
Introduction to Scripture 

It is one of the most thoroughly-documented, rigidly-scrutinized, 

and conclusively-proven events of the ancient world. While the  

Trojan War, the conquests of Alexander the Great, and Caesar’s Gal-

lic Wars have far less documentation and corroboration, they are 

universally accepted as facts. But this particular event has vastly 

greater reliability.  

On a spring morning, at dawn on the first day of the work week,  

after the most important festival of the Jewish calendar, in a ceme-

tery outside the city walls of Jerusalem in the hill country of the east-

ern Mediterranean, something absolutely unprecedented happened. 

A man who had been brutally and publicly slaughtered, proven to 

be dead beyond a shadow of doubt, and then buried, somehow  

became alive again and blasted out of his tomb—with no medical 

attention or outside human assistance.  

From the evidence of that day, and the subsequent events, objective 

historians have no option but to conclude that it really happened. The 

reasons why some still doubt? First, because it never happened before 

and likely never will again; and, second, because to acknowledge its 

truth has implications that some find—for moral or spiritual or social 

reasons—to be inconvenient and unacceptable. 

Maybe someone here is likewise a skeptic. If that’s you, please listen 

with an open mind for the next few minutes. 

◼

 

Solving 
the Unsolvable 



 

We will read from one of the numerous historical accounts—at least 

four of which are based on direct eyewitnesses.  

Mark 15:42–16:6  
The Burial of Jesus 

T his all happened on Friday, the day of prepara-

tion, the day before the Sabbath. As evening ap-

proached, 43Joseph of Arimathea took a risk and went 

to Pilate and asked for Jesus’ body. (Joseph was an 

honored member of the high council, and he was 

waiting for the Kingdom of God to come.) 44Pilate 

couldn’t believe that Jesus was already dead, so he 

called for the Roman officer and asked if he had died 

yet. 45The officer confirmed that Jesus was dead, so 

Pilate told Joseph he could have the body. 46Joseph 

bought a long sheet of linen cloth. Then he took Jesus’ 

body down from the cross, wrapped it in the cloth, 

and laid it in a tomb that had been carved out of the 

rock. Then he rolled a stone in front of the entrance. 
47Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joseph 

saw where Jesus’ body was laid. 

Jesus Has Risen 

16 Saturday evening, when the Sabbath ended, 

Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, 

and Salome went out and purchased burial spices so 

they could anoint Jesus’ body. 2Very early on Sunday 

morning, just at sunrise, they went to the tomb. 3On the 

way they were asking each other, “Who will roll away 

the stone for us from the entrance to the tomb?” 4But as 

they arrived, they looked up and saw that the stone, 

which was very large, had already been rolled aside. 
5When they entered the tomb, they saw a young 

man clothed in a white robe sitting on the right side. 

The women were shocked, 6but the angel said, “Don’t 

be alarmed. You are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, 
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who was crucified. He isn’t here! He is risen from the 

dead! Look, this is where they laid his body.” 

NEW LIVING TRANSLATION 

Burial Customs 

Customs and traditions regarding death and burial have varied 

across different centuries and cultures. Our modern practices when a 

person dies are to opt for cremation or embalming and placement 

within a casket. Burial may be done within a few days, or weeks or 

months later in the case of cremation. (The scattering of ashes has 

also become more common.) Memorial services or “celebrations of 

life” are often conducted to help bring closure, and committal ser-

vices at the gravesite are a common modern tradition. Some burials 

are in-ground, while others are in niches of mausoleums or colum-

baria above ground. 

In the Jewish culture of 2,000 years ago the most notable traditions 

were these:  

 Burial was to be accomplished by sundown of the day 

the person died, if at all possible.  

 Those of the middle and upper classes were typically 

wrapped in a linen shroud, often with sweet-smelling 

spices or incense spread as a tribute to the deceased, 

and then were buried with proper ritual in a cemetery 

or a cave carved into the limestone hills. With a cave 

burial it was necessary to cover the entrance to pre-

vent grave-robbing. The stone, usually rolled down-

hill into a slot or bowl hollowed out of the base of the 

entrance, was typically massive and heavy—far easier 

to roll downhill than it would be to roll uphill out of 

its slot against gravity.  

 The poorest of the poor and those executed as crimi-

nals were ordinarily thrown, untreated, into shallow 

mass graves and covered with dirt and rocks to keep 

the animals from feasting on them.  
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The body of Jesus, executed as a threat to the public order by the 

paranoid government, should have been destined for the ignominy 

of a mass grave, but for the intervention of a powerful politician—

who chose to bury Him hastily, in the nick of time before sunset, in a 

nearby cemetery where he had already pre-purchased his own fami-

ly tomb. 

One Sunday Morning … 

Because the day after Jesus’ execution was a Sabbath—and not just 

any Sabbath but the high holy day of Passover—no proper Jew was 

permitted to do anything but go to the Temple or rest. Thus we come 

to Sunday morning, the day after Saturday’s Sabbath, as a couple 

women feel burdened to complete the proper burial rites that had 

been interrupted on Friday evening. Having witnessed the burial, 

they knew exactly where to go. But they hadn’t solved the problem 

of how to move the huge boulder. Maybe some other people would 

be at the cemetery for their own grief rituals that morning and could 

help them. 

And then … they witnessed the immediate aftermath of the event 

the world has not stopped talking about (as witnessed by about 3 

billion people who have been celebrating it this very morning as the 

earth revolved on its axis). But what did it mean? And what does it 

mean to us personally? 

