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Acts 5:27-32
What do we think about the Resurrection?  In a moment we will all stand and say the following words of the creed:  “..he was crucified under Pontius Pilate, he suffered death and was buried.  On the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures…”  It is the same assertion which Peter made before the Sanhedrin in the extract from Acts that we have just had read to us.  But did it actually happen?  Or are we being like the Red Queen in Alice in Wonderland “believing six impossible things before breakfast”?
Have you ever sat on a jury?  I served on one once.  I was struck by the very high standard of proof that one the jury members expected.  By law what is required for a conviction is that the jury is sure that the defendant did it “beyond reasonable doubt”.  This particular juryman wanted the allegation proved beyond any doubt at all.  It was interesting to discover that his academic background was in the natural sciences.  And, of course, science proceeds in many areas by so rigorously testing a hypothesis that there really is no room for doubt at all.  And thank goodness it does.  We want to know for certain that prescriptions will do us good, rather than bad, and that aeroplanes will fly.
But in the case of a jury trial (as in the case of any other examination of what has happened in the past) we do not have the luxury of being able to check empirically that our theory as to what happened is correct.  The moment of history has passed.  We can’t set up the same set of facts again and again and show that in a given set of circumstances the same result will occur. 

Also, if we start off with the assumption that the universe is a closed system and that nothing “supernatural” can happen; it is not surprising if we conclude that a man rising from the dead by supernatural intervention is impossible.  It is a possibility which has been excluded at the outset.

In history (or in a jury trial) we have to look at the evidence and take a view.  So what is the evidence from a historical perspective?  There is not much evidence from non Christian sources.  So historians have to look at the gospels and (treating them as witness statements) try to analyse the material to determine whether it is historical fact or not.  
Frank Morison a barrister writing in the 1930s set out to prove that the gospel accounts of the resurrection were myths - fairy tale happy endings which spoiled the full horror of the crime of Jesus’ crucifixion and the full heroism of Jesus the man.  He planned to strip away what he thought to be the mythology and just look at the facts.  It’s perhaps a similar approach to that taken by Philip Pullman in his most recent novel “the Good man Jesus and the scoundrel Christ” and is the same position that Matthew Parris and Richard Dawkins take.  As atheists they admire Jesus the teacher, but reject Jesus the Son of God who was resurrected from the dead.  
However, when Morison came to study the gospels in detail, he concluded that the resurrection story was true.  In his book “Who moved the stone” he was struck by 5 facts about Jesus’ death and resurrection among others: 
That at some stage between Jesus’ crucifixion and a date six or seven weeks later a profound conviction came over a group of Jesus’ followers that he had risen from the dead.  
It is easy to overlook quite how extraordinary this is.  One moment the disciples are convinced that Jesus is the predicted king who is going to lead Israel out of captivity.  How easy it was, while Jerusalem was singing Jesus’ praises, for Peter to say that he would follow Jesus anywhere.  Then came the crushing disappointment of his arrest, beating and crucifixion.  

And yet within a few weeks (in the passage from Acts 5 that we have had read) we find Peter before the court of the Sanhedrin – the same Jewish leadership (please note) that had just put Jesus to death for claiming to be God – and we hear Peter asserting the same thing to them – a claim that Jesus is the messiah, that this was shown by him being raised from the dead.  Something very extraordinary , something transformational, must have happened to bring this change about.  So the first point to note is the transformation of the disciples.
The Jewish authorities responded to claims that Jesus had been resurrected by alleging that the disciples had stolen the body while the guards were asleep.  If the disciples did do so this, it would have happened between dusk on the night of his crucifixion (when the Sabbath began) and early Sunday morning when the women discovered that the tomb was empty.  
But is it likely that they did?  To achieve this, they would have had to have strong and confident leadership.  But the person who became their leader, Peter, was completely discredited at this stage – most importantly in his own eyes.  It just doesn’t stack up that he would have had the courage and guile to do so.  Particularly as he believed that the tomb was guarded either by Romans or by the Temple guard.  So the second point is that Peter’s denials meant that he was not a credible leader to take the body out of the tomb and they did not have any other leader.
Thirdly, two very sceptical people had to be convinced:  James, Jesus’ oldest younger brother who was not one of Jesus’ followers during his ministry (the gospels indicate that Jesus’ siblings were sceptical about his ministry – see Mark 6:4) but became (by 36AD) the leader of the Jerusalem church after Peter and died a martyr.  How could this incredible change around have happened?  And then Paul. How could this intelligent Pharisee who was in charge of stamping out the church have completely changed his attitude to followers of “the Way” if he thought there was any possibility that the disciples had stolen the body?  So the third point is that two very sceptical people were convinced.
Fourthly it needs to be remembered that most of these disciples went to their deaths asserting that they had seen Jesus risen from the dead.  It may be possible to assert something that you believe and die believing it, even though it is false.  But is it really credible that they would have died saying that Jesus rose from the dead if they themselves had stolen the body and they knew where it was hidden?  Would this be consistent with what we know about the character of the disciples and what they taught?  As John Stott has written “hypocrites and martyrs are not made of the same stuff”.  So the fourth point is the character of the disciples – is it consistent with that character that they stole the body?
Fifthly, if the guard were asleep how could they know that the disciples had stolen the body?  The story about the guard is only in Matthew.  But if a guard was posted, the usual penalty for falling asleep on guard duty in the first century was death.  If the disciples did steal the body why were they not immediately arrested?  Instead we have the story in Acts 5:34-39 of Rabbi Gamaliel suggesting that if the Way is of human origin it will fail but if it is of God the Sanhedrin would be fighting God if they tried to suppress it.  So no arrest and torture until they revealed where the body was occurred.

If the guard were asleep how could the disciples have rolled the heavy stone over the tomb out of the way without waking them up? The fact that the grave clothes were arranged neatly does not suggest grave desecration and body snatching.  Why leave the grave clothes? 

So what have eminent lawyers thought of this evidence in the past?
Lord Darling who was a former High Court Judge said once: “We as Christians are asked to take a great deal on trust; the teachings, for example and the miracles of Jesus.  If we had to take all on trust I for one would be sceptical.  The crux of the problem of whether Jesus was, or was not, what he proclaimed himself to be, must surely depend upon the truth or otherwise of the resurrection.  On that greatest point we are not merely asked to have faith.  In its favour as living truth there exists such overwhelming evidence, positive and negative, factual and circumstantial, that no intelligent jury in the world could fail to bring in a verdict that the resurrection story is true”

Simon Greenleaf who established the reputation of Harvard Law School wrote:

“..there is more evidence for the historical fact of the resurrection of Jesus Christ than for just about any other event in history”
Lord Lyndhurst who was Attorney General, Master of the Rolls and Lord Chancellor wrote:

I know pretty well what evidence is; and I tell you, such evidence as that for the resurrection has never broken down yet”.
So you have heard five facts of history and the opinion of three eminent jurists.  What do we think about all this?  Is the resurrection just a fairy tale ending or the most important fact of history?  Each of us are on the jury.
Further Reading

“Who moved the stone” Frank Morrison

“Man alive” by Michael Green

“The New evidence which demands a verdict” by Josh McDowell
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