Sabbath Sermon of May 4, 2013

By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

Jesus Resurrection and Appearances
John Chapter 20

John tells us here that Mary Magdalene when it was still dark, because it was still night, she came to the sepulcher, and saw the stone taken away from the sepulcher or tomb. She panicked and ran back to where all the apostles where gathered and told Peter and the rest of the apostles, and said to them that they have stolen the body of Jesus out of the sepulcher, and she does not know where they have taken his body.
6-8. The presence of linen clothes lying there and the head wrapping rolled up in a place by itself could indicate that Jesus miraculously came through the grave when he rose from the dead. A grave robber could not have possibly made off with Jesus body and left the linens as if they were still shaped around it. As further proof that the disciples did not fabricate this story, we find that Peter and John were surprised that Jesus was not in the tomb. When John saw the grave clothes looking like an empty cocoon from which Jesus had emerged, he believed Jesus had risen. It was not until after they had seen the empty tomb that they remembered what the Scriptures and Jesus had said, that he would die, but he would also rise again!
“And believed.” What was it they believed? That Jesus had risen from the dead and was alive forever-more. Jesus resurrection is the key to the Christian faith. Some would say Why? Just as he said; Jesus rose from the dead. We can be confident; therefore, he will accomplish all he has promised. Jesus bodily resurrection shows us that the living Jesus Christ, not a false prophet or imposter, is ruler of God’s eternal Kingdom. We can be certain of our own resurrection because Jesus was resurrected. Death is not the end, there is future life. The divine power that brought Jesus back to life is now available to us to bring our spiritual dead selves back to life. The resurrection is the basis for the Church’s witness to the world.
9-12. For as yet they knew not the scripture. The Old Testament spoke of the resurrection (Psalm 16 verse 10) of the Messiah. Jesus himself told his disciples he would rise from the dead (Luke 18 verse 33). Despite this, the disciples appeared to be under a cloud not understanding what is plain to us today but not plain to them in that day before the full revelation of God was given. After the resurrection, Jesus opened their minds that they might understand the Old Testament, and he revealed to them, in all of that book, the things concerning himself (Luke 24 verses 44 and 45).
11-16. Mary did not recognize Jesus at first, neither did she say that she saw him rising or coming out of the tomb, because Jesus was already gone at the end of the three days and three nights as he said he would (Matthew 12 verse 40).  Jesus came back for Mary because she wouldn’t go home with the other disciples. She stood outside the tomb weeping and would look into the tomb for him. She stood expecting an answer to her complaint from the angels; and either seeing the shadow, or hearing the tread, of some person behind her, she turned herself back from talking with the angels, and sees Jesus himself standing, the very person she was looking for, and yet she knew not that it was Jesus. First, the Lord is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart (Psalm 34 verse 18), nearer than they are aware. Secondly, those that seek Jesus Christ, though they do not see him, may yet be sure he is not far from them. Those that diligently seek the Lord will turn every way in their enquiry after him. Mary’s grief had blinded her; she could not see him because she did not expect to see him again. Then he spoke her name, and immediately she recognized him.  Imagine the joy that flooded her heart when she heard her Savior saying her name. My friends, Jesus is near, and he is calling your name. Can you, like Mary, answer him by saying, “My Lord”?  
The chronology of Jesus’ resurrection appearance seems to be as follows: (1) to Mary Magdalene and the other women (Matthew 28 verse 9; Mark 16 verse 9 and 10; John 20 verse 11 to 18; (2) to the disciples on the road to Emmaus (Mark 16 verse 12; Luke 24 verses 13 to 15; (3) to Peter (Luke 24 verse 34;  First Corinthians 15 verse 5); (4) to the ten disciples in upper room (John 20 verse 19; (5) to the eleven in the upper room with Thomas present (Mark 16 verse 14; Luke 24 verse 36; John 20 verse 26) (6) to the disciples at the Sea of Tiberias (John 21 verses1 to 24); (7) to the eleven on a mountain in Galilee (Matthew 28 verses 16 to 20; (8) to the hundred of the brethren (First Corinthians 15 verse 16); (9) to James (First Corinthians 15 verse 7); (10) to all of the apostles (First Corinthians 15 verse 7); (11) to those present when he ascended into heaven (Mark 16 verse 19; Luke 24 verse 50 and 51; Acts 1 verse 3 to 12).
Because Jesus the Lord of the Sabbath resurrected on the Sabbath day, true Christians should believe the Sabbath for the reason that in “it all previous Sabbaths converged and were fulfilled by and in Jesus Christ on and in the Sabbath, by rising from the dead “on the Sabbath,” and “before the first day of the week,” in the very end of day light (John 20 verse 1; Matthew 28 verse 1). Therefore, believers should know that God’s Holy Day “is valid for the people of God,” not only by the wondrous fact on it, “entered into His Own Rest as God,” Jesus Lord of the Sabbath, but quite simply, for the fourth commandment written in stone that commands from us the duty to “Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy.”
17-20. Touch me not, that is, do not detain me or do not hold to me. Mary did not want to loose Jesus again. Like the disciples of Jesus, she had not understood the resurrection. Perhaps, she thought this was his promised Second Coming (John 14 verse 3). But Jesus did not want to be detained at the tomb. If he did not ascend to heaven, the Holy Spirit could not come. Both he and Mary had important work to do.  For Mary she must go tell the others what she has seen. There is now a difference between Jesus Christ of the pre-resurrection and the risen Lord who must ascend into heaven. Later he was touched and handled, but at this moment no one was to touch him until he has reported to the Father. 