A Skeptic’s Complaint 

A century ago, a writer named H. L. Mencken was a popular news-

paper columnist and satirist who had a biting wit and a cynical 

heart. He was sometimes labeled “America’s Village Atheist.” He 

rejected the spiritual beliefs of most of his contemporaries and con-

sidered himself to be the intellectual giant among pygmies. But one 

thing especially bothered him. He and his fellow atheists couldn’t 

come up with anything to say or do when a friend or family member 

died. In their eyes it was just unmitigated disaster, with no hope or 

consolation.  
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He recounted the dismal experience he had when a fellow-atheist 

friend died, leaving instructions that no funeral be held or prayers 

offered. So Mencken and five other friends went to the man’s home, 

sat in silence for awhile with nothing to say, and then, one by one, 

got up and left. What a gloomy and depressing experience, the writ-

er commented in a newspaper column.  

On another occasion, the cremation of a radical socialist friend, the 

wife of the deceased asked one of his radical comrades to “deliver a 

few remarks.” The man got himself so fortified by draining half a 

bottle of whiskey in advance that his comments were slurred and 

incoherent. And then, Mencken recorded, the casket was “shoved in 

silence into the firebox of the crematory.” Why can’t we atheists 

solve this problem of how to deal with death, he asked rhetorically—

and never came up with an answer. 

Reading this unbeliever’s lament brought to my mind the title of a 

song from out of the ’70s during my youth. A rocker named Larry 

Norman became a Christian and decided to start writing songs that fit 

his musical style but with a message of faith. (This was the beginning 

of the Contemporary Christian Music industry.) One of his early hit 

songs was called “Why Should the Devil Have All the Good Music?” 

H. L. Mencken might well have mimicked those words with a  

lament, “Why should the Christians have all the good funerals?” The 

answer is simple. We are the only ones that have something to say. 

We are the only ones who have hope. We are the only ones who can 

face the end of life—our own or that of someone we love—not with 

stoic resignation and despair but with the confidence that something 

greater awaits us. And that confidence is all because of—and only be-

cause of—what happened on that morning in the Jerusalem cemetery. 

The Enemies of the Soul 

During the season of Lent that concluded last Sunday, the pastors of 

this church have been talking with you about how to fight against the 

great “Enemies of the Soul.” We have to regularly do battle—using 
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the weapons God provides us—against the enemies of worry, fear, 

doubt, envy, bitterness, pride, etc. They all threaten our spiritual 

health and security. But the ultimate enemy of the soul, the ultimate 

weapon of Satan our adversary, is death. It is the curse of our mor-

tality. It is the bully that intimidates mankind. It is the looming shad-

ow in the corners of our minds. And it is the great enemy death from 

which Jesus, our Hero, came to deliver us. We embrace that victory 

today. But we do not take the enemy lightly or minimize it. 

Some of us in this room this morning are feeling intensely the pain 

that the enemy death inflicts, by separating us from the people we 

have loved and depended upon the most. For some of us the wound 

is still very raw. Others have had some time and some healing from 

the grief process, but we are never the same. And some of us here 

this morning wonder if this will be their last Easter. The dark shad-

ow feels like its creeping closer.  

Let me be as blunt and clear as I can be. Christians hate death. God 

hates death. It is why, out of love for us, He came to take our place 

and do whatever it took to defeat it on our behalf. We don’t romanti-

cize death or love it or embrace it. What we embrace is life beyond 

death—a life that is eternal, where pain is no more, and where our 

relationship with God and with one another will no longer be lim-

ited or disfigured by sin. That’s why our funerals are so different 

from the unbelievers’. We don’t like death. But we know that the big 

bully has been licked by our Champion Jesus. It is His victory that 

we celebrate. Because when He burst out of His tomb on Easter 

morning He proved Himself to have the power to rescue all of us 

from spiritual death. 

When your body and mine stop working, we don’t cease to be. Our 

real self will live forever. I don’t know what it will be like, because 

it’s beyond my limited comprehension. I can only imagine, as the 

song says. But I believe Easter really happened. And I believe that 

the One who did that is the One in whom I can place total confidence 

and hope, for the rest of my earthly life and beyond. 



 

The Greatest Problem Solved! 

In 1997 two gifted young Hollywood actors named Matt Damon and 

Ben Affleck, both of them Boston kids, co-wrote a story called “Good 

Will Hunting,” and then starred in the film (along with Robin Wil-

liams). The story revolves around a stunning and unexpected 

achievement. A mathematics professor at MIT in Cambridge, Mass. 

invited his graduate students to attempt to solve a phenomenally 

complex math problem that the professor considered unsolvable. He 

wrote the detailed formula on a blackboard in the hallway of the 

classroom building. The students were all stumped. But one morn-

ing the professor, walking through the hall, stopped in his tracks. 

There on the blackboard was the solution to the unsolvable problem.  

Who could have done it? The professor started on a search to find 

the genius—who turned out to be a kid from the slums of South Bos-

ton working the night shift at MIT as a janitor on a work release pro-

gram from jail. This low-life loser was actually a born mathematical 

genius. The rest of the movie details the professor’s search, and his 

attempt to motivate this young genius. 

It’s an interesting fictional story. But I will borrow its premise to end 

this message about a real-life, non-fiction, factual story. The problem 

of what we are to do about death has been the unsolvable problem of 

the human race. Our greatest thinkers, philosophers, poets and song-

writers have puzzled over it. Our greatest scientists have tried to 

find ways to defeat the diseases that are often the agents of death. 

People by the billions have wept at the graves of people they loved, 

seemingly defeated by the unconquerable enemy and unsolvable 

problem of death. 

And then, one Sunday morning nearly 2,000 years ago, Someone 

solved once and for all the unsolvable problem. What no one could 

have imagined—including His closest friends, to whom He had giv-

en the promise that He would do it—suddenly became reality. And 

when you understand it fully, there is nothing in all the earth or hu-

man history more REAL than Easter or more important.   
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