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I surprised myself the other day. I don’t go to my dad’s grave as much as I thought I would.  But recently, I found myself there—and I realized why only after I arrived.

I hadn’t said it out loud, but my plan was to talk to him.  That’s why I went alone.  I knew I was going to act a bit like a crazy person.  I would sit quietly, reflect, and then speak out loud as though he could hear me.  There were things I wanted to say.

And so I set time aside.  I washed the truck.  I put on a nice shirt.  I parked at the cemetery and walked to the grave.  And I did exactly what I had planned.

And what struck me was how natural it felt to relate to someone who is gone.  I said things I would have said in person.  I felt things I used to feel when we were together.  But in reality, I was talking to someone who wasn’t there.
…
This morning we are looking at a text where some women go to talk with someone who wasn’t there - but not in the way they were expecting.  

If you’ve got a Bible please open it to Luke 24.  We are going to start in verse 1.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Luke 24:1-12]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

Luke records a detail about something at the tomb that the other Gospel writers don’t.  Matthew and Mark tell us that these women went to the tomb, and encountered angles, but only in Luke do we get the question the angels asked, “Why do you look for the living among the dead?”  

And this is a very specific kind of question.  See the angels aren’t looking for an answer.  There is no information they want.  Instead, this question is a correction.  The women have made a fundamental mistake about who Jesus is and what He came to do.  And this is a mistake we are just as likely to make today.[footnoteRef:1]  So I want to unpack the progression in the text in order that what the angels hoped for these women might also happen to us.  That’s where we’re going. [1:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/long-live-the-king-easter/ (Accessed April 1, 2026)] 

…
So first notice what the women expected as they arrived at the tomb.  Verse 1 says:
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. (Luke 24:1-3)

Right off the bat I like these women.  They’re up early and they’ve already got work done.  That’s awesome.  The spices are ready and they’re geared up to pay homage to Jesus at His grave.  But why?  Well, their actions only make sense if they believed Jesus was like any other great leader – important, influential, but at this point ultimately dead.  And so they went to the grave to do what any of us do when we come across someone brilliant from the past.
…
Now we live in an incredible time where access to the past is easier than ever before.  The teachings of the world’s smartest and most influential people are literally at our fingertips every day.  And so if you get inspired by Davinci or Freud or Buddha it’s not hard to access their writings and follow their lead.  And you can do this enough that you get the sense you know these people when really you don’t.

Like a few weeks back I was greeting people at church when someone came up to me smiling like we knew each other, but I had never met them before.  And after we shook hands they said “Oh, I’ve been watching the service online for a while, but I have to remember this is the first time you’re meeting me.”  

And that’s the world we live in.  It’s not uncommon to find ourselves in one-way relationships.  But while this has changed a lot with the onset of influencers on social media the idea of one-way relationships aren’t new.

See that’s what these women were imagining this moment at the tomb was going to be like.  Since Jesus was dead their ongoing relationship with Him would be one of remembrance.  He would stay the same, while they would keep getting older.  

But angels interrupt that assumption: “Why do you look for the living among the dead?”  In other words: “You’re looking in the wrong category.  Jesus isn’t a memory.  He isn’t in the grave.  He is risen.”  
…
Now pause for a second.  For some of us, this is where the tension rises.  We’re sophisticated now.  We know dead people don’t come back.  And so while you might not have a hard time believing Jesus was an incredible teacher, the idea of resurrection pushes this way too far.
…
If this is you then you need to see that this objection isn’t as modern as you might think.  In fact this is the very idea Luke was writing to challenge.  See it turns out people didn’t come back from the dead any more regularly 2000 years ago than they do today.  And Luke knows his account is going to be hard to swallow and so he very carefully grounds it in eyewitness testimony.  Look at verse 10:  
It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the others with them who told this to the apostles. (Luke 24:10)

Luke’s namedropping pretty hard here.  Mary Magdalene – this is the X-prostitute who had her life transformed and then joined Jesus’ circle.  She wasn’t someone you forgot easily.  And Joanna was the wife of King Herod’s steward – a wealthy benefactor of the early church.  And then there is Mary the mother of James who also happened to be the mother of Jesus.  These were women everyone in the early church knew about.
Now if it seems funny that Luke would introduce Mary as James’ mom instead of Jesus’ mom think of what he is doing.  He is saying if you want to verify this go and talk to these people.  And everyone knew James because he was the pastor of the church in Jerusalem.  So this wasn’t an outlandish idea.
…
Now try to get your head around what this means.  Luke was written in around 75AD; about 40 years after the crucifixion.  So imagine someone wrote a book claiming that in 1986, Leonardo Davinci appeared in Vanderhoof.  And he was there for 40 days teaching and meeting people.  One time it was just a couple – actually it was Dale and Lorraine, they saw him.  Then another time 12 people saw him and Abby Yoder’s mom was there.  And then one time he was by the Tim Horton’s at the entrance of town and 500 people were there listening to him talk.

