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                                                 PRAYER

Let’s be very clear about this. When we speak about the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, we are being asked to believe in something that has only happened once in the history of the world, and to believe in something that happened generations before we were even born. The Bible records other resurrections, but all of them eventually died again.
But Scripture says that Jesus rose and stayed alive right to the present moment. We worship not the memory of Christ, but the living Christ! Our entire faith rises and falls on whether or not the resurrection story is true or not.

Why should we believe something as incredible as a man rising from the dead?

Are we being asked to put our brains on hold--to rely on blind faith—and to embrace something that all rational and reasoned thought tells us is completely ludicrous?

I think that’s what some of you might think is being required of you. You think you have to completely distend your rational mind from reality and get into some kind of “other-worldly” religious mindset so you can believe the unbelievable and be a faithful “believing” Christian.
In actual fact-nothing could be farther from the truth! Have you ever noticed how much is made of eye-witnesses in Scripture. Many of the books of the NT describe not only seeing Jesus alive, but talking with him, touching him and seeing him eat food.

As Matthew presents the facts of the resurrection to us, he is very careful to present compelling evidence. When his evidence is cross-examined carefully, the objections actually prove much more implausible than the facts that he is presenting to us.
In other words, we are not being asked to believe in Christ’s resurrection in spite of the evidence, but because of the evidence! 
William Lane Craig is a Christian apologist who has a Phd in philosophy and a doctorate in theology. J.P. Moreland, another well known philosopher and apologist has said of William Lane Craig that “his academic work justifies ranking him among the top 1% of practicing philosophers in the Western World.”
William Lane Craig has written extensively about the resurrection of Christ and lectures and debates atheists at many of the best known Universities in the world. He says there are 3 virtually unassailable proofs of Christ’s resurrection:

(1) The Empty Tomb

(2) The Appearances of Christ to Many Eye-Witnesses
(3) The unlikelihood of the emergence of the Christian faith based on the cursed death & resurrection of its founder.
As we near the end of our study of Matthew, each of us must decide what you believe about Christ—Who is he? And what did he accomplish?

If the resurrection of Jesus Christ, happened, nothing can ever be the same again. If it didn’t happen, we need to stop playing religious games, shut down this church, and get on with our ultimately meaningless lives. 
So let’s look carefully at the evidence that Matthew presents to us. 

Please open your Bibles to Matt 27:55-28:15
The Evidence Naturally Leads to the Most Probable Verdict and Away from Highly Improbable Verdicts.
My outline today will be as follows.

1. The Facts of the Resurrection Presented as Evidence

2. The Objections Raised Against the Evidence and Why They Fail 

Let’s begin with the Facts as carefully presented to us by Matthew.

1. The Evidence for Jesus’ Resurrection
As Jesus dies on the cross, we find that a group of women are virtually the only ones who have not abandoned him (we also know that the apostle John was there from the book of John). We see this in Matt 27:55-56. Note that he even takes pains to name them. The question is “Why”? Why does he tell us this seemingly insignificant fact when so many other grand things are happening?

First of all, these women were eyewitnesses of Jesus death. (vs 50) They were there as he died on the cross. Secondly, two of this crowd- Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Jesus, followed Joseph of Arimathea to the tomb (we see this in Matt 27:61) 
One woman is called Mary the mother of James & Joseph in verse 56 (rather than the mother of Jesus) because it is eyewitness testimony that Matthew is after, and her two sons were easily identifiable.

Is not this the carpenter's son? Is not his mother called Mary? And are not his brothers James and Joseph and Simon and Judas? Matt 13:55
James became the key leader of the Jerusalem church. He is also named by Paul in 1 Cor 15 as one of the people Jesus appeared to physically after his resurrection (1 Cor 15:7). 

The third reason these two women are named is because they are the first ones that discover the empty tomb (Matt 28:1).

Now, here is what is utterly remarkable about this evidence. In Palestine, during Jesus’ day, a woman’s testimony was not admissible in court as testimony. If Matthew was trying to fabricate a story, using witnesses as proof, he never would have used women as the key witnesses! Yet he did just that. Why? Because that’s what actually happened! The inclusion of women as key witnesses by a first century writer is clear proof that the facts have not been altered in any way.
But there is further amazing proof. Joseph of Arimathea is used as a witness to Jesus death as well. But he is a member of the Jewish Sanhedrin. We know from John that he had not yet revealed his belief and loyalty to Jesus (Jn 19:38). Why would Matthew use a man, who was part of the council that condemned Jesus, as a witness to his death & the tomb he was buried in? NT scholar, Raymond Brown, commenting on this says the following:
“Jesus’ burial by Joseph is “very probable” since it is almost inexplicable why Christians would make up a story about a Jewish Sanhedrist who does what is right by Jesus.” Raymond Brown “The Death of the Messiah” p. 1240-41

It would be way too “out there” to invent such a story. It could be easily disproved in a moment…unless of course it was true! If Joseph could be spoken to after the fact—if he could verify Jesus’ dead body being taken to his personal tomb—well, that is powerful evidence indeed!

