This is part one of two sermons Fred Harris preached on harmonizing the Gospel accounts of the resurrection.
------------------------------------------------------------------------
Why Do We Doubt?
(The Story: Chapter 27)


Many of you know about the horrific video released worldwide here recently where twenty-one young Christians from Egypt were beheaded by ISIS terrorists.  These men weren't warriors.  They weren't some anti-terrorist pro-US pro-Israel activists.  The atrocity wasn't motivated by politics, it wasn't motivated by the lack of employment opportunities.  According to the terrorists, it was motivated by faith. They called the men “followers of the cross” and they were beheaded to send a “Message Signed with Blood to the Nation of the Cross.”    What fascinated me about the video was the response of these 21 young men to their fate.  They didn't recant even though the terrorists implied that they were given the chance. They weren't screaming and pleading for mercy.  They weren't even crying.  A close-up of their faces showed that they were mumbling, “My Lord Jesus” and some were reported to pray, “Jesus, help me.”   Their trust in Jesus was palpable all the way through the end.  

What would give young men that kind of resolve in the face of a horrible death?  I mean, these men were sons of mothers.  Husbands of wives.  Fathers of children.  If they weren't going to fear for their own lives, why wouldn't they recant for the sake of their families who were still hoping for a happy ending?  I believe what HAD to be at least part of their motivation was, “It's worth it.  Yes, I'm leaving a whole life behind, I laying everything down, but I'm gaining something for myself that is far far better than everything I'm losing.  I might not see it now when I'm in the clutches of evil, but what's happening to me today is worth it because I know, with Jesus' resurrection, my death is not the end.  With His resurrection, I'm entering a life that is so much better and no one can take it away from me again.   This perspective is not a selfish perspective, it's a perspective grounded in faith that God is telling the truth when He gave His promises to us.  It's grounded in the belief that God is going to far outdo with His goodness anything that Satan can come up with in his vileness.  It's a perspective that Jesus wants us to have when He calls us to lay down everything in our lives for His sake.  Matthew 13:44:  
“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field.”

In Jesus' day, before there was a Wells Fargo or a Bank of the West where you could store your money in safety, rich people who had a significant financial surplus that wasn't currently invested would hide their treasure somewhere on their property.  Then, he would pass that treasure along to his children when the children inherited the land. Their kids would probably use some of it in their lifetimes to make their own investments and such but then they would add to it before passing it down to their kids.  The treasure could accumulate this way for generations, becoming extremely valuable, and most of the time, it worked out fine.  But what if a sole heir who didn't have any children died in an accident before he had a chance to tell anybody where this mammoth treasure was?  So Jesus' parable here wasn't all that unheard of.  It was actually possible to be looking to buy a field that was being put up for sale because there was no one in the family to inherit it and accidentally stumble upon the family's buried treasure.  Jesus said that what you would do in that situation, as a regular lower to middle class Joe Schmoe that He was preaching to, is sell everything you had and joyfully buy the whole field for yourself so that the treasure could legally become yours.  How could you joyfully buy the field when you're basically losing everything you own for its sake? You're lower to middle class and you're going to give up what little you have?  How can that give you joy?  Because you know that rich family's multimillion dollar treasure waiting for you is worth so much more than the piddly possession that you're exchanging for it.  And Jesus said God's kingdom is the same way.  Yes, you may have to lose friends for God's Kingdom.  Yes, you may have to lose the love of family members.  Yes, you may even be called to lose your earthly life like those Egyptian Christians did.  But what is any of that compared to what God has in store for us? 

This is the promise that Jesus bought for us with the resurrection.  But the crucial question for us this morning is, do you believe it?  Last week, we started looking at the factors that keep us from living out what the Resurrection has to offer.  We've already talked about how we're constantly constrained from living the resurrection life by our fear of man.  Today, we're talking about how we're constrained by our own lack of faith, by our doubt.  And we're going to look at that by looking at the response of Jesus' eleven disciples to His resurrection. 


Matthew 16:21:  From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.  The words, “from this time on,” indicate that Jesus didn't just have this little talk with the disciples about His being killed and raised again one time. This prophecy became a more frequent topic of conversation. It was an ongoing talk where He explained exactly what was going to happen to Him.  


Just in case we miss that little nugget, Matthew brings this conversation up again in the very next chapter!  Matthew 17: 22-23: When they came together in Galilee, he said to them, “The Son of Man is going to be delivered into the hands of men. They will kill him, and on the third day he will be raised to life.” And the disciples were filled with grief.  The disciples were filled with grief.  It's not like they didn't hear what Jesus was saying.  They heard Him, they understood that He wasn't just talking figuratively. They knew He was saying that He was going to die and they were filled with grief.  


But just in case they we're still missing it, He says it again.  Matthew 20:17-20:  Now Jesus was going up to Jerusalem. On the way, he took the Twelve aside and said to them,“We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and the teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death and will hand him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified. On the third day he will be raised to life!”