Alright, what would you do if you read an account like that?  You certainly wouldn’t just believe it.  You’d check it out first.  And if the people who were named said “I’ve never heard anything about this.”  Then what’s going to happen to that book?  Nobody’s going to buy it.

Alright, now take this to the next level.  In 54AD – only 20 years after the crucifixion – Nero came to power and started persecuting Christians.  And people were going to jail and dying rather than deny Jesus had come back from the dead.  That’s the equivalent of all this happening in 2006, and this is when 1st Corinthians was written which also records this story.  So what are the chances Christianity would get off the ground if all these stories could be shown to be false?  It would never happen.
…
But it did.  This means when people fact-checked Luke’s argument, the eyewitnesses he referenced were so convinced that Jesus’ resurrection had actually happened that their testimony forced people to rethink reality.  Everyone knew resurrection was as impossible then as it is today, but their minds were blown because they kept running into sceptics like Doubting Thomas who were on the floor crying out “My Lord and My God.”
…
But we’ve jumped ahead a bit here.  See in this moment the women weren’t wrestling with that yet, they weren’t rejecting the resurrection – they weren’t even considering it.  They were looking for a memory, not a living person.  And the real reason they couldn’t imagine resurrection is because they also couldn’t understand what had happened at the cross.  

And this is where the angels take them next.  Look at verse 6.  The angels say:
Remember how [Jesus] 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.’ ” (Luke 24:6-7)

Now the key word here is “must”.  This means Jesus’ death wasn’t an accident.  It wasn’t a tragedy.  It wasn’t just the cost of standing up for what’s right.  It was necessary.  But this isn’t at all how the women understood it.

See they thought Jesus had died like any number of other great leaders – as a martyr for His cause.  And this had fired them up and made them ready to engage in a way they hadn’t before.  And this is what often happens in times like this.

So think of Martin Luther King Jr.  In the 60’s there was a huge civil rights movement pushing for black equality in the States.  And King was one of the big leaders who was calling out the racist oppression for what it was.  But the two sides of the debate were really stuck in deadlock.  And then on April 4th, 1968 King was assassinated.

And in that moment his death transformed him from a leader into a symbol.  And many who had been passive became active.  And his message of nonviolent resistance gained a huge moral authority such that within months the Civil Rights Act of 1968 was signed.

That’s what happens when a leader is killed – their death galvanizes everything they stood for, so people want to jump up and follow their example.  And that’s where these women are at as they arrive at the tomb.

But what a mistake they had made.  See Jesus didn’t die to inspire you.  He died to replace you.  Jesus didn’t die as an example.  He died as a substitute.  And this was something He had to do.  “The Son of Man must be delivered over and crucified and rise again.”
…
Now here’s the implication: if Jesus died as an example, then your job is to live like Him: Be good.  Try harder.  Honour Him with everything you’ve got.  So you’re going to put on your Sunday clothes and come to church in solum remembrance.  And that’s what these women were doing with their spices at the tomb.  They were there to show God how much Jesus meant to them so He would be impressed with their service.

But before we judge, think about how easy it is to fall into this.  I mean what do you think God wants from you?  Does He want you to be a good person who follows Jesus’ example?  Does He expect you to become as holy as you possibly can?...  Well maybe you wouldn’t word it quite like that, but what direction does the way you live point?  I mean when this idea is what fuels us it leads to one of two very obvious outcomes:   

So on one hand, if we feel we are living at an appropriate level of goodness then we will be full of pride and self-righteousness.  And the media loves to find Christians like this and put them on the news because of how ridiculous people look when they are talking about how much they love Jesus while at the same time condemning everyone around them.  It’s broken.

But on the other hand, if you know you aren’t living up to the appropriate level God expects then you’re depressed and beating yourself up all the time because you never feel good enough.  That’s what happens when you try to follow Jesus’ example.

But if you’re doing either of these things you’re making the same mistake these women were.  They thought Jesus was someone to emulate instead of someone who was taking their place.  But when the angels challenged this Luke tells us something happened.  We read:
Remember how [Jesus] told you… ‘The Son of Man must be delivered over… crucified and on the third day be raised again.’ ” Then they remembered His words. (Luke 24:6-8)

Now this remembering wasn’t a simple recollection of something Jesus said, this was the revelation that Jesus’ death and resurrection had always been part of the same package.  See the resurrection was inevitable because of what had happened at the crucifixion.  And that was required because these women, along with you and me, couldn’t actually follow Jesus’ example.  
…
Now this is pretty uncomfortable, but the blatant statement of the gospel is that you couldn’t fix yourself.  You couldn’t impress God.  You couldn’t live the life required.  So Jesus stepped in and did for you what you could never do for yourself.  And this is what the women “remembered” in this moment.  

