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“AND LAID HIM IN A TOMB”
(Mark 15:42-47)

SUBJECT: Christ’s death on the cross.
F.C.F.: How can we know that Jesus really died?
PROPOSITION: Because Jesus died and rose again, he is Lord, not us. 
INTRODUCTION

A. In his fantasy book, Alice in Wonderland, author Lewis Carroll writes of this exchange: “One day Alice came to a fork in the road and saw a Cheshire cat in a tree. ‘Which road do I take?’ she asked. ‘Where do you want to go?’ was his response ‘I don’t know,’ Alice answered. ‘Then,’ said the cat, ‘it doesn’t matter.’” The wisecracking Cheshire Cat elsewhere stated, “I am not crazy; my reality is just different from yours.” Carroll wrote in 1865, but remarkably summed up our times. 

We are living in a day of the loss of objective reality and of the triumph of inner subjectivity. Whatever people feel is now true. It is only the inner feelings that are accepted as the standard for truth and reality. 

The epitome of this literal non-sense has shown itself in the transgender craze that has swept through our culture in the last decade. No one can dispute the biology. A person is born male or female, with small reproductive cells or large reproductive cells. But hold on! Not so fast! What if a man feels like a woman? What if a woman feels like a man? 


Because of the rejection of the authority of objective reality, for many, “feelings” are more real than facts. So, depending on one’s feelings (which may change overnight), the outer world must be remade, reshaped to correspond to my inner feelings. The “authentic self” is what you feel inside. It has nothing to do with anything outside of you. So, if you feel male or female or none of the above, then you are that, end of story, and all must agree, or else. 


B. But a small event that exposed this silly house of cards was discovered unwittingly in 2015 by a woman named Rachel Dolezol. She was born a white woman of European descent, but she felt like she was a black woman. So, she embraced her inner “authentic self,” dyed her hair and skin, and lived her truth that she was a black woman. Could she do that? I mean, that’s how she said she felt inside. 


No, no, no. Nobody cared how she felt inside. Nobody affirmed her “authentic self.” She was not black, she was white. So, she could not claim access to the entitled class of the black experience, no matter how she felt inside. Suddenly everyone was gripped with a strong case of objectivity. And they resolutely condemned and cancelled poor Rachel Dolezol. 

So, learn the rules. Women can become men if they feel like it. And men can become women if they feel like it. And everyone must agree with them. But a white woman cannot become a black woman if she feels like it. Nope, her authentic self is a fraud, and she must be rejected as an imposter. Got it? 


C. Jesus Christ actually rose from the dead, in real time and space. A miraculous fact like this surely proves Mark’s opening thesis that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of God. In an objective world that still held to the concept of truth, this fact would be conclusive. To deny it would demonstrate one’s ignorance, irrationality, and stupidity. That’s why, early on, and over the ages, there were many attempts to somehow disprove his resurrection from the dead. 


But today, after people have been conditioned to ignore objective truth, the claim that God raised Jesus from the dead would produce no protest, only a yawn. In reality, such a claim, if true, would place a binding obligation on us. But for many today, they’re just not feeling it. They are not into it. It’s not a part of their personal truth, so meh. 


Actually, all people, deep down do know that there is truth. But they often use their feelings as a convenient excuse to dismiss and escape inconvenient truths. What they forget is that their nonsensical irrationality does not fool God, their Maker, who will surely call all of us to account on the Day of Judgment. If it were not so, then God could not declare as he does in Romans 1, that all people on earth are “without excuse.”  


D. I’m going to assume that you are still in touch with reality. Deep down you believe that there is real truth, that a truth proven is unyielding bedrock, an anchor, as Mark and all of the biblical writers and most all of the great thinkers of the past assumed. 


If you read Mark’s account of Jesus’ burial, you will notice the great pains he takes to demonstrate that that Jesus was dead and then rose from the dead. It’s almost as though he is answering or anticipating arguments against his resurrection. 

