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32 STEPS

through the mountain peaks
of the Bible story

Part 38p> "The Firstborn from the Dead"

It's the early hours of Sunday morning. Jesus's body has lain in the
tomb since Friday evening. Suddenly, "there was a great earthquake, for
an angel of the Lord descended from heaven and came and rolled back
the stone and sat on it. His appearance was like lightning, . . . . the
guards trembled and became like dead men." (Matthew 28:2-4).

Jesus had paid the penalty for our sin—spiritual death and physical
death—in full. Death no longer had any hold over Him (see Romans
6:9)! So, in the darkness that morning, Jesus was raised from death.

The Bible tells us about others who were raised from death. But
Jesus's resurrection was totally different. No-one else had yet been
raised with a transformed resurrection body, never to die again.

Very early that morning, some women go to the tomb to finish
embalming Jesus's body. One is Mary Magdalene. We can't be sure of
the exact order of events on that momentous day. But the following
sequence seems very probable.!"!

The women arrive at the tomb; they find the stone rolled back.
Immediately, Mary assumes Jesus's body has been removed. She
dashes off to tell Peter and John. Meanwhile, the other women enter
the tomb. It's empty! Two angels appear. One says “He is not here, for
he has risen, . ... Come, see the place where he lay. Then go quickly
and tell his disciples that he has risen from the dead, and behold, he is
going before you to Galilee; there you will see him.” (Matthew 28:6-7).
Dazed and trembling, yet full of joy, the women rush back to the city.

As soon as Peter and John hear Mary's news, they race to the tomb.
They take a different route, so they don't meet the women returning
from the tomb. We read, "Simon Peter came, . .. and went into the
tomb. He saw the linen cloths lying there, and the face cloth, which had
been on Jesus' head, not lying with the linen cloths but folded up in a
place by itself." (John 20:6-7). John follows him into the tomb. From the
orderly position of the burial cloths, it dawns on John that Jesus has
risen—even though he and Peter don't yet realise that the Scriptures
had foretold this all along!

Peter and John go home—probably John's house in Jerusalem. Mary
Magdalene now returns to the tomb; John records what happens (John
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20:11-17). She still doesn't know the other women have seen the angels.
Weeping, she peers into the tomb. She sees the angels, who ask,
“Woman, why are you weeping?” She replies: “They have taken away my
Lord, and | do not know where they have laid him.” Then she turns and
sees Jesus. He asks, "Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you
seeking?”. She replies, thinking Him to be the gardener; then Jesus
speaks her name, “Mary”. Her grief is swallowed up in joy; she cries out
“Rabboni”, meaning, ‘my teacher’. Jesus says: “Do not cling to me, for |
have not yet ascended to the Father; but go to my brothers and say to
them, 'l am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and
your God."” Mary races back to John's house to break the wonderful
news to those gathered there. Two or more of the women hurry off to
tell the other disciples, who are probably lying low in Bethany. On the
way, Jesus appears to these women, too (Matthew 28:9).

The tomb was in a garden (John 19:41). So the risen Jesus meets Mary
in a garden. That takes us back to another garden and another
woman—Eve in the Garden of Eden. In that garden, God told the
snake: “l will put enmity between you and the woman, and between
your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike
his heel” (Genesis 3:15 NIV). One day, a single offspring of Eve would
“crush” Satan’s “head”—in other words, defeat him. Now the Serpent-
Crusher has crushed the serpent! By His death and resurrection, Jesus
has defeated Satan. And who's the first to hear this glorious news?
Another woman, in another garden!

Meanwhile, the guards report to the chief priests (Matthew 28:11-15).
They and the Jewish leaders know something supernatural has
happened. In desperation, they invent a story—they claim the disciples
stole Jesus's body while the guards were sleeping. It's laughably
improbable. But it's the best they can do!

At some point during that day, the other disciples return to the city.
That day, too, Jesus appears to Peter (Luke 24:33-34, 1 Corinthians
15:5). Three times, during Jesus's trial before the Jewish leaders, Peter
has denied His Lord (Matthew 26:69-75). How tenderly must Jesus have
spoken to Peter, to assure him of His love and forgiveness.

On that Sunday, too, Jesus joins two men walking from Jerusalem to a
village called Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35). He talks with them, but they
don't recognise Him. They invite Him to stay with them in Emmaus. At
the meal table, their unknown guest takes bread, blesses it and breaks
it. Then he gives it to them; then He vanishes! Now they realise who
their guest is! They hurry back to Jerusalem, where they find ten of the
disciples and others gathered with them. As they talk over all that's
happened, Jesus Himself appears among them (Luke 24:36-49).
Frightened, they think He's a ghost. But Jesus reassures them, saying,
“...itis | myself. Touch me, and see. For a spirit does not have flesh
and bones as you see that | have.” Then He eats some food in front
of them. So conclude the events of that momentous day.

