"Why Do You Seek the Living among the Dead?"

(Luke 24:1-53)

Introduction:-

Today we come to one of the most exciting days in the Christian Calendar. Christ is risen from the dead, which not only confirms the efficacy of the Cross, and all that Jesus accomplished for us there, but today also affirms that we worship a living Saviour, who also gives us a living hope for the future. However, Luke's account of Resurrection morning presents us with an all important and challenging question. It is the question of seeking important things in the wrong places. Perhaps we are often guilty of this point in so many different ways and situations in life. But on Resurrection morning, it leaves us with the question of the empty tomb, and what this means for our faith today, and also where we might find our Risen Lord who conquered sin and death. And so there are several unique features about Luke's version of Resurrection Sunday that challenge our faith today. Each involve three  "journeys",  that also involve three sets of "responses" to the Risen Christ. Let us now examine these in order.
1.  The Journey to the Tomb - The Wrong Place to Look (verses 1-12).

Like the women who came early to the Tomb where Jesus was laid, we too would have probably made the same journey soon after the Sabbath was ended. And even though there are some differences in the Gospels as to who the women met when they got there, the basic fact of the empty tomb never varies, and that is the point that really matters. And when the women return with their story to the rest of the disciples, they refuse to believe them, calling it an idle tale. There is a touch of realism in these points. Luke's version tell us that the women were met by two men in dazzling clothes, but verse 23 of this chapter calls this event a "vision of angels." This aligns with Luke's interest in credible witness, on the basis of two or three witnesses required to establish a case in law. And when the women met these angels, the angels asked the women the all important question of this story, which also happened to be the first question of Resurrection morning - "Why are seeking the living among the dead? He is not here; He has risen! Remember what he told you when he was still with you in Galilee (cf. 9:22 = When Jesus spoke of his death and resurrection on the third day). Then they remembered his words, and returned from the tomb. In light of the angels' question, is it possible that we too are guilty of seeking "the living among the dead?" It is possible that this question can have different applications and contexts within our lives today in our modern world. For example, there are many in this world today who are prepared to critically study Jesus and his words, and even write many books about him, but in the end, Jesus becomes fossilized within these books, and never becomes for these people the living Lord of faith and personal encounter. For such people, it can be said that they seek the living among the dead, and will one day tragically hear the Lord's words, "Depart from me, for I never knew you" (Matthew 7:21-23). Well, where is Jesus truly found today? If the text just quoted from Matthew 7:21-23 is any guide, Jesus is always found on "the path of obedience" by those who are prepared to obey his words, and carry out the Father's Will. To travel any other path in life is to journey alone, and to look in the wrong place for the Saviour's presence and blessing. But finally, full credit to Peter in this passage, who alone of all the unbelieving disciples, was prepared to run to the tomb, in order to discover for himself the truth of the women's report, although John's Gospel also includes the other disciple whom Jesus loved at John 20:1-9, who outran Peter to the tomb. But perhaps Luke singled out Peter, because of the words Jesus spoke to him at Luke 22:31-32 with regard to his threefold failure, as well as his restoration, involving the strengthening of his fellow disciples. And so the resurrection would bring new hope and a fresh start for the dispirited Peter. In fact, verse 34 a little further on, indicates that Jesus did appear to Simon Peter in person. Thus the resurrection meets our personal failures and needs. How wonderful is this word for us all today!!
2.  The Journey on the Sunset Road  -  The Place of Discovery (verses 13-35).
This middle section of our passage is significant, for it is only found in this Gospel, and it summarizes Jesus' life and significance within the context of a journey away from Jerusalem. And so on that same day, two of the disciples were on the way to a village called Emmaus, about 11 kilometres west from Jerusalem, heading into the setting sun. What a beautiful picture that Luke paints for us here. And we read that Jesus drew near, and went with them. The name of the one was Cleopas, but the other is not mentioned. It is likely that they were husband and wife, walking this sunset road together, as they both invite Jesus to stay with them in their home at the end of the day, as Jesus gave the impression that he wanted to travel further. This little detail suggests that Jesus never imposes himself upon our friendship and hospitality, but rather responds to our invitation to have him come into our lives and homes. Here I am reminded of a text like Revelation 3:20 - "Behold I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me." I reminder sharing this text with a friend many years ago now. But the point of this story is again the issue of "revelation", and the importance of the witness of Scripture (in this case the entire Old Testament), to the death, resurrection, and ascension to glory, of Jesus Christ. But it was not until Jesus entered their home at the end of the day, and "broke bread" with them, that they finally recognized who he was. Perhaps they had recognized a familiar action with the feeding of the five thousand, as well as at the Last Passover Supper itself. In any case their testimony at verse 32 is very revealing:- "Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked with us on the road, and opened the Scriptures to us?"  