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On the Third Day, Part 2: The Empty Tomb

Easter Sunday, March 23, 2008

As we wrap up our short Easter Series called, "On the Third Day," I'd like to start by reading from a letter written a long time ago by the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:3-8. 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 to the twelve. After that he appeared to more than 500 of the brothers and the sisters at the same time most of whom are still living... Then he appeared to James and then to all the apostles and last of all he appeared to me also.
Do you remember being back in High School when, in spite of unimaginable boredom and restlessness and total information overload… even as the bell is about to ring… one of your teachers just keeps going on and on? 

· As you grow increasingly numb, there's only one question on what's left of your mind... 

· In fact, it's probably the most common question students have in high school. Sometimes you’re just thinking about the question... 

· While at other times, out of desperation, you have no choice but to raise your hand and ask the question out loud. 

· Do you know what that question is? "Is this gonna' be on the test?" Do I actually have to know this stuff? 

· And every once in a while, if you have, at least what you'd perceive back then to be a great teacher, they'll actually tell you... as though there's even a remote chance you’re gonna to listen to anything else they have to say.                                                                       

Well, as Paul wrote those words we just read to the church at Corinth, keep in mind that more than ninety percent of his audience would have been illiterate. 

· So, when they received Paul’s letter… someone would likely have stood up in front of the congregation, reading it out loud word for word.

· But, because of how long it was… and it was long… people could be listening for more than an hour. 

· And, believe me, as someone who talks a lot in front of people, once you start going too long, something tends to happen in a crowd. 

Now, be honest, how many of you ever find your minds wandering at times while someone is speaking?  How many of you are actually not listening right now? 

· You see, because Paul understands this, he says something at the start of this passage... sort of letting them know that what he’s about to say is definitely going to be on the final!

· So, he tells them, “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.”
· “What I’m sharing with you was once shared with me… and, believe me… this is important… this is something you need to know… 

· that not only did Jesus die for our sins… but He was also raised on the third day according to the Scriptures.”

But just before we look at the reality of that empty tomb discovered on that third day, I’d like us to turn back a bit to the early days of Israel, before David or Solomon.

· After wandering around in the desert for forty years carrying the Ark of the Covenant with them, the people of Israel finally arrive at the Promised Land.    

· And yet, it’s not an easy time for them.  Without a king to lead them… and with the Philistines fighting against them, they wonder how they’ll ever survive.

Hoping for victory, they decide to take the offensive against the Philistines… but they’re just no match for this far more seasoned army.  

· So, they start asking the hard questions... and rather than look at themselves, they get frustrated with God… asking Him, “God, where were you… we were counting on you… why didn’t you fix this for us?”
· Seems to me I’ve asked God those same questions a few hundred times or more in my own life.
· But then, somebody gets an idea and says: “Let's go into battle with the Philistines one more time, only this time, we'll use our secret weapon. This time we'll bring the Ark of the Covenant into the battle.” 

Now, keep in mind that the Ark of the Covenant was a sacred container made of acacia wood and covered with gold… 

· Where they kept the Ten Commandments and some of the manna that God had provided for them during their time in the wilderness.

· But more than that, the Ark of the Covenant, in a way, represented the very "Presence of God." 

· And so, they figured that if they brought it into battle with them, then maybe this time they’d beat those Philistines once and for all.

· You see, they viewed the Ark of the Covenant in kind of a “God-in-a-box” sort of way... that if we take it into battle with us, then God will have to give us what we’re hoping for.

So, they go into battle a second time, and, guess what? It's a disaster! They lose seven times more soldiers in the second battle than they did the first time around. 

· But as horrible as all that was… for them, the worst part of the story was that the Philistines captured the Ark of the Covenant. 

· I mean… this would have been unthinkable to them. It was like losing the very "Presence of God" that makes them distinct as a people. 

· And yet, it’s after they've lost everything they've been hoping for that the story get interesting because, now, God is going to do what they could never have done for themselves. You see…

The Philistines carry the Ark of the Covenant off to a city called 1Ashdod, which was where the main temple of their god was located... a large stone god called Dagon. (1Ashdod is a coastal city located on the Mediterranean about 70 miles west of Jerusalem)
· And after the priests take the Ark inside and place it next to the statue of Dagon, all the Philistines begin to cheer, because they think that Dagon has prevailed over Yahweh, the God of the Israelites. 

· Well, late that night, after a long day of celebration… with no one around to see or hear what is going on, something happens there in the temple… 

· Because we’re told in I Samuel 5:3 that, "When the people of Ashdod came in early the next day, there was Dagon fallen on his face on the ground before the ark of the Lord.”