Mary did not meet the risen Jesus Christ until she had discovered the empty tomb. She responded with joy and obedience in telling the disciples. We cannot meet Jesus until we discover that he is indeed alive, that his tomb is empty. My friends, are you filled with joy by this good news, and do you share it with others? If you are not, it is not too late to start.
 
21-27. Jesus again identified himself with the Father. He told his disciples by whose authority he did his work. Now he passed the job to his disciples of spreading the Gospel of salvation around the world. Whatever God has asked us to do, our authority comes from God, and Jesus has demonstrated by words and actions how to accomplish the job he has given us. As the Father sends Jesus, Jesus sends us his followers. 

“Receive ye the Holy Ghost.” The relationship between this verse and the Pentecost event as recorded in Acts chapters 1 and 2, was that his resurrection has now made the Holy Spirit available to them which would be manifested in them on the Lord’s Feast Day of the Pentecost. This is a special filling of the Holy Spirit for his disciples, a foretaste of what all believers would experience from the time of Pentecost, and forever after. To do God’s work, we need the guidance and power of the Holy Spirit.  We must avoid trying to do his work in our own strength for we will not succeed. 
There is life in the breath of God. Man was created but did not come alive until God breathed into him the breath of life (Genesis 2 verse 7). His first breath made man different from all other forms of creation. Now, through the breath of Jesus, God imparted eternal spiritual life. With this inbreathing came the power to do God’s will on earth. What Jesus gives we must receive, must submit ourselves and our whole souls to the quickening, sanctifying, influences of the blessed Spirit-receive his motions, and comply with them, receive his powers and make use of them: and those who thus obey this word as a precept shall have the benefit of it as a promise; they shall receive the Holy Ghost as the guide of their way and the earnest of their inheritance. The disciples did not have the power to forgive sins, only God can forgive sins, but Jesus gave them the privilege of telling new believers that their sins have been forgiven because they have accepted Jesus message. All believers in Jesus Christ have this same privilege. One particular branch of the power given them by their commission particularized, "Whosesoever sins you remit, in the due execution of the powers you are entrusted with, they are remitted to them, and they may take the comfort of it; and whosesoever sins you retain, that is, pronounce unpardoned and the guilt of them bound on, they are retained, and the sinner may be sure of it, to his sorrow.’’ In other words we can announce the forgiveness of sin with certainty when we ourselves have found repentance and faith.
There are times when we wish we could actually see Jesus, touch him, hear his words. Other times we would want to sit down with him and get his advice, but Thomas wanted Jesus physical presence. But God’s plan is wiser. He has not limited himself to one physical body; he wants to be present with you at all times. Even now he is with you in form of the Holy Spirit. You can talk to him, and you can find his words to you in the pages of the Bible. He can be as real to you as he was to Thomas. Although Thomas appeared to have doubted the news from his fellow disciples that they had seen Jesus, Jesus wasn’t hard on him for his doubts. Despite his skepticism, Thomas was still loyal to the believers and to Jesus himself. Some need to doubt before they believe. If doubt leads to questions, the questions lead to answers, and the answers are accepted, then doubt has done good work. It is when doubt becomes stubbornness and stubbornness becomes a life-style that doubt harms faith. When you doubt, do not stop there, rather let your doubt deepen your faith as you continue to search for the answer.
28-31. Eight days later after Thomas had doubted that the disciples had seen Jesus, this time Thomas was present with them, when Jesus came in while the doors were shut, and stood in their midst, and said “Peace be unto you.”  He said to Thomas, now is the time to put your finger into the holes in my hands, and into my side, may be you will now believe.  “Be not faithless but believing.”  This warning is given to us all: Be not faithless; for, if we are faithless, we are Christless and graceless, hopeless and joyless; let us therefore say, Lord, I believe, help thou my unbelief.  Thomas answered and said unto Jesus, “My Lord and my God.” Jesus said to him, "Thomas because thou hast seen me, thou hast believed, and it is well thou art brought to it at last upon any terms; but blessed are those that have not seen, and yet have believed.’’  It is not meant of not seeing the objects of faith for these are invisible (Hebrews 11 verse 1; 2nd Corinthians 4 verse 18), but the motives of faith, Christ’s miracles, and especially his resurrection; blessed are those that see not these, and yet believe in Jesus Christ. This may look, either backward, upon the Old-Testament saints, who had not seen the things which they saw, and yet believed the promise made unto the father Abraham, and lived by that faith; or forward, upon those who should afterwards believe, the Gentiles, who had never seen Jesus Christ in the flesh, as the Judeans had.
 This faith is more laudable and praise-worthy than theirs who saw and believed; for it evidences a better temper of mind in those that do believe. Sound and sincere believers, though they be slow and weak, shall be graciously accepted of the Lord Jesus. Those who have long stood it out, if at last they yield, shall find him ready to forgive.  A watershed question in religious circles has to do with the deity of Jesus Christ, is or isn’t he God? Jesus Christ’s deity is of the utmost importance. Its denial destroys the basic structure of God’s favor toward us. Some people think they would believe in Jesus if they could see a definite sign or miracle. But Jesus says we are blessed if we can believe without seeing. We have all the proof we need in the words of the Bible and the testimony of believers. A physical appearance would not make Jesus any more real to us than he is now.
To understanding the life and mission of Jesus more fully, all we need to do is study the Gospels.  John tells us that his Gospel records only a few of the many events in Jesus’ life on earth. But the Good News includes everything we need to know to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, through whom we receive eternal life. 
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