Now my friends, let me quickly review the evidence with you. We have several eye-witnesses to Jesus death. We have at least 3 eye-witnesses (Actually 4 - John 19:39 tells us Nicodemus was there to) to what tomb he was placed in (a cave in solid rock sealed with a large rock requiring several strong men to move). And then we have two women who witness that the tomb is empty in chapter 28—no corpse is present.
Finally in Matt 28:9-10 we have them meeting Jesus in person. It is no vision. Matthew is careful to tell us that they take hold of his physical feet (vs 9). Their reaction is not of a mother receiving her son from a near death experience, or the relief to find out everything is ok after all. 

They saw him die after being flogged so severely that he was almost already dead when he was crucified. They saw his cold, dead body wrapped in a death shroud. Later he was enclosed into a cave tomb using a large rock to seal it shut.  And now they were talking and touching him!! No happy family reunion here…just worship, fear, and stunning joy! (vs 8 & 9).
There is much other evidence that is presented by later Biblical authors, but this is all that Matthew presents to us. In his mind, the evidence is overwhelmingly convincing for any person open to the facts presented.

So let’s move to the objections to the facts presented and see how they hold up.

2. Objections to the Evidence for Jesus’ Resurrection

Let me give you 4 common objections that have been raised against the evidence presented in the New Testament over the years. Let me address the two most common objections first.
(1) The Disciples hallucinated and thought they saw Jesus alive from the dead. 

The hallucination theory falls apart pretty quickly when the evidence is examined. Is it likely that both women would have exactly the same hallucination? What about the 500 people that Paul mentions who saw Jesus alive at the same time, most of whom were still alive when Paul wrote 1 Corth? Are we to believe that 500 different people all hallucinated in the same way? That would be a psychological first without any other parallel in history. What about the fact that the women touched Jesus? And even if we were to concede that they did all hallucinate in the same way, it would be easy to just produce the dead corpse of Jesus to put the mindlessness to rest. But this did not happen.

(2)The second common objection, and the one most common in Matthews day, is that the apostles stole the body and deceived others into thinking Jesus was raised when they knew he was dead.

This explanation seems probable on first glance, but if examined more closely, it also crumbles before the evidence. 
Quite apart from the massive improbability that the disciples would have been able to overpower an armed Roman guard while rolling away the stone and removing Jesus’ body, there are much more problematic issues to this hypothesis.

We know, for instance, that all but one of the disciples died for their faith in Christ. While it is certainly possible to die for something that isn’t actually true (we have seen that in the suicide bombers of the world), no one dies for something they know to be false. 
The stolen body theory would have us believe that the disciples, while knowing that Jesus was dead and only an ordinary man, were all somehow willing to suffer & lay down their lives for a massive lie about him. 
On top of that, if the disciples were perpetuating a grand hoax, Matthew would never have used women as witnesses to his resurrection story since it held no real weight in society. No—that theory does not rise to the level of credibility. In fact, William Lane Craig says that virtually no scholar today believes or defends this hypothesis.

(3) The third objection is that Jesus only appeared dead, but was in
fact only weakened. Later he revived and showed himself to his disciples.
This theory produces far more unanswered questions than it answers. For example, It assumes that the Roman executioners somehow didn’t catch that Jesus wasn’t dead yet. Their typical practice was to break the legs so the crucified person suffocated, or as in Jesus’ case, they thrust a spear through the side and into the heart to guarantee death.

But even granting that somehow Jesus escaped death from seasoned executioners, are we to believe that a man who was flogged, crucified, wrapped in linen, and entombed – somehow moved a stone that usually required several strong men, from the inside of the tomb, and appeared to the disciples in a way that inspired & convinced them he was powerfully resurrected?!
As William Lane Craig explains,

“The apparent death hypothesis is massively disconfirmed by medical facts concerning what would happen to a person who had been scourged and crucified” William Lane Craig, Reasonable Faith p. 374 

This leaves us with the final objection raised.

(4)The wrong tomb hypothesis. This theory states that the tomb was empty because they went to the wrong tomb. 

But this doesn’t stand up to scrutiny either. Pilate could verify what Matthew wrote about who took Jesus’ body. So could Joseph who actually took it. So could the two women. Why accept a visit to a tomb as historical but deny that they were at the right tomb? Surely, this editing of the data shows more about the anti-miraculous presuppositions of the historian, than what it says of the historical facts themselves.
On top of that, this doesn’t answer other more puzzling aspects of the case. Why didn’t the Jewish leaders just produce the body to put the assertion to rest once and for all?

This also doesn’t account for the many physical appearances of Christ. If Jesus was in fact dead in another tomb, who was this Jesus impersonator appearing to so many and convincing them that we had been raised from the dead? His mothers, his brothers, his disciples—all fooled by him? Really?!
I have actually only skimmed the surface on the answers to these common objections. If you want to research these further, I recommend the following books:

Matthew is not just writing a story about Jesus here. He is giving us evidence—evidence that demands a verdict. Have you ever wrestled with the evidence? Our faith is to be founded on solid facts…not fiction.

Though God does sometimes call us to believe contrary to our experience or understanding, he never calls us to believe contrary to the facts. Faith is just resting on the facts.

What do you believe about the resurrection? Do you believe Jesus was bodily & physically raised from the dead?
If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. Rom 10:9
