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VII. He Rose Again from the Dead (Luke 24: 28-35)  The Apostles’ Creed does not allow us to stop 

with the suffering and death of Christ; it thrusts forward to the message of Jesus’ resurrection 

and Easter when “…on the third day he rose again from the dead.”  So, what does it mean to us, 

as Christians, to believe in Easter? 

a. An Aversion to Death: Death terrifies us, and all of us are afraid of death, with some 

more fearful than others as illustrated by the 2002 death of Major League Baseball’s Ted 

Williams, the greatest hitter of all times with a batting average of .400 in a single season.  

The family argued about what to do with his body but finally agreed to have him rushed 

to a cryogenic lab in Scottsdale, Arizona, and had him frozen in a tomb of liquid nitrogen 

at -350 degrees Fahrenheit---why? 

i. Our fear of death is not without reason as the Bible teaches us that death is the 

product of humanity’s fall when Adam and Eve sinned against God thus allowing 

evil and death into the world.  But this was not God’s original plan; we were not 

built to die. 

ii. We fear death for other reasons, as well: death is the end of everything we know 

and there is nothing as absolutely abrupt, frightening or permanent as death. The 

uncertainty of what comes next after death keeps many petrified. 

iii. Curiously, in sharp contrast to the violent movies, news and video games, our 

culture is terrified of death. 

1. Canadian theologian J. I. Packer is quoted as saying, “(death is) the new 

obscenity, the nasty thing that no polite person nowadays with talk about 

in public.”  

2. Think of all the euphemisms concocted to avoid saying the word “dead” or 

“death,” “passed away,” “expired,” “departed,” “breathed one’s last 

breath,” “gone to rest,” “kicked the bucket,” (actually a reference to 

suicide), “bought the farm,” (originated in the Air Force during WWII: 

referred to what many servicemen would say they would do when they 

went home after the war; or a version of “bought a burial plot or lot); or a 

favorite of the Rooted authors, “negative patient care outcome.” 

iv. Because of this human aversion to death, we are not surprised to find Cleopas and 

his friend so despondent in Luke 24 on their way to Emmaus; everyone close to 

Jesus was downcast. 

1. In fact, most of his disciples, apostles, family, friends and followers could 

not stand to be anywhere near the cross, and only a few women went to 

the tomb.  

2. They were deeply crushed, not just because their friend Jesus had died, but 

because they believed He’d taken their hopes and dreams with Him.  The 

one they believed to be the Son of God had been publicly and brutally 

murdered; how could this happen? 

3. Many had left their jobs and homes to follow Jesus; now, in a cruel twist 

of fate, He was gone! 

4. In Luke’s gospel, we hear their pain as they said to themselves (in Luke 

24:21), “We had hoped he was the one to redeem Israel.” 
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b. He Descended Into Hell: What was Jesus doing between the time he died on Friday and 

His resurrection on Sunday? 

i. The Apostles’ Creed states that Jesus “descended into hell,” or “He descended to 

the dead, as some churches and denominations translate that phrase, but what does 

either phrase mean? 

1. The early church attempted to summarize the teachings of the Bible in a 

predecessor to the Apostles’ Creed--to instruct new converts, guard 

against heresy and unite Christians--around 200AD, but this early version 

did not mention a “descent into hell” or to the dead. 

2. Following early attempts and revisions of the Creed, the phrase “He 

descended into hell” finally appeared around 390AD. 

ii. What Biblical truth was the church wanting to affirm by adding the phrase into 

the Creed? Well, it’s not simple because there are three (3) interpretations, or 

views, of the phrase. We’ll look at those now. 

1. First, some argue the phrase is designed to communicate that Jesus took 

the full brunt of God’s wrath, for our sins, on the cross, affirming again 

that Jesus paid in full for our sins by suffering physically and spiritually. 

