
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


Easter Day


psalter:
Psalms 93 & 111
1st lesson:
Isaiah 25:1-9
2nd lesson:
John 20:1-10
They Knew Not the Scripture
"For as yet they knew not the scripture, that he must rise . . . from the dead."

We know the entire gospel story, from Birth to Resurrection; to the Ascension and the coming of the Holy Ghost at Pentecost. But if we were to know it only through the Crucifixion, it would seem clear to us that the disciples and others close to the Lord did not expect the Resurrection. It took them by surprise. 

This was in spite of Jesus' own predictions of His Death and Resurrection. At Caesarea Philippi, He had asked His apostles, "Whom say ye that I am?" Saint Peter responded with his confession of faith, "Thou are the Christ." Saint Mark tells us in his record that the Lord "began to teach them, that the Son of man must suffer many things, and be rejected of the elders, and of the chief priests, and be killed, and after three days rise again. And he spake that saying openly." But Peter, and presumably the other disciples also, for whom he served as a spokesman, could not accept that such a thing would happen to the Messiah. He openly rebuked Him, but himself received a severe rebuke from his Lord (Mark 8:27-33).
The next foretelling of the Passion received no greater understanding from the apostles, and the stern rebuke given Peter at Caesarea Philippi made them reluctant to ask any questions: "The son of man will be delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill him; and when he is killed, after three days he will rise. But they did not understand the saying, and they were afraid to ask him." (Mark 9:31-32)
As they came to Jerusalem for the last time with their Master, there was some growing awareness on the part of the Twelve that He was facing suffering and even death. Thomas said to the others, "Let us also go, that we may die with him." (John 11:16) They had also recognized that some type of kingdom would be inaugurated, because James and John had asked for the places of honor therein; and at the Last Supper, the disciples were still arguing over which of them was to be regarded as the greatest (Luke 22:24).
Nevertheless, Christ's death apparently came as a terrible shock to His followers. They do not appear to have been confidently waiting for His Resurrection on the first day of the week. Instead, they were in despair.
Saint Luke's story of the two disciples on the way from Jerusalem to Emmaus on Resurrection Day makes clear the discouragement and disappointment of Christ's followers. As they walked along the road, the Risen Lord fell in with them, but they didn't know Who He was. He asked them what they were discussing. In their sadness, they stopped, and asked Him if he were the only visitor to Jerusalem who didn't know what had happened. What? He asked. They replied that it was Jesus of Nazareth they were talking about, a mighty prophet Who, they had hoped, would be the redeemer of Israel. They also told Him about the report of the women who had gone to the tomb early that morning, found it empty, and had seen angels who told them that Jesus was alive. After the women reported their experience to the apostles, some of them had gone to the tomb and found it empty, but had not seen Christ (Luke 24:13-24). It certainly appears from this report that His followers had not expected the Resurrection, and at this point still didn't understand what had happened.
Saint Mark also tells us of the experience of the three women who came early on the first Easter Day to the tomb. They found it open and empty. They saw the heavenly messenger, and received instructions to tell Peter what they had seen and heard. But, "They fled from the sepulchre," says Mark, "for they trembled and were amazed: neither said they any thing to any man; for they were afraid." (Mark 16:8) His followers did not wait in confident hope for their Master to be raised up. He was crucified, dead, and buried. "We had hoped," they said, but now their hopes were at an end.
Their hopes were at an end, until something totally unexpected occurred, something that revived them and gave them a faith and conviction they had never dreamed of before; and that was the Resurrection of their Lord from the dead.
The discovery of the empty tomb helped them to understand. Peter and John saw "the linen clothes" lying where the risen Christ had left them, "and the napkin, that was about his head, not lying with the linen clothes, but wrapped together in a place by itself." John realized at once the significance of what they saw.
But even more important to them in knowing that their Lord had risen from the dead were his resurrection appearances to His followers. Paul wrote this creed-like summary: "For I delivered unto you first of all that which I also received, how that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures; And that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the scriptures: And that he was seen of Cephas, then of the twelve: After that, he was seen of above five hundred brethren at once . . . After that, he was seen of James; then of all the apostles. And last of all he was seen of me also . . ." (1st Corinthians 15:3-8)
Saint Paul wrote that this all happened "according to the scriptures." For the men on the way to Emmaus, Christ "expounded unto them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself." When He appeared later to a group of His disciples, "Then opened he their understanding, that they might understand the scriptures." (Luke 24:27, 45), and said that both His Death and Resurrection were in accordance with what had been written. The hearing and teaching of scripture were paths to the understanding of this unexpected and astounding event.
In the story of the two disciples, and of the Risen Lord with them, on the way to Emmaus, we are told that when they arrived home, they invited Him in to have supper with them. When they all sat down to eat, they finally recognized their guest as their Lord risen from the dead. The recognition came as He repeated a set of characteristic actions from the meals they had had with Him; he took bread, blessed and broke it, and then gave it to them. As they saw and heard these actions and words, "Their eyes were opened, and they knew him." (Luke 24:31) These stories have great meaning for us, for we also may know the Risen Lord in the breaking of bread, that is, the Communion, and through the scriptures.
Years ago, a novel, The Robe,. by Lloyd C. Douglas, had great appeal to those who read it. Its theme was the power of Christ's robe to redeem and change all who came under its influence. The book spoke to the desire for some tangible contact with the Lord and the power of His Resurrection. Yet if the first disciples could know Him through the scriptures and the breaking of bread, we can still know Him in the same ways. In the sacrament of His Body and Blood; in the reading and hearing of the scriptures; and, we can add, in the fellowship of His people, we have those tangible means of knowing the Lord in His risen power that people long for. These do not exhaust the ways of being in His presence and receiving His grace. But if we are still in the condition of the disciples who knew not the scriptures, now is the time to turn to the Lord anew, and seek Him again, and find Him – in these scriptures, in the blessed sacrament of the Holy Communion, and in the fellowship of His people.
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