They realized that Jesus had known this was the plan all along.  He had come not to fire them up for a cause, but to pay the debt their sin deserved so they could come back to the relationship with God He created them for in the beginning.  And that’s why the resurrection had to follow.  Because His death actually accomplished something.  
…
Now watch what happens when this clicks.  So before these women understood why Jesus died, in a sense they were flattering themselves.  They thought “Here we are the best people, going to honour Jesus while everyone else is still sleeping.  Even Peter’s still sleeping.  But here we are being awesome.  God’s going to be so impressed.”

And so they dress themselves up and head to the tomb like they are going to a funeral.  They are all somber and quiet.  They’ve got their spices and their truck is washed.  It’s all religious piety and self-righteousness.

But after they realize Jesus had to die everything changes.  As they leave the angels they’re stunned but excited.  And so they head straight to Peter and the others.  And their testimony is the first shock ripple in the birth of Christianity.  They aren’t teaching Peter some new philosophy, they’re telling him about something that happened.  And their testimony is contagious.  Look at verse 12.  It says:
	Peter… got up and ran to the tomb. (Luke 24:12)   

There’s no dignity here.  He’s got no thought of scanning the spice rack.  It’s just frantic excitement.  And this is the difference between religion and encounter.  Religion says: do the right things and maybe you’ll be accepted.  But the resurrection says: it’s already been done – and now you get to respond.  Now you get to tell people not about some neat stuff you learned, but about something has happened to you.
…
And so I wonder, are you living as though Jesus didn’t have to die?  Like while you might believe it in theory, in practice is your life is still about trying to prove yourself.  And then either slapping yourself on the back when you nail it or nailing yourself to the tree when you fail.  

If that’s you, you’re still making the same mistake these women made.  You’re treating Jesus as an example instead of your substitute.  But He had to die because you couldn’t save yourself.  And then He rose because He did.  He saved you.

See when God saw you lost in your sin and brokenness; He knew that your only hope was that He would take your place.  And He loved you so much that He decided you were worth it.  So He stepped down into your world and took your sin to the grave.  That’s what Jesus did on the cross, but it didn’t end there.  In death Jesus did battle with death itself, and when He had exhausted everything the enemy had to throw at Him, He rose in victory because death had no hold.  And that’s the victory He invites you into.
…
So do you understand why Jesus had to die?  If you do, then stop seeking the living among the dead.  Jesus isn’t an example to follow.  He knows you can’t follow Him.  That’s why He defeated sin and death on your behalf.
…
Now there is one final aspect we can miss here.  And this one is especially dangerous for people who believe all the right things about Jesus.  So, if as we’ve gone along, you’ve said, “Of course the women didn’t expect Jesus to be resurrected, but I know He was resurrected.”  And “sure these women didn’t understand the significance of why Jesus died, but I believe He died for my sin.”  I’m just so glad we are getting this talk because Kyle’s here and I know he needs it.  Anybody glad someone else is hearing this?
…
Here’s the danger.  It is incredibly easy to know all about Jesus and still live like He’s dead.  You don’t sense Him, you don’t know Him.

And if this is you then your relationship with Jesus can start to look a lot like mine with my dad.  You find yourself on Easter morning and you’re doing your best to remember what He said.  And maybe you enjoyed some of the songs we sang.  But you know that when you pray you rarely hear anything back.  It’s like talking to a headstone and a bunch of dirt.  

That’s because in practice, you’re relating to Jesus like He’s not actually present.  But here the angels’ question pierces the quiet: “Why are you looking for the living among the dead?”  Following Jesus isn’t about maintaining a memory.  It’s about living with a person.  This is why Scripture uses so much sensory language.  

So David sings, “Taste and see that the Lord is good.”  And Moses talks about seeing God’s glory and having His goodness pass before him.  And Paul pens about how people who have encountered Jesus have the sweet aroma of Christ all over them.  Life with Jesus is meant to be experienced.
…
So where does this leave you?  Maybe today you’re realizing for the first time that Jesus isn’t just someone to admire – He’s someone who is alive.  Or maybe you’re seeing more clearly that His death wasn’t a tragedy, but He had to die because you need it.  Or maybe you know all of this – but it’s never moved from your head to your heart.  Wherever you are, don’t stay standing outside the tomb.   

So stop trying to explain the miraculous away.  It can’t happen, but it did.  And stop trying to impress God with your religion.  You aren’t good enough, but He loves you anyway.  And above all stop settling for some knowledge about God when He wants to give you Himself. 

Friends, Jesus isn’t in the grave.  He is alive.  So let this challenge everything.  Think about the practices you do that have you standing on the outside talking to a memory and try something different.  Actually take some time to pray – what would happen if you did that?  Ask Him to warm your heart with His love.  But whatever you do, run to the tomb because it’s there you’re going to meet the One who emptied it. 