Now, the text doesn’t tell us what the priests thought: Maybe it was an accident? Maybe it was just a coincidence? It just doesn’t tell us what was they were thinking…

· But, on the surface, it looked to them as if Dagon was there on the ground bowing down to the God of Israel. 

· Dagon's priests realize that it doesn’t look good to have their god bowing down to the God of Israel… so they dust their god off a bit and prop him back up.

· So, then… all day long, on the second day, the Philistines come into the temple again to celebrate their victory and offer sacrifices and sing songs to the great Dagon. 

· But again that night, after the priests turn off the lights and head on home, they once again leave Dagon alone with Ark of the Covenant. 

· Believe me, if Dagon could talk, all he’d say is, "Uyh, here we go again!" 
So, the next morning when they come in, the priests find that once again, Dagon has fallen on the ground before the Ark of the Lord. 

· And… not only that… this time his head and his hands have been cut off and laid neatly across the threshold of the temple…

· So that all that was left of Dagon inside the temple was a stump!

· So, do you want to know what happens next? Well, the text doesn't exactly say. All we know is that on the third day, something powerful happened in that temple. 

· The first day was a very dark day. It looked like the God of Israel really was defeated… as though the glory was gone. 

In fact, after they lose the battle and the Ark is captured, Eli, the priest of Israel, dies along with his two sons.

· When his daughter-in-law, who was in childbirth, hears about this… and how the Philistines had captured the Ark of the Covenant… she decides to name her son, Ichabad.

· Now, the word, Chabad, is the Hebrew word for "glory." 

· But, when you put an "i" in front of a word, it makes it the negative… the same way that an atheist is the opposite of somebody who is a theist. 

· And so, Eli’s daughter-in-law names her son, "Ichabad," which means, "the glory is gone." 

You see, in that moment, she expressed the heart of all Israel… the heart of a people struggling to understand where God was through all of this.  All those promises of God… and now what? 

· Well… that was the first day… the day heaven was silent. No hope. No glory. And, no understanding of why God allowed this to happen.

· Truth is, we’ve all been there, haven’t we… where we experience the silence of God in the midst of painful seasons?  That was the first day.

· Then there was the second day, and the second day was a day of hidden anguish… a day of ambiguity & anxiety as well as confusion & fatigue. 

But then came the third day! On the third day, the story takes a 180-degree turn. Not only does God break their stone god into pieces, but we’re told in 1 Samuel 5:6 that “The Lord’s hand was heavy upon the people of Ashdod…”
· So much so that the people insisted that the Ark be taken to another city. But when they brought the Ark there, the same thing happened. 

· So they brought it to a third city… and then a fourth… and the same thing happened. 

So the rulers and the people decided to not only bring it back to Israel… but they brought it back with “guilt offerings” from each of the cities they had brought it to… hoping that Yahweh would forgive them.

· In fact, when they finally arrived in Israel, someone said, “Who can stand in the presence of the Lord, this holy God?” (6:20)
· It was on the third day that God delivered His people from the Philistines… because the third day is God's day. The day hope was restored to all of Israel. 

You see, God really is a God of the Third Day!  In fact, there are a number of times through the Old Testament where, in the midst of disappointment and pain, God comes to deliver His people. 

· In Genesis 22, God calls Abraham to make the supreme sacrifice by offering his own son, Isaac, as a sacrifice to God.
· But on the third day, after Abraham and Isaac arrived on Mount Moriah, with Isaac lying there on the altar, God stops Abraham...
· asking him to sacrifice, in Isaac’s place, a ram that God Himself provided.
· After God delivered Israel from Egyptian captivity, He told Moses there on Mount Sinai in Exodus 19:10 to "Consecrate the people and make them ready by the third day, because on that day, the Lord will come down. And on the morning of the third day, it came to pass."
When all the Israelites living in captivity were threatened with genocide, a harem girl named Esther called all of God’s people to pray.  After three days, she went to the King to seek deliverance for her people, which he granted.

· When Jonah is swallowed up into the belly of the great fish... does anybody want to take a guess how many days he's in there? 

· He was there three days before God delivered him. 

· When Israel was afraid to go into the Promised Land, God said to Israel in Joshua 1:9-11, “Don't be afraid. Don't be discouraged. Three days from now, you will cross the Jordan to possess the land the Lord has given you.”
· Right now, things are messed up. Right now, hope is being crushed. Right now, hearts are disappointed. But, it’s only day one!

When King Hezekiah was near death, he cried out to God that He would spare his life… even though the prophet Isaiah told him that he wouldn’t recover.

· And yet, in 2 Kings 20:5, God said to him, “I have heard your prayer, I have seen your tears; indeed, I will heal you. On the Third day you shall go up to the house of the Lord” where God would add fifteen years to his life.

