that they stole Jesus’ body.”
1
 

I mean what are your other options.  Lay them all out.  Think them all through.  

This really deserves to be considered seriously.  The late Cambridge Professor C.F.D. 

Moule famously said that “the coming into existence of the [Christian church]… rips a 

great hole in history, a hole… the size and shape of the resurrection… [W]hat does the 

secular historian propose to stop it up with?”
2
  The best explanation, as amazing as it 

sounds, is that Jesus actually did physically, supernaturally, come back to life, and is still 

alive today, ascended into Heaven, awaiting his return to earth to enact with our bodies 

what has happened to his.  That truth is what we recognize today. 

 

The Hope it Brings 
 And that truth has infinite applications.  One of them, as we’ve said, means that if 

you are in Christ, existence is a comedy, not a tragedy.  Apart from Christ life in this 

fallen world is ultimately tragic.  There may be bright moments, but it’s ultimately 
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empty.  This was driven home to me last year when I listened to Terry Gross of Fresh Air 

interview Maurice Sendak, the children’s author best know for Where the Wild Things 

Are.  Here was an old man, reflecting on life, “the fragility of life, the irrationality of 

life,” and what he called the comedy of life, but it was clearly all very tragic.  He was 

being very honest about his pain, putting feelings that I share into words like a writer is 

naturally adept at doing.  But there was no real hope.  He told how he wept like a baby 

while listening to Mahler’s Symphony #2, his ‘Resurrection Symphony’ (which Stendak 

never really cared for) on the 10
th

 anniversary of 9/11. 

And as the interview went on, Sendak became more emotional, his raspy, aged 

voice draped with sobs as he recounted the death of his partner of 50 years and the recent 

loss of his publisher and his wife and tried to make sense of it in light of his resolute 

atheism.  “Since I don’t believe in another world, in another life… this is it,” Sendak 

maintained.  “And when they die they are out of my life.  They’re gone forever.  Blank.  

Blank.  Blank.  And I am not afraid of death...”  There was this defiant confidence 

throughout in the midst of tears and sorrow.  Almost it seemed trying to convince himself 

he said, “I’m not unhappy about becoming old.  I’m not unhappy about what must be.  It 

makes me cry only when I see my friends go before me and life is emptied….  I’m not 

unhappy….  I cry a lot because I miss people.  I cry a lot because they die and I can’t stop 

them….  Oh God, there are so many beautiful things in the world which I will have to 

leave when I die but I’m ready, I’m ready, I’m ready….  I don’t know whether I’ll do 

another book or not.  I might.  It doesn’t matter.  I’m a happy old man.  But I will cry my 

way all the way to the grave.”
3
 

I cried while I was listening to this.  I could relate to much of what Maurice 

Stendak felt regarding the sadness of this world.  And the saddest part for him is that this 

was it: a life full of sorrow mixed with joy, and then everything fades and vanishes.  That 

is a tragedy.  But the historical reality of the resurrection of Jesus tells us that this is not 

the way it has to be.  If you are in Christ, though there be great sorrow, there is great hope 

that redeems it all. 

Last week we saw that Paul’s life was not pretty, a prim-rose path of ease.  It was 

marked by suffering, a downward march of humiliation, failures, obstacles, that ended in 

desertion and death at the hands of the Romans, just like his Lord.  But one of the reasons 

that we often forget this is that as we read Paul rarely do we get the sense that he was a 

depressed man.  Sober, yes; but somber, no.  He had joy, in chains (cf. Acts 16:25).  He 

had learned the secret of being content in any and every situation (Ph. 4:12). 

Listen again to the passage that was read today: “We are hard pressed on every 

side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck 

down, but not destroyed” (2Cor. 4:8-9).  Paul experienced great physical and emotional 

griefs simultaneous to an even deeper hope.  Precisely because of his association with 

Jesus, his life was one of great hardship – “We always carry around in our body the death 

of Jesus…” 

But notice what anchored his joy – “so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed 

in our body” (2Cor. 4:10).  The resurrection!  That’s what changed everything for Paul.  

The “power of an indestructible life” (Heb. 7:16) pulsated through Paul.  “For we who 

are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that his life may be 

revealed in our mortal body” (2Cor. 4:11).  If we are united to Christ in his death, we are 

also united to him in his life too.  This existence is not just marked by suffering and 
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death, but there is also concurrently a new heart beating within us, a life, an awareness, 

an awakeness, an aliveness to God, knowledge that our sins are indeed taken care of (cf. 

