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​CHAPTER ONE:  INTRODUCTION (TOM HYLAND)
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At the basis of the Christian Faith lies the glorious fact of our Saviour’s triumphant resurrection from the dead on the third day. This is the culminating event recorded in each of the four Gospel narratives and it is attested by indisputable evidence. It is supported by the united testimony of the apostles, and when it became necessary to nominate another to take the place of Judas, Peter stipulated that he must be one who had companied with the twelve throughout the Lord’s ministry until the day He was received up into heaven. “Of these,” said Peter, “must one become a witness with us of His resurrection” (Acts 1:22). And the apostle Paul, also, in reply to critics of his apostolic authority, wrote, “Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?” (1 Corinthians 9:1).

The resurrection of Christ became the cornerstone in the preaching of the apostles. There can be no question as to the importance they attached to this unparalleled event of which they had first-hand knowledge. A study of their recorded addresses in Acts shows the extent to which their preaching was influenced by their absolute certainty that there was a risen Saviour in heaven (see e.g., Acts 2:24; 4:10; 5:30,31; 17:31; 26:23). The apostle Paul describes the raising of Christ from the dead, and His exaltation to God’s right hand in heaven, as the supreme example of divine power (Ephesians 1:19-23), and emphasizes in unqualified terms the cruciality of the resurrection, in the well-known passage:  “If Christ hath not been raised, then is our preaching vain, your faith also is vain ... ye are yet in your sins ... If in this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all men most pitiable” (1 Corinthians 15:14-19).

Resurrection has to do with the body, and the bodily resurrection of Christ is clearly stated both in the Gospels and the Epistles. Each of the Gospels records the burial of Christ and asserts that the tomb was empty when visited and examined by witnesses, early on the third day His body was buried and His body was raised. In the light of the elaborate precautions taken to guard the tomb, the failure of the Jews to produce the body speaks for itself. Our Lord appeared to His apostles in bodily form after His resurrection and showed them His wounded hands feet and side This is clear evidence against those who teach that our Lord’s resurrection was spiritual and not physical It is true that His body underwent some change in, its properties, nevertheless, the body that came from the Virgin’s womb was the body that was buried in Joseph’s tomb and restored to life.

Undoubtedly, the resurrection of Christ is the greatest miracle of all. Beside it all other miracles pale. The claims Christ made for Himself were unique, and during His lifetime those claims were amply supported by His words and by His works. His death, too, was unique. No mere man could have died as He died. “Truly this man was the Son of God” was the verdict of the Roman centurion who observed the Saviour’s conduct throughout the hours He hung upon the Cross. But the resurrection is the crowning proof of His deity: He “was declared to be the Son of God with power, according to the spirit of holiness, by the resurrection of the dead” (Romans 1:4). No further proof is necessary.

Our Lord was “raised on the third day according to the Scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:4). His resurrection was planned by God and foretold in the Old Testament writings. The testimony of prophecy to this great event was acknowledged and emphasized by our Lord himself. He came to fulfil the Scriptures and His resurrection was an essential part of that fulfilment. And not only is there direct prophecy to this great truth, but it is also concealed in many of the types and shadows of the Old Testament. Throughout these writings there are many references to the glories which should follow the sufferings of the Christ. On this theme the prophets loved to dwell as the Spirit of Christ which was in them pointed forward to the glorious triumph over sin and death of the Redeemer who was to come.

During our Lord’s public ministry, as recorded in the Gospels, He revealed that He would be set at naught and crucified, but that He would be raised from the dead on the third day. So open was His claim that He would rise again from the dead that His enemies were fully informed of it. After His crucifixion they said to Pontius Pilate, “Sir, we remember that that deceiver said, while He was yet alive, after three days I rise again. Command therefore that the sepulchre be made sure until the third day” (Matthew 27:63,64). Their testimony to our Lord’s prediction of His own resurrection and the steps they took to nullify His words are confirming evidence from hostile witnesses. As opposition mounted and rejection by the rulers became increasingly apparent, the Cross cast its shadow across our Lord’s path. But never in His mind was the suffering of death divorced from the triumph of resurrection. On the Mount of Transfiguration, the coming glory was glimpsed, and coming down from the mount the Lord commanded, “Tell the vision to no man, until the Son of Man be risen from the dead” (Matthew 17:9). 

His ministry to His apostles was now concentrated on the fulfilment of the great purpose of God in His death and resurrection (Matthew 16:21). This accumulation of prediction to the resurrection of Christ, by prophecy and type in the Old Testament, by the open testimony of our Lord during His ministry, which was confirmed by His enemies, and by the emphasis He gave to it in His closing ministry to His apostles, is conclusive evidence of its centrality in God’s purposes.