Over the years, the main, alternative, non-supernatural theories of Christ’s resurrection have been: 1) the disciples stole his body, 2) the disciples went to the wrong tomb, or 3) Jesus did not actually die, but only fainted and then revived. But Mark seems to anticipate these and counters them. 
I. KNOW THAT JESUS WAS CLEARLY DEAD.


A. Logically, one cannot rise from the dead if one is not first dead. And that has been one of the claims throughout history: “Jesus did not actually die on the cross.” Some have suggested that he simply fainted. Others have been more conspiratorial in their denial. They allege that the disciples plotted with Jesus. When someone gave him wine on the cross, they say, it was laced with a powerful knock-out potion that simulated death. After a time in the coolness of the garden tomb, he revived and escaped to perpetuate the hoax that he rose from the dead. 

B. But Mark supplies too many details to allow this claim to stand. Three men, two of them no followers of Jesus, testified to his death: Pilate, the centurion, and Joseph of Arimathea. Joseph was apparently a secret follower of Jesus. “42 And when evening had come, since it was the day of Preparation, that is, the day before the Sabbath, 43 Joseph of Arimathea, a respected member of the council, who was also himself looking for the kingdom of God, took courage and went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus.” 


The allegation is that Joseph may have been part of the conspiracy. Ordinarily, the body of a condemned criminal would have been discarded into the garbage dump to be burned with other trash. But a prominent man like Joseph could have convinced Pilate to hand over the drugged, but not dead body. 


If it was a conspiracy, the evidence does not support it. First, the plot would have to have been hatched before Jesus was even arrested. So was Judas in on it? And, somehow, they must have known that the sentence would have been crucifixion. Death by beheading, for example, cannot really be faked. 


And what would be the point? Mark portrays the disciples as all expecting a political revolt led by Jesus, yet, after the supposed conspiracy was accomplished, none of them led any political revolution. Instead, they preached repentance from sin and faith in Jesus for forgiveness. 


And if Jesus merely fainted and there was no conspiracy, then who moved the stone? Who released him from the tomb? And how did he, with his back and abdomen torn open, with holes in his hands and feet, make his way to the disciples and convince them that he was the risen Lord? And what happened to him afterward? Where did he go? Did he crawl into a hole and die? 

C. And then we have the testimony of the other two witnesses: the centurion and Pilate himself. “43 Joseph of Arimathea, a respected member of the council, who was also himself looking for the kingdom of God, took courage and went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. 44 Pilate was surprised to hear that he should have already died. And summoning the centurion, he asked him whether he was already dead. 45 And when he learned from the centurion that he was dead, he granted the corpse to Joseph.” Pilate certified that Jesus was dead on the testimony of the leader of the death squad who had crucified many others. It would be hard to maintain that the centurion was in on any conspiracy, or that he did not know a dead body when he saw one. 

But the time element is also a disqualifying factor. Jesus died at three in the afternoon. Pilate summoned the centurion after that. The centurion came and gave his report. Pilate ordered the body be given to Joseph. So, Jesus body, still on the cross for one or two hours, apparently lifeless, was taken down, still apparently lifeless, without a twitch or reflex. And nobody noticed that he was still alive. And then, after thirty-six hours in a tomb, with no food or water, no bandages or medical attention, he recovered, rolled away the stone, and declared himself risen from the dead? It would take great faith to believe that, against the clear evidence. 
II. KNOW THAT JESUS WAS PUBLICLY BURIED. 


A. Perhaps I’ve watched too many TV cop shows, but I do know there is such a thing as “chain of custody” when it comes to evidence. If the suspected murder weapon is located, it is photographed, lifted with gloved hands, placed into a sealed container that has been marked and signed. It is then taken to a secure location, an evidence locker, where it is kept under guard. That way the evidence could withstand scrutiny at the trial. 

So, follow with me the chain of evidence when it comes to the body of Jesus. Jesus was nailed to the cross, in the custody of the Roman detail. There is no doubt as to where his body was at that moment in time. 


The body did not leave the cross the entire time it was nailed to it, of course. The body was only removed after the attending officer certified death. It was released into the custody of Joseph of Arimathea. “46 And Joseph bought a linen shroud, and taking him down, wrapped him in the linen shroud and laid him in a tomb that had been cut out of the rock. And he rolled a stone against the entrance of the tomb.” 