What it is saying to us is that our hearts will never burn within us, unless Jesus draws near, and walks and talks with us, along life's narrow way, as the chorus "He lives, He lives, Christ Jesus Lives Today" puts it.  Further, our hearts will only burn within us, as the Scriptures are opened to us, and Christ is revealed, as we feed on the depths of God's Word. And so, the challenge for us on this resurrection day, is that when we find ourselves on a journey on our Emmaus road, even though we too might travel with disappointment, confusion, and anxiety about life itself ,we truly travel into the sunset of God's blessing and joy, when Jesus draws near, and walks and talks with us.  Finally, they were so overjoyed with this whole experience, that they quickly returned to Jerusalem, even though it would have been nightfall by now, and no easy journey, to backtrack over the same distance by night, and report this revelation to the others, and also that Jesus had appeared to Peter in person (verse 34; cf. Mark 16:7). Do we also find ourselves enthusiastic, to share our living Lord with others?
3.  The Journey from the Upper Room in Jerusalem to Bethany (verses 36-49, 50-53).
Finally, when they were all gathered together back in Jerusalem, Jesus stood in their midst, and said, "Peace be with You" (verse 36). Just the words that they needed to hear after the events of the previous days. And John 14:27 reminds us that this word of peace was not the kind of peace that the world gives, but was rather focused on the fulfilment of God's purposes for the world. Then this meeting between Jesus and the disciples went on to establish three things. (1) The first was the proof of Jesus' bodily resurrection in verses 36-43, that involved sight, touch, and finally taste, with Jesus eating a piece of broiled fish before them.  A ghost does not have flesh and bones, nor can it eat! (2) The second issue related to the connection between the ministry of Jesus and the disciples in verses 44-48. Here for the third time, the importance of the revelation of Scripture from the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings, is made about Jesus from the Hebrew Bible. Only this time, to the entire group of disciples. The previous two disclosures of this information happened with the two on the Road to Emmaus. Then, as with the two on the road to Emmaus, Jesus opened their minds, so that they could understand the Scriptures. The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and the forgiveness of sins will be preached to all nations, beginning in Jerusalem. The words "You are witnesses of these things" (verse 48), anticipates Acts 1:8, and the words, "You will be by witnesses", after the third (3) and final issue has taken place in verse 49, with Jesus' promise of "power from on high", beginning in Jerusalem. At John 20:19-23 in the same setting, Jesus "breathed" on his disciples, and said, "receive the Holy Spirit", in anticipation of Pentecost. And so in the end, this will all lead to glorious "mission" in the power of the Holy Spirit, ensuring that the wider world will also hear about the death and resurrection of Jesus, for as Peter puts it at Acts 4:12 - "Neither is there salvation in any other: For there is no other name under Heaven given amongst men, by which we must be saved." Finally Luke concludes his resurrection account in verses 50-53 with a journey to Bethany, where Jesus lifted up his hands and blessed his disciples with a kind of priestly blessing. Luke began his Gospel with the Priest Zechariah, experiencing God's grace, by burning incense before the Lord in the Temple . And at the end of the Gospel, while Jesus was blessing his disciples, he was taken up into Heaven, and they worshipped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy, and they stayed continually at the Temple, praising God. This is where Luke's resurrection journey ends, and where ours must begin. Today,  Jesus leaves us with a blessing, and according to Matthew 28:16-20, also promises to be with us always, even unto the end of the age,  as we take his glorious gospel to the ends of the earth.
Conclusion:-

For Luke, resurrection Sunday involves three journeys. In each, our faith is challenged in different ways to "journey" with Jesus from the Garden Tomb to the ends of the earth. But at each stage, we serve a "risen" Christ today, who walks and talks with us on our sunset road to glory. But our challenge on this day and every day, is to avoid our "seeking the living among the dead."  How might this be relevant for us today?  Rather, with the disciples of old, may we know the blessing of the risen Christ upon our lives today, as we travel with him to Bethany, and seek to make him known to the ends of the earth, in the power of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