The resurrection of Christ, then, is a fact of history firmly established on unassailable evidence. But the evidence is by no means exhausted when we have established its historicity. Its reality and power are endorsed in human experience to a degree which cannot be disregarded. The impact of the resurrection on the apostles was transforming.  The crucifixion had left them in a state of abject fear. When the reality of the resurrection was grasped by them they became as bold as lions. Clothed with power from on high, “with great power gave the apostles their witness of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 4:33). Threats, persecution, and imprisonment failed to intimidate them. The boldness of Peter and John astounded the council before whom they were arraigned. “We cannot”, they said, “but speak the things which we saw and heard” (Acts 4:20). 

Could there be more convincing evidence of the transforming power of the resurrection than the conversion of Saul of Tarsus? What could account for the turnabout of this bigoted Pharisee but his confrontation with the risen Lord? “Last of all”, the apostle testified, “He appeared to me also. For I am the least of the apostles, that am not meet to be called an apostle” (1 Corinthians 15:8,9). Millions since that day have believed although they have not seen, but their contact with the risen Lord is witnessed by the transformation of their lives. “I got a glimpse of One”, wrote Joseph Barker, late infidel lecturer, “on whom it is impossible to look without experiencing transformation of soul.” The certainty of this experience is well expressed in the lines:

We know the Son of God has come, 

We know He died and rose, 

We know He liveth now 

At God’s right hand above, 

We know the throne on which He sits, 

We know His truth and love.

Add the testimony of human experience to the historical record and the truth of the resurrection is placed beyond question. “The Lord is risen indeed!” (Luke 24:34) was the triumphant exclamation on that first Lord’s day. The Father waited to welcome His conquering Son and, in glorified humanity, the Son took His place at the Father’s right hand. Satan was defeated, God was vindicated, Christ was victorious, heaven was opened. The Holy Spirit was sent to garner the harvest which would follow the Redeemer’s death. Our Lord’s mysterious reference to death and resurrection now became meaningful: “Verily, verily, I say unto you, except a grain of wheat fall into the earth and die it abideth by itself alone; but if it die, it beareth much fruit” (John 12:24).

Wonderful is the fact of our Lord’s resurrection; still more wonderful are its consequences. At His incarnation our Lord took human nature into deity; at His resurrection He took manhood into heaven. He did not assume manhood merely for the period of His earthly sojourn and then lay h aside. When He ascended where He was before to take His place at the right hand of the Father He did so in His glorified human body. Thus, He is “the Firstborn from the dead” (Colossians 1:18), and “the Firstfruits of them that are asleep” (1 Corinthians 15:20). The presence of one glorified Man in heaven is the guarantee of a mighty harvest to follow. His death and resurrection have secured for all the redeemed a glorified bodily nature like His: He “shall fashion anew the body of our humiliation, that it may be conformed to the body of His glory, according to the working whereby He is able even to subject all things unto Himself” (Philippians 3:21).

The First begotten from the dead, 

He’s risen now, His people’s Head, 

And thus their life’s secure.

And if like Him they yield their breath,

Like Him they’ll burst the bonds of death, 

Their resurrection sure.

Thus the historical fact of the resurrection of Christ became a basic doctrine of the Christian Faith. It signified the acceptance by God of the Saviour’s atoning death: “Jesus our Lord ... who was delivered up for our trespasses, and was raised for our justification” (Romans 4:24-25). Moreover, the resurrection ensured union with Christ. The believer becomes united to Christ by indissoluble bonds. As mankind are “in Adam” and share the consequences of Adam’s sin, so believers are “in Christ” and share in Christ’s life and righteousness. Thus they are eternally secure. The second Man can never fail.

In the epistles the resurrection of Christ is also viewed in relation to the believer’s present life and conduct. What should be the impact of the resurrection in terms of present-day Christian experience? This is, perhaps, a neglected area in New Testament studies, but it was a vital and practical element in apostolic teaching. One of the great truths they emphasized was that of our identification with Christ. His death and resurrection were our death and resurrection. We died with Him and we have been raised with Him: “God ... raised us up with Him, and made us to sit with Him in the heavenly places, in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:4-6). Thus the believer really belongs to the heavenly sphere while he still lives on earth. Some of the tensions of the Christian life arise from this dual relationship. But this wonderful truth of our identification with the risen Christ is associated with the power for victorious Christian living. What God has done with us should have corresponding results in us. See how Paul reasons this out in the passage Romans 6:4-14. This seems to be related to his own great longing that he might “know Him, and the power of His resurrection” (Philippians 3:10). 

“Rooted in the deep realities of the regenerate existence and the spiritual consciousness, and having essential associations with the inward things of grace, the resurrection is with Paul not simply an objective event, a destiny to be looked for, a new condition to be anticipated, but an attainment, an object of aspiration and strenuous moral endeavour, to be reached only by suffering loss, by being found in Christ, by knowing Him in the power which He has over us and in us in virtue of His resurrection, by partnership with Him in suffering, by becoming conformed unto His death and dying as He died unto sin” (Salmond). 
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