· In the Book of Hosea, 6:1-2, the prophet Hosea calls out to Israel saying, "Come, let us return to the Lord. After two days, He will revive us. On the third day, He will restore us that we may live in His presence.”
Years later, deliverance would come in a way that, believe me, nobody was looking for… where God would come to His people living under Roman occupation… not in some Ark… but as a Man. 

· We’re told in John 1:14 that "The Word became flesh and dwelt among us."
· Now, the word for dwelt literally is the word they had used for "tabernacle," the place God’s presence rests with His people.

· You see, the tabernacle was the place where the Ark of the Covenant was… the dwelling place of God.

· In other words, we’re told that this Man "tabernacled among us." 

· “And the Word became flesh and tabernacled among us. We beheld His glory (His "chabad"), the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father.”

But it was unexpected kind of glory. It came in a strange combination of humility & loneliness and fearlessness & love. 

· Nobody could use Jesus… nobody could manipulate Him to get what they wanted. Nobody could shut Him up… 

· Nobody could tame Him… not the religious leaders, not the zealots… nobody! 

· So in the end, those who were in power took Him and lashed Him with a whip and pierced Him with a sword and hung Him on a cross and laid Him in a tomb. 

That was the first day… a horrific day that no one saw coming… even though Jesus had told them how this dark day had to come. 

· His followers were crushed. They had seen the glory for a while, and now it was gone. Now it was lying in a tomb. The glory was gone. 

· The second day, it didn't look any better. On the second day, Pontius Pilate posted a guard to stand watch over the tomb, because he was in control now. 

· He wanted to make sure that nothing happened... that nobody came in and did anything funny with that body. 

· On the second day, Pontius Pilate posted a guard and said to himself: "Well, I guess that's the end of that. I don't know much about this Jesus, but we sure have built a nice little box for him."
But the thing about Jesus is, you just can't contain Him in any kind of box or tomb. He never was a god-in-a-box kind of God. 

· They thought that His death meant His defeat… but, in dying, He did for us what we could never have done on our own.

· He died for our sins… He paid the penalty that we should have paid.  

· He was setting everything right between God and us. He was dying the death that, by all rights, you and I should have died. 

· That was the second day. It was a dark, hope-crushing day. But it was only the second day!

You all know that some people maintain that the third day never happened… that Jesus was never raised… that His body is still lying in a cave some place. 

· In fact, how many of you remember a documentary produced by James Cameron on the Discovery Channel last year called, "The Lost Tomb of Jesus." 

· The basis for Cameron's thesis was that a tomb with several ossuaries in it had been found in Jerusalem (ossuaries are boxes filled with bones). 

Now, keep in mind that after someone died in the ancient world, they were first put into a tomb or a cave.

· But then, after a period of time, their bones would be gathered and placed in a box. That box was called an ossuary.

· And so, over time, a family tomb would likely consist of a number of ossuaries.

Well, one of the ossuaries in this particular tomb had the name "Joseph" inscribed on it; Another had the name "Mary;" 

· And another had a name that was virtually impossible to decrypt, though Cameron’s best guess is that it reads, “Jesus, Son of Joseph.” 

· And, because of this, Cameron’s documentary claimed that these ossuaries prove that Jesus was never resurrected… and that the third day never happened. 

· Problem is that there were nine other ossuaries in this family tomb… none of whose names fit what we know about Jesus.

Truth is, the names “Jesus” and “Joseph” were very popular names in the first century. 

· In fact, Nine hundred tombs have been found around Jerusalem over the last century or so, and Jesus’ name appears on 99 of them… while the name, Joseph, appears on 45 different ossuaries.

· As for Mary… her name is the most common female name in the ancient Jewish world.

· This is why Tom Wright, one of the preeminent New Testament scholar of our day, said: "Those names were so common in first century Jerusalem that finding a tomb with those names on the ossuaries would be kind of like finding a New York phone directory with the names ‘John Smith’ or ‘Linda Smith’ in it." 

The funny thing is that scholars have actually known about that tomb since 1980, when it was discovered. In fact, the BBC did a documentary on it in 1996. 

· And yet, none of the scholars involved, including the Israeli archeologists who found it...  none of them, Christian or not, thought there was even a remote chance that it was the tomb of the family of Jesus of Nazareth.
· Beyond all that, the Joseph in the Bible was a carpenter in Nazareth. He never lived in Jerusalem and certainly wouldn't have been buried there.

And not only that, but the tombs of martyrs in Jesus' day were nearly always venerated… becoming popular destinations for religious pilgrimages. 

· If Jesus had a known tomb, it would have been venerated by His followers. 

· And yet, all but one of Jesus’ disciples… as well as many of His other followers… gave their lives sacrificially because of one thing… because that tomb was empty.