Witnesses to the risen Lord

The Bible records Jesus appearing a number of times during the 40
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days until His ascension. There were plenty of eyewitnesses alive during
the early years of the Church to testify to Jesus's resurrection. In
addition to His appearances on Sunday, He appears again to His
disciples in Jerusalem, now including Thomas (John 20:24-29), and to
seven disciples by the Sea of Galilee (John 21:1-14). He also meets with
over 500 of His followers in Galilee (1 Corinthians 15:6). This meeting is
planned; it seems to have been like a one-day conference with the Lord
Himself as the Guest Speaker. It's probably the occasion when Jesus
gives His disciples His great commission (Matthew 28:16-20). Jesus also
appears to His half-brother James (1 Corinthians 15:7). Finally, Jesus
meets with His disciples in Jerusalem, probably on the evening before
His ascension. He then leads them out to the Mount of Olives, blesses
them, and is lifted up into Heaven (Luke 24:50-53, Acts 1:9-12). And, one
day, He will return to Earth (see Acts 1:11, Revelation 1:7).
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Jesus meets with seven disciples by the Sea of Galilee (John 21:1-23).

The New Testament writers make it clear that the Resurrection
happened and could be verified. Luke wrote that Jesus “presented
himself alive to them after his suffering by many proofs” (Acts 1:3). And
the apostles made Jesus's resurrection a key point in their preaching.
Paul writes: “. . . if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in
vain and your faith is in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:14).

Jesus's resurrection and ours

Jesus is the "firstborn from the dead" (Colossians 1:18). He's "the
firstfruits" (1 Corinthians 15:20,23), the first of the crop. We're the full
harvest—we, too, will get resurrection bodies like His when He
returns to Earth (1 Corinthians 15:23).

And we're already spiritually resurrected with Christ. Paul writes:
"God, . .. made us alive together with Christ . .. and raised us up with
him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus"

(Ephesians 2:4-6). We'll explore this later in our series.

At the Father's right hand

Forty days after His resurrection, Jesus ascends into Heaven (Luke
24:50-51, Acts 1:9-11). There He takes His seat at the Father's right
hand—the place of supreme honour. In Part 31, we saw Daniel's vision
of God, “the Ancient of Days”, in His heavenly courtroom (Daniel 7:9).
One “like a son of man” is led into God's presence and "given dominion
and glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, . .. should serve him; his
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David" (Luke 1:32).

dominion is an everlasting dominion, . .. ." (7:13-14). Daniel seems to be
viewing the Ascension from Heaven's perspective—Jesus coming up
from Earth to His Father in Heaven. He's now seated there, enthroned
in absolute authority over all creation—including over Satan and all the
forces of evil. His enemies are now being defeated; as David
prophesied, "The LORD says to my Lord: 'Sit at my right hand, until |
make your enemies your footstool™ (Psalm 110:1).

Of course, the Son of God has always ruled creation: after all, "by him all
things were created" (Colossians 1:16), and He sustains everything (see
Colossians 1:17, Hebrews 1:3). But now Jesus Christ rules creation as a
Man, too—God's Messiah, the Son of David (see Luke 1:30-33). A king of
David's dynasty, Jesus Christ, now sits on the throne of the
Universe—"the throne of his father David" (Luke 1:32). The Father has
given Him a kingdom that will last for ever—the Kingdom of God. Now
our King has commanded us to gather in citizens for His kingdom.?
That's why He gives His disciples, and us, His great commission: "All
authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore
and make disciples of all nations, .. .." (Matthew 28:18-20).

Jesus's risen body is the very same body that He had during His earthly
life. It was His tortured, crucified, and thoroughly dead body that rose
again—a body that still bore the marks of His crucifixion (John 20:20,27),
and (we may assume) still does. His resurrection body has new powers;
He could, for example, appear and disappear from human sight at will.
But His body was solid, able to be handled, and to eat and drink.

And Jesus still has a physical body in Heaven. It's a glorious body—but
it's a human body, nonetheless. When He returned to Heaven at His
ascension He didn't stop being a Man. Jesus loves us so much that He'll
always be a Member of our human race. He's glad to be called our
Brother (see Hebrews 2:11). Such is His love and grace!

God gave Adam and Eve dominion over the Earth. In Jesus, humanity's
dominion has been restored. A Member of our human race rules Earth,
and every planet and star, and the invisible heavenly realms, too. And,
even now, we believers share His rule over Earth and Heaven. We share
in His victory over the evil powers.

Next time...

Ten days after Jesus's ascension, God launches a new phase in His
plan of salvation. Jesus pours out the Holy Spirit on His disciples. We
call this 'The Day of Pentecost'. We'll see what happens next time.

Bible Readings and Question

You may like to read Acts 2:22-36 and 1 Corinthians 15:14. Here's a
question to think about: P Why is Jesus's resurrection such a central
and vital part of the gospel message?
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