
 

 

        
October 3,  2021 

“Stand Firm in…Liberty” 
Galatians 5:1 

                             Jesus Rose Again  
 

This morning, we will conclude our study of the Gospel of Mark by looking at the resurrection narrative 

in Mark 16:1-8. Our focus will be on the meaning of the resurrection in the story rather than on the 

historical reality of the event. But its significance assumes as a given that it really did occur; the way 

that Mark and other writers speak about the resurrection will not let us get off the hook with metaphori-

cal explanations that are popular in some modern circles. They treat his bodily resurrection as a fact. 

Can we believe it? 
 
“Absolutely not!” the skeptic says. We all know that dead people do not just get up and live again! Of 

course, ancient people knew that too. That is precisely the point. For most pagans, there was a belief in 

some sort of continued existence, but it was not anything like the Christian hope. Life after death was a 

shadowy, disembodied existence in Hades. They did not believe in resurrection at all, because, by defi-

nition, that meant a new body. For Jews, there was a diversity of first-century beliefs, some of which 

essentially agreed with the pagan worldview. But many in the first century did believe in an eventual 

resurrection at the last day, when God would give his people new bodies and judge the world. Martha is 

a good example of this (Jn 11). 
 
No one was looking for anything like the resurrection of Jesus. Pagans were obviously shocked by the 

concept, as Paul’s sermon on Mars Hill demonstrates (Acts 17). Even for those Jews who believed in it 

generally, resurrection was a peripheral doctrine, a one-time event at the end of time. No one expected 

God to raise one man in the middle of history in anticipation of that. The point is, we cannot simply 

attribute this to uneducated superstition, as if ancient people thought folks just got up and bodily walked 

out of their graves all the time. This was a radical departure from both Jewish hopes and any pagan 

worldview. That alone suggests that something happened that we must account for. What was it?  
 
There are two big pieces of evidence that help answer that question. One is the empty tomb. We spoke 

about how that must be accounted for in our sermon last week, and I would encourage you to watch that 

if you missed it for a more complete discussion. In short, suggestions that Jesus did not die or that the 

women went to the wrong tomb are ludicrous, given the details we find in Mark: Pilate was certain to 

verify his death with the centurion (Mk 15:44-45), and the two Marys saw where Jesus was buried 

(15:47). The only really plausible alternative explanation is that the body was stolen. Of course, that 

runs into problems of its own when we consider the security measures of the seal and detachment of 

soldiers noted in Matt 27:62-66, not to mention the folded grave clothes. But, by itself, the empty tomb 

does not really prove anything.  
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It becomes more powerful with the second piece of evidence: people claimed to see Jesus alive again. We 

have a number of resurrection appearances noted in the gospel accounts. Beyond that, we have a handy 

summary of them offered by Paul: For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that 

Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the 

third day in accordance with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he 

appeared to more than five hundred brothers at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have 

fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he 

appeared also to me (1 Cor 15:4-6) 
 
Paul does not merely claim that Christ was raised. He claims that skeptics could find almost 500 eyewit-

nesses that were still alive 20 years later. Modern science is insistent upon empirical evidence for the sake 

of validity. That is just the kind of evidence presented in Scripture for Jesus’ resurrection: things seen with 

the human eye, touched with human hand, heard by human ear. 
 
So what this comes down to is whether or not we find these witnesses to be reliable. The skeptic says the 

accounts are biased and cannot be trusted. But that is the case with all history; there is no neutral, objective 

ground on which to stand. Consider here, as a by the way point, what we noted in our sermon, that the 

principal witnesses were women, who would not have been regarded as credible in the ancient world. No-

body would have invented that; it thus has the ring of truth. Furthermore, far from appearing to people who 

believed in him—biased observers—the accounts make clear that Thomas and especially Paul did NOT 

believe. More to the point, NONE of Jesus’ followers believed after his death that he was the Messiah. The 

encounter on the Emmaus road is illustrative, where Cleopas relates what happened and laments, But we 

had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel (Lk 24:21). The hopes of the disciples were dashed, be-
cause Jesus had, in their minds, proved to be one more would-be Messiah killed by the Romans; his move-

ment would die too, just like those of other pretenders, as the apostles were ready to go back to fishing, 

hiding in a secluded room, afraid they were next to be executed.  
 
But in a few weeks, these same men were overflowing with joy and courage. They were ready to die for 

Christ. What happened? Their own explanation was that they had seen the Lord alive.  
 
When we put this together with the empty tomb, we have compelling evidence. Psychological explana-

tions—that this was a metaphor for a new experience of grace, or they felt Jesus in their hearts, or even a 

mass hallucination—might be plausible in themselves, if we could point to the body. Then it would be evi-

dent this talk of resurrection was not literal. But the empty tomb indicates that Jesus is alive again. And the 

appearances indicate that it was the same Jesus who died. Both of those combined explain the faith of the 

early church and why the disciples willingly died.  
 
Does this prove that Jesus was raised from the dead? Not in the sense of mathematical proof; that is simply 

not how history works. But it does prove that these are not simply later legends tacked on to the story of 

Jesus. His earliest followers clearly believed not only that he died, but something happened to cause them 

to believe he was raised from the dead! What happened? The empty tomb and the meetings with Jesus are 

well-established facts. They are the only possible explanations for the central place that resurrection held 

in early Christian preaching. In any other historical inquiry, the answer to “What happened?” is obvious. If 

the only counter to that is, “That’s impossible!”—then who is really biased here? 

Bryant Perkins 

Sympathy 

We extend our sympathy to Daisy Cary on the 

death of her father, Gerald Lucy.   