So at least three times, there were probably many more than this since it was apparently an ongoing conversation, but at least three times Jesus clearly, “I'm going to be condemned to death, beaten up, and crucified.  But on the third day, I will be raised to life.”  Now what was the disciples' response to the women's testimony that the tomb was empty, that they had seen angels, and that they had seen Jesus Himself?  Luke 24:1-11:

On the first day of the week, very early in the morning, the women took the spices they had prepared and went to the tomb. They found the stone rolled away from the tomb, but when they entered, they did not find the body of the Lord Jesus. While they were wondering about this, suddenly two men in clothes that gleamed like lightning stood beside them.  In their fright the women bowed down with their faces to the ground, but the men said to them, “Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here; he has risen! Remember how he told you, while he was still with you in Galilee: ‘The Son of Man must be delivered over to the hands of sinners, be crucified and on the third day be raised again.’”  Then they remembered his words.  When they came back from the tomb, they told all these things to the Eleven and to all the others.  It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the others with them who told this to the apostles. But they did not believe the women, because their words seemed to them like nonsense.  Wait, the women were saying everything Jesus prophesied about came true exactly the way He said it would, but their words sounded like complete nonsense?  To see just how poor the condition of the disciples' faith really was, let's add this little tidbit that we get only if we try to piece the four Gospel accounts together.  Peter, however, got up and ran to the tomb. Bending over, he saw the strips of linen lying by themselves, and he went away, wondering to himself what had happened.

Now if we only read Luke, it seems like Peter listened to the report of the women and he decided to investigate their claims when no one else would.  But that's not exactly how it happened.  
John 20:1-10:



Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance.  So she came running to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one Jesus loved, (we understand this disciple whom Jesus loved to be John, by the way) and said, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have put him!” 


Really quick, for those of you who were here last week, you know from looking at all the Gospels together that Mary Magdalene was at the tomb all by herself while it was still dark and the other women came later after the sun was up.  So what happened here was Mary Magdalene went to the tomb, she saw that it was empty without any angels explaining anything to her at this point, and then she ran back to tell the disciples.  While she was on her mission to tell the disciples, the other women showed up at the tomb.  They do have an angel or angels tell them that Jesus was alive so they hurried away.  Matthew tells us they actually saw Jesus after they ran away.  When they left, apparently the angels left too because, as we're going to see, Peter and John didn't get an angelic announcement.  We don't know why.  That doesn't seem very fair to me.  But this is what happened next. 

So Peter and the other disciple started for the tomb.  Both were running, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first.  (Funny that even though John wrote this book when he was an old man, he still really wanted us to know that he outran Peter.  That makes me laugh.)  He bent over and looked in at the strips of linen lying there but did not go in. Then Simon Peter came along behind him and went straight into the tomb. He saw the strips of linen lying there, as well as the cloth that had been wrapped around Jesus’ head. The cloth was still lying in its place, separate from the linen.  Finally the other disciple, who had reached the tomb first, also went inside. He saw and believed. (They still did not understand from Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead.) Then the disciples went back to where they were staying.

So at this point in the story, we know John now believes that Jesus' resurrection was true.  Peter, according to Luke, had to go off by himself for awhile and think about it.  What happened while Peter was off by himself?  To answer that, Luke drops a tiny little tidbit later that's easy to miss if you read it too quickly.  Luke 24:33-34.  This is at the end of an encounter that two followers had with Jesus on the Road to Emmaus.  They finally realized Who He was and they were read to share the news with the rest of the disciples, but listen to what they say:


They got up and returned at once to Jerusalem. There they found the Eleven and those with them, assembled together and saying, “It is true! The Lord has risen and has appeared to Simon.” Then the two told what had happened on the way, and how Jesus was recognized by them when he broke the bread.

Did you catch that?  Peter went off by himself to think about Jesus' empty tomb, and while he was thinking, apparently Jesus appeared to him.  Paul basically said the same thing in 1 Corinthians 15 when he said, “Jesus appeared to Peter and then to the Twelve.”  So when these other women came back from the tomb and told the disciples about the angels, the disciples weren't just disbelieving the women.  They also ended up disbelieving John, who saw the empty tomb for himself and believed, and Peter, who apparently came back and tried to tell them that he had seen Jesus with his own eyes. The rest of Jesus' disciples just couldn't conjure up the faith they needed to live the message of the Resurrection in the way that they should have.  Eye witness reports from a bunch of women was not enough.  Eye witness reports from two of their own number was not enough.  Something else was required.

Unfortunately, because of their lack of faith, they already blew out of the water the very first instruction that Jesus had given them that they were supposed to do after He resurrected.  Jesus gave this instruction to them at the Last Supper.  Matthew 26:32: But after I have risen, I will go ahead of you into Galilee.”  Apparently, this was a pretty important instruction for the disciples to keep, because what did the angels tell the women at the tomb? Matthew 28:5-7:

The angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified. He is not here; he has risen, just as he said. Come and see the place where he lay. Then go quickly and tell his disciples: ‘He has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see him.’ Now I have told you.” 