(An important aspect of this interpretation is that Jesus experienced 

hell while still on the cross.) 

a. Those adhering to this interpretation assert this is why Jesus cried 

out from the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken 

me?” (Matthew 27:46). 

b. Jesus is not just experiencing death; He is receiving the wrath of 

God against sin.  In fact, this was the view of John Calvin and 

several other theologians.  

c. But the Rooted authors do not agree this is why the early church 

included this in the Creed. 

i. If this is what the Creed’s authors intended, they placed the 

phrase in the wrong place.  

ii. If the Creed’s authors’ reasoning was accurate, the Creed 

would read like this, “He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was 

crucified, went to hell, and then died and was buried,” 

instead of he suffered, died and was buried, and then 

descended into hell. 

d. The Rooted authors, along with others, conclude the phrase’s 

placement in the Creed make this interpretation unlikely. 

2. A second view is that Jesus actually went to hell after dying on the cross—

He doesn’t just suffer hell on the cross but actually goes down to hell for 

three days. This view has some theological merit. 

a. In this interpretation Jesus receives the full justice in our place as 

the one judged for our sins. 
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b. There’s just one problem concerning this interpretation, you cannot 

find it in the Bible like you can every other doctrine in the 

Apostles’ Creed.  

c. In fact, there are Biblical texts that appear to contradict this 

interpretation like Luke 23:43 when Jesus tells the thief on the 

cross next to Him, “Today you will be with me in Paradise.” 

d. Additionally, When Jesus’ suffering on the cross is nearing the 

end, He cries, “It is finished.” (John 19:30), implying His work of 

paying for sin is complete. Then shortly after, He says, “Father, 

into your hands I commit my spirit.” 

e. The Rooted conclude that if the point of the Apostles’ Creed is to 

summarize things in the Bible, this interpretation cannot be correct. 

3. A third view says the “He descended into hell” phrase is another way of 

saying that Jesus actually died and became a lifeless corpse. 

a. This interpretation stems from the translation of the Greek word 

hades used in the Apostles’ Creed, which sometimes gets 

translated as “hell.” Hades, like the Hebrew sheol, means “the 

grave, the place of the dead.” It’s a general term.  

i. The Hebrew term “gehenna,” also used in the New 

Testament means “the place of punishment” or hell. 

b. However, the Creed doesn’t say Jesus descended in “gehenna” 

(hell), it says He descended into “hades,” (the grave or place of the 

dead). 

c. This interpretation matches what we see in the Bible—a clear and 

constant emphasis of the fact that Jesus really died—completely 

dead, no life, a corpse. He did not swoon, faint or pass out; he truly 

rose from the dead, He was not resuscitated. 

d. Further, this understanding coincides with battles during the early 

centuries of the church to counter those who denied Jesus’ full 

humanity.  

i. Some thought Jesus was so holy and divine that he could 

not experience pain or death, but the Creed makes it clear: 

Jesus was human in every way, except He did not sin. He 

was fully human and fully God.  

ii. Our Westminster Larger Catechism confirms this view in 

“Question 50: “Wherein consisted Christ’s humiliation 

after His death?  Christ’s humiliation after His death 

consisted in His being buried, and continuing in the 

state of the dead, and under the power of death till the 

third day, which hath been otherwise expressed in these 

words, “He descended into hell.” 

e. Let’s get beyond doctrine and see the practical significance of 

these ideas: (I hate to be the one to break the news, but) The 
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mortality rate of everyone here is 100%; we’ll all die! However, 

the good news is Jesus has gone there before us and, if you are 

united with Him, He’ll see you through to the other side. 

f. Jesus tasted death as we read in Hebrews 2:9, “But we do see 

Jesus, who was made lower than the angels for a little while, now 

crowned with glory and honor because he suffered death, so that 

by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone.” 

g. Wayne Grudem, in Systematic Theology, explains it well. (Rooted, 

page 81) 

c. Rose from the Dead: (Let’s turn now from the death of Jesus to the resurrection).  The 

Rooted authors state, “When Christians say Jesus rose from the dead, they are claiming 

an absurdity, as the Easter story is the most bizarre and apparently foolish thing ever 

taught.” 

i. It is such a strange phenomenon that many work quite hard to explain away or 

reinterpret the resurrection. 

1. Some, even within the church, say Jesus rose again, but not in a bodily 

sense; that He is alive, but only through His legacy and we keep His 

memory alive by attempting to adhere to His values. 

2. But the early disciples did not announce they were going to keep His 

memory alive; they said Jesus really was alive and risked or lost their lives 

by doing so.  

a. It’s tempting to think ancient people more easily believed in 

miracles than we moderns, but the idea of a resurrection in the 

ancient world was just as unbelievable then as now. 