Now listen to this: “47 Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses saw where he was laid.” So, they were there at the cross where Jesus died. They accompanied Joseph and the body and witnessed its placement in the tomb. They watched as the stone was rolled in place. Mark is very specific: “saw where he was laid.” We could call this “chain of custody.” 

B. This prevents the claim that the women went to the wrong tomb. Some suggest that they found a random empty grave, assumed that Jesus was no longer in it, and the resurrection hoax was born as a result. But if, in the following days, the Jewish leaders heard reports of his resurrection, why then did they not simply go to the right tomb, retrieve the dead body, and parade it through the streets? Mark diligently reports the chain of custody of the body to where it was sealed in the “evidence locker” of the tomb, and on the third day, the tomb was empty and Jesus was seen alive by many eyewitnesses.    

III. KNOW THAT ALL WAS OPENLY WITNESSED.


A. Jesus was dead. His body was followed and seen to have been deposited in a secure place. And then his dead body went missing and his living body appeared. So, if this is true, and it is, then why do so few, relatively speaking, believe this word and surrender their lives to the risen Christ who has power over the grave? Why does the number of self-professed unbelievers keep rising in our land? 


1. One main reason is because these truths are so seldom taught today, and that is curious. If you read through the book of Acts, the main message, perhaps the only message that was proclaimed by the apostles and which turned the world upside down, was that Jesus is Lord as evidenced by his rising from the dead, and that he is able to save sinners. 

But today, many churches seem almost afraid of this message. They speak, instead, about personal fulfillment, success, improving your life, becoming a better person, the way to find satisfaction. The focus is hardly on the risen Lord Jesus Christ, and instead on achieving the good life on earth without him. 

2. But another major reason why so many show so little interest in these gigantic truths is because they are inconvenient to living for self. In fact, they are contrary to living for self, and make living for self impossible. So, if the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead means that we can no longer live for self but must obviously live for him because he is Lord and God and King, then one would naturally have little interest in believing that Jesus Christ actually rose from the dead. 


 B. When I was in high school, I conducted a poll among my peers, suggested by our Sunday School curriculum. I asked numerous students if they believed that Jesus actually rose from the dead. Now most were from church-going families. So, it was no surprise that everyone I asked said they did believe that Jesus rose from the dead, all except for one. That poll didn’t prove anything, of course. But it was quite telling to me. 

The one who said he did not believe that Jesus rose from the dead was a naughty, nasty guy. And I think he was fairly astute. He had written off the church and was openly living for sin and self. And that’s hard to justify, it is totally irrational… if Jesus rose from the dead, proving that he was the Lord and the Son of God. So, with no evidence, in fact, against the clear evidence if he had bothered to examine it, he found it more convenient to dismiss Jesus altogether. If you can push the real Lord and God out of the way, then you can step into his place and assume that central role for yourself. 


C. For many, the claims of Christ do not pose an intellectual problem, but a moral problem. Some time later, I shared Christ with a coworker. He offered every argument against faith in Christ that you could imagine. But he was very patient and kept conversing with me. When I pointed out a flaw in his latest objection, he would drop it and move on to the next. And after a while, I simply asked him, “If I could answer all of your objections to your complete satisfaction, would you give your life to Christ?” His reply? “Probably not.” He did not have an intellectual problem with following Jesus, but a moral problem. 

CONCLUSION


And we find the same situation today. The evidence for God’s existence and his authority, for his absolute claim over our lives is so clear and compelling that our poor, lost contemporaries have been driven to irrationality as their last refuge. God’s revelation in nature and in Scripture is so evidently true that the only answer now for people who are without excuse, who have no excuse, is to pretend to be their own truth. “Truth is what I feel. Truth is what I declare it to be. Truth is only my truth. No other claims matter or have any impact on me.” 


But I think you still know better. You are convinced by the words of the creed we say so often. “He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried. He descended into hell. And the third day he rose again from the dead.” Because he did. J   
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