This angel was sitting on a rock.  In Mark, the women see an angel sitting on the inside of the tomb.  Truthfully the same angel could have moved during his little speech but if it's a different angel, he says almost exactly the same message which means that this information about how the disciples were supposed to go to Galilee would have been reiterated two times now.  But wait, there's more.  What did Jesus Himself say when He met with the women later?  Matthew 28:8-10:

So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran to tell his disciples. Suddenly Jesus met them. “Greetings,” He said. They came to Him, clasped His feet and worshiped Him. Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid. Go and tell My brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see Me.” 

Luke tells us that the women reported to the disciples everything they knew, “all these things” was how he phrased it.   Which means, counting Jesus' words to them at the Lord's Supper, a message was given to them three, maybe even four times, “After I resurrect, I'm going to go to Galilee.  So I want you to go to Galilee and I will see you there.” 

Did they go to Galilee? No.  They stayed locked up in this room because they were scared of the Jews.  Okay, Jesus takes that into consideration.  He's a compassionate Guy.  Maybe they need a little bit of extra encouragement.  So that night, after the disciples have heard from the women, after they have heard from Cleopas and his companion who saw Jesus on the Road to Emmaus, after they have heard from Peter and John, Jesus mercifully appears to them to convince them, “It's real, it's all real, I really am alive.  I wanted to appear to you in Galilee but oh you of little faith, I guess I'll give you a little teaser appearance here instead.”  Now Matthew tells us that the disciples do go to Galilee eventually, so apparently it was still the plan, Jesus' instructions were still on the table.  They were still to have their final days of training there.  So did they enthusiastically take off to Galilee after Jesus appeared to them?  Let's look at what John says.  John 20:24-26:


Now Thomas (also known as Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples when Jesus came.  So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord!”  But he said to them, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe.” 


A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!”

Jesus is so nice.  A whole week has gone by and the disciples haven't budged. Even after seeing Him, they're still hiding behind locked doors because they're so scared to come out and His first words to them were “Peace be with you.”  You know what my first words would have been?  “Why are you still here?  Hello!  I've been in Galilee for a week where you were supposed to meet me but yet you're still cowering here in the exact same place that I left you!” 

The disciples were filled with doubt.  They were haunted by a lack of faith, regardless of what their own eyes told them, and it paralyzed them.  It made them completely incapable of following Jesus' very first instruction.  How was Jesus going to build a new Church with these guys?  How was the Gospel going to spread with these guys when they couldn't even leave the house!  Acts 1:4-8.  While you're turning there, we know from Matthew that the disciples did finally go to Galilee at this point.  Galilee is where Jesus gave Peter the “Do you love Me” talk.  Galilee is where He gave the Great Commission from a mountain.  But after that, according to Luke, they all end up back in the vicinity of Bethany, which is right outside of Jerusalem.  He probably wanted to see His buddies Lazarus, Mary, and Martha one more time.  And this is what He says right before He ascends. Acts 1:4-8:  
4On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. 5 For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” 


Then they gathered around him and asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” 


He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”

To overcome our fear of man, we learned last week that we have to be in a personal thriving experiential relationship with Jesus.  This week, we see that to overcome our lack of faith so that we can be obedient, so we can have courage, we need the Holy Spirit.  As a general rule, He comes into our lives when we become believers.  His presence is the sole reason we're even able to become believers in the first place.  But Paul tells us that it is possible to quench the Spirit's influence in us.  There are four primary ways we do this and I only have time to mention them.  They're pretty self-explanatory and experience will affirm to you exactly what I'm talking about.  Number one, we quench the Spirit's power and influence over us by filling our lives with our old sins that we're supposed to be leaving behind instead of filling our lives with Him.  Number two, we refuse to confess or make right the sins that we've already committed in our past.  We refuse to acknowledge them or we sweep them under the rug, hoping they'll just go away, and then we wonder why the Holy Spirit isn't anxious to work in us.  3) We can also quench Him by refusing to listen to Him when He speaks, whether that's through Scripture, or through a song, or through a sermon, or through a Bible study.  4) We can quench Him by refusing to set aside time in our busy schedules to experience some quiet moments of prayer with Him.  We make other things more important than Him instead. 

Jesus knew that the disciples having a head knowledge was not enough.  They saw Him with their own eyes, they knew He was alive, and still, that was not enough.  If they were to live the Resurrected life, they needed a genuine thriving faith, and that could only come through the ongoing power and influence of the Holy Spirit.  With Him, we can overcome our lack of faith.  With Him, we can even look Death and Danger resolutely in the face without faltering.  Do you have the Holy Spirit living on the inside of you today?  Are you following Him?  Are you listening to Him?  Let's pray. 