1Cor. 15:17), we are reconciled to our Maker, endowed with his favor, filled with his 

presence.  Christians have “crossed over from death to life” (Jn. 5:24), have been 

“made… alive with Christ” (Eph. 2:5), “raised with [Him]” (Col. 3:1).  It’s not all woe 

and heartache now. 

Also, there is a definite power at work in this world.  It’s not all bleak.  We are 

weak, but in our very feebleness God’s power is at work.  Paul says, “So then, death is at 

work in us, but life is at work in you” (2Cor. 4:12).  Paul, and all of us who follow Christ, 

lay our lives down for others, pour ourselves out, enter into their sufferings and in so 

doing while it may not look bold and impressive, a deep power is at work bringing life 

from death.  Ministry is not glorious, but it is also not a waste.  The last verse of 1 

Corinthians 15, which is a chapter all about the resurrection, has been encouraging me 

lately – “Therefore… always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you 

know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain” (1Cor. 15:58).  Listen to how Paul 

described his initial introduction to the Corinthians: 

 

When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior 

wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God.  For I resolved to 

know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.  

I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling.  My 

message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but 

with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith might not 

rest on men's wisdom, but on God's power. (1Cor. 2:1-5). 

 

It was the same with the Thessalonians: “Our gospel came to you not simply with words, 

but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction” (1Thess. 1:5).  On 

the surface this is all very unglamorous – just words.  But there is a power that God 

demonstrates through these modest means.  “That power is like the working of his mighty 

strength, which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead” (Eph. 1:20). 

But finally, we’re not just talking about a hidden power at work behind the scenes 

in this crumbling world, spiritual resurrections of our souls.  Our bodies will inevitably 

follow suit.  Paul, and we with him, can patiently embrace a life of weakness and 

smallness, ridicule and mistreatment also “because we know that the one who raised the 

Lord Jesus from the dead will also raise us with Jesus and present us [together] in his 

presence” (2Cor. 4:14).  Death is not it – Blank.  Blank.  Blank.  There is coming a full 

and complete resurrection of our bodies and our world.  And eternal life and enjoyment 

of everything good we’ve know in this world, minus the bad, multiplied by infinity for 

ever and ever.  Together with loved ones, but even better: together with God, “in his 

presence.”  I’ve been reading recently some stuff by Randy Alcorn on Heaven.  It’s pure 

gold.  I can’t recommend highly enough using it to heighten your anticipation for what 

yet awaits us.  As you do you will no doubt find strength and encouragement to persevere 

in this life. 
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Conclusion 

Really, Easter is not the happy ending after Jesus’ death, but tells of the happy 

beginning of God’s new creation.  We who have been united with Christ in his death will 

also be united with him in his glory.  And it will be grand.  The comedy of comedies.  I 

love the picture of the resurrection of Christ that we get in the allegorical children’s story 

by C.S. Lewis The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.  There 

 

Aslan leaps over the children’s heads after his resurrection, then dives 

between them, then picks them up and tosses them in the air with his huge 

‘velveted paws’ and catches them.  They roll and laugh.  Lewis writes: It 

was such a romp as no one has ever had except in Narnia; and whether it 

was more like playing with a thunderstorm or playing with a kitten Lucy 

could never make up her mind.  Then Aslan warns the girls to put their 

fingers in their ears, and he roars ferociously, and all the trees bend before 

the blast.  That is a great picture of the power of Christ’s resurrection.
4
 

 

It makes me tingle with vivacity now.  And fills me with hopeful longing of experiencing 

it in the flesh later. 

Let me leave you with the words of the late scholar of Christian History at Yale 

Jaroslav Pelikan – “If Christ is risen, nothing else matters.  And if Christ is not risen – 

nothing else matters.”
5
  And I’m here to tell you that Christ is risen! 

 

Closing Prayer 
 

Benediction 
May you be found in Christ, not having a righteousness of your own that comes from the 

law, but that which is through faith in Christ – the righteousness that comes from God 

and is by faith.  And may you press on to know Christ and the power of his resurrection 

and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, 

somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. (Phil. 3:9-11) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, April 8, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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