· You see, they wouldn’t have given their lives for a lie.

Instead, we have written documentation within one generation of Jesus' life… when there were still eyewitnesses around to challenge it… that 500 people saw Him alive again after His resurrection. 

· Within weeks of the documentary, the scholarly rebuttal of Cameron’s film became so extensive that the only real proof Cameron had was a bracelet found in the ossuary that had the letters WWID stamped on it… translated to mean, “What Would I Do?” Just kidding.

· What is true is that, for Jesus’ followers, day one and day two were some of the most horrific days of their lives.

That was Friday… but you know what was just around the corner, right? Sunday! You see God really is a God of the Third Day! The Third Day is God's day.

· The Third Day is the day when prisoners of Pharaoh get set free.

· The Third Day is the day the people come to the mountains and the mountains shake and rivers are parted and people go into the Promised Land.

· The Third Day is the day when harem girls like Esther face down powerful, giant kings.

· The Third Day is the day that prophets like Jonah are dropped off at seaside ports by giant fish.

· The Third Day is the day that stone gods like Dagon come tumbling down, and God starts coming home to His people.

· The Third Day is the day stones are rolled away.

· The Third Day is the day a crucified carpenter came back to life.

And yet, Jesus said that if you want to live, you’ll have to die.  You see, there can’t be an Easter without a Good Friday… there can be no empty tomb without the cross. 

· There can’t be a Third Day without the first day and second day. 

· There was a time, 2000 years ago, when a small band of frightened, foolish men and women lost all hope…

· But then the Third Day came… and they changed the world! 

One day while walking through the temple courts in Jerusalem, Jesus began to overturn the tables of all the moneychangers who had turned God’s house into the worst kind of marketplace. 

· Angry for what He had done, the Jewish leaders called out to Jesus in John 2:18-22 saying, "What are you doing? If God gave you authority to do this, show us a miraculous sign to prove it."  19"All right," Jesus replied. "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up."
· 20"What!" they exclaimed. "It has taken forty-six years to build this Temple, and you can rebuild it in three days?" 21But when Jesus said "this temple," he meant his own body. 22After he was raised from the dead, his disciples remembered he had said this, and they believed both the Scriptures and what Jesus had said.”

· You see, it was after the Third Day… after Jesus was raised from the dead, that the disciples fully understood just how much God was a Third Day God.

Truth is, nobody is going to die for a pile of bones, but for a Third Day God... people would give their lives for that. And, in fact, from that day on, the world has never been the same. 

· From the Third Day on, Jesus' followers, who had always observed the Sabbath, began worshipping on Sunday instead... on the Third Day... what they began to call, in the New Testament, the "Lord's Day." 

· From the Third Day on, those who have given their lives to Jesus can finally put their hope in someone who could not be contained… 

· not by death and certainly not that large stone covering up the entrance to Jesus’ tomb.

· Remember, the stone on that tomb was moved, NOT to let Jesus out (after all, the angel told Mary that Jesus had already been risen) but to let Mary & the disciples in.

Truth is, no stone would ever have been large enough to hold Him.  The only thing that brought Jesus to that cross and to that tomb was His desire to redeem us back into intimate relationship with God. 

· From the third day on, those who have given their lives to Jesus can finally put their hope in someone who really does have power & authority over life & death.
· In fact, in John 11:25, after raising Lazarus from the grave, Jesus called Himself the “Resurrection and the Life.” 
Maybe you’ve wondered if there really was someone whom you could place your ultimate hope in.
· Maybe you’ve wondered if there is a better foundation out there upon which you could build your life on.
· Guys… we can trust our lives into His hands. Even when the challenges of life keep banging down on you… wave after wave… you can trust Him. 
Perhaps this has been a really good season in your life… and that you're here today, and your genuinely filled with gratitude and joy. Maybe on this Easter you just want to say "Thank you" to God for that. 

· Though, maybe you’re here today, and there's a disappointment that is sitting heavy on your spirit. 

· Maybe you’re experiencing the pain of a broken relationship, the frustration of ongoing health problems, the ache of loneliness or the sting of addiction.

· Maybe there’s something that’s been filling you with fear or worry and over time its just beat you down. 
If anything like that is echoing inside of you, then hear Jesus’ invitation to come to Him…
· He says, in Matthew 11:28, “Come to Me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”

· The One who understands more about the pains & disappointments & suffering of life, invites us to “caste our burdens and anxieties and fears upon Him”…

· To trust Him… that not only will He sustain you through the first and second day… but that, in His time, the Third Day will come.

· So, the question this Easter is… will you trust Him… will you trust that He is the God of the Third Day… for you! 

