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The Resurrection of Jesus: Do You Believe It?
Homily for Easter Day 2007

Today is the greatest feast of the Christian year, the feast of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Messiah of God, from the dead.  Today is our day of victory, today is our day of triumph, today is our day of joy and gladness beyond measure.  
· Victory, because Jesus by his resurrection conquered sin, Satan, and death.
· Triumph, because Jesus by his resurrection is vindicated in everything he taught during his earthly life and ministry.
· Joy and gladness, because Jesus through his resurrection enables us also to defeat and rise again from our own deaths and to share with him in the glorious eternal life of heaven.
But . . .You knew there had to be a “but,” some kind of catch, right?

But . . . you have to believe, sincerely and truly believe, that Jesus actually and physically rose from the dead in order to experience this great joy and gladness and this eternal life.

The apostle Paul writes in the 15th chapter of 1st Corinthians that “If in this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men [the] most miserable.”  He says, “And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.”
The resurrection of Jesus is the central fact, the core event, of all of St. Paul’s preaching and teaching.  Paul was converted from a persecutor and killer of Christians into the most zealous missionary of all time because the resurrected Jesus confronted him on the road to Damascus.
In fact, do you know what the main function of the 12 apostles was in the New Testament Church?  To be a witness of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
We learn in Acts chapter 1 that the very first thing the apostles do following the ascension of Christ, as they are gathered together in prayer in the upper room at Jerusalem, is to pick a man to take the place of Judas, the apostle who had betrayed Christ.  Why do they do this?  Peter says, to “become a witness with us of His resurrection.”

In this morning’s Gospel, taken from John chapter 20, we hear of Mary Magdalene, followed by St. Peter and “that disciple whom Jesus loved” going to the tomb of Jesus and finding it empty.  The gigantic stone that sealed up the entrance to the tomb had been mysteriously and inexplicably rolled away, and inside there was no body.  There were grave clothes and a face cloth that had been wrapped around his head, but no Jesus.
So Peter went in and then that other disciple whom Jesus loved, whom tradition says is St. John, he went in, too.  And what does our text tell us?  “And he saw”—that is, St. John saw—“and believed.”
He believed that Jesus had been raised from the dead, just as Jesus had said would happen but no one understood him at the time.  And he also believed, perhaps for the first time, that Jesus was and is the Messiah, the anointed one of God sent to save God’s people.

And Mary Magdalene also believed in the resurrected Jesus.  A few verses after our Gospel passage, in the same 20th chapter, she is standing outside the tomb weeping.  This is after the two disciples have gone on home.  And as she is weeping, she bent down and looked inside the tomb, and there she saw two angels all in white, sitting at the head and foot of where Jesus had been laid.  And these angels said to Mary, “why are you crying?”  She responded, “because they have taken away my Lord, and I don’t know where they have put him.”
And suddenly she realized that another person was there behind her, a man she thought was a gardener.  The tomb of Jesus, you see, was in a garden.  And this man, too, asks her why she is crying.  “Sir,” she says to him, “if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.”

It was at this point that the man, who is actually Jesus, calls her by name: “Mary.”  And now she realized it was the resurrected Master.  And she then went and told the disciples, “I have seen the Lord.”

You see, Mary, too, now believed.

And in all the Gospels, as well as the Book of Acts, we have various accounts of the resurrected Jesus walking, talking, eating and drinking with the disciples.

In that same 15 chapter of 1st Corinthians that I quoted to you earlier, St. Paul writes:

“For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born.”

The resurrection is the central fact of our Christian faith.  It guarantees that everything Jesus said was true, and that he truly is the Messiah of God, the Savior of the world.
But all of this is for nothing if you and I don’t believe that Jesus actually and physically rose from the dead.

Do you believe it?