3. In fact, Jesus told His disciples numerus times that He would die and rise 

again on the third day, but when you read Luke 24 (the First Easter 

Morning when Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary, mother of James, and 

other women went to the tomb) you’d think no one was expecting it. 

a. Where were the disciples on Sunday morning? Hiding. 

b. The women followers had gone to the tomb with spices and 

perfume to embalm the body.  Does that sound like they believed 

the Lord and expected the resurrection? 

c. Why not? Because it was just as unbelievable them as it is now. 

4. Further, for Greeks, salvation was a liberation of the soul from the body. 

To them the idea of a bodily resurrection was ludicrous. 

i. This may be why Paul wrote to the Corinthians in 1 

Corinthians 1:23, that the Gospel message was 

“…foolishness to the Greeks.” 

5. Then there was the Hebrews, some believed there would be a future 

resurrection, but that was to be a corporate event when the whole world 

was renewed.  First-century Israelites did not have a concept of individual 

resurrection.  
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6. No, it was not easy for first-century people, Jew or Greek, to believe, but 

many did.  

d. A Public Truth…of the resurrection. There are three things that led early Christians to 

believe and argue for the bodily resurrection of our Lord. 

i. First, there were eyewitnesses who saw the resurrected Jesus. You could call this 

empirical evidence through the witness of Cleopas and his friend (Luke 20:10), 

Peter and the other disciples (John 20:3-4), and the women at the tomb (Luke 

24:10)—all had encounters with Christ in the days following his real death.  

Further, Paul states in 1 Corinthians 15:6 that over 500 saw the resurrected Christ.  

1. Remember, when the New Testament was being written, most of the 

eyewitnesses were alive and one could say, “If you don’t believe me, go 

ask them.” 

2. One fact is paramount, if there were not eyewitnesses of the resurrected 

Christ, Christianity would have fizzled out and never gotten off the 

ground. 

a. Again, the story was just as weird then as it is no; and if you were 

a skeptic and Luke, Paul, Peter, Matthew, John, Mark told you 

about the resurrection, you’d want to talk to as many witnesses as 

you could.  

b. Ancient people weren’t stupid. C. S. Lewis refers to “chronological 

snobbery” when people assume everyone in former times were 

more ignorant or uneducated than we are today.  

c. The consistent true testimony of eyewitnesses to Christ’s 

resurrection is the launching pad of Christianity.  

ii. Second, the Explosive Growth of the Church can only be attributed to the 

resurrection of Christ. 

1. Remember, a tiny band of Jesus’ followers multiplied to several thousand 

people by AD, then to 34 million by AD 350, which was more than half 

the population of the Roman Empire. 

2. If the tomb wasn’t empty, and Jesus’ body was still there, the opponents of 

Jesus’ followers could simply produce the body and Christianity would 

have been crushed. But the tomb was empty. 

3. Either Jesus really did die and rise from the dead as He and the prophets 

foretold, or the growth of the Christian Church is the strangest phenomena 

in the history of the world. 

a. N.T. Wright in the 2007 book, The Meaning of Jesus: Two 

Visions, wrote the following about the resurrection. (Rooted, page 

85).  

iii. The third body of evidence for the resurrection is the testimony of Scripture in 

Luke 24:24-27 where Cleopas and a friend are walking to Emmaus when, Jesus 

joined them in their walk, but they did not recognize Him. (Luke 24:24-27). He 

told them, “You are slow to believe all the prophets have told you.” 
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1. Back to an earlier comment, Jewish tradition was correct, there would be a 

collective corporate resurrection.  But they missed that it had already 

started with Jesus, the Messiah. 

a. We can all agree it would be easier to believe the resurrection if we 

were to encounter the risen Christ the way the Apostles did. 

b. Instead, we have the Scriptures, the same evidence Christ gave 

Cleopas and his friend on the road to Emmaus. If Jesus used the 

Scriptures (re: Luke 24: 27, citing Moses and all the prophets) to 

convince others, certainly we can believe the same evidence so 

readily available to us. 

c. When Jesus spoke of the scriptures to Cleopas, he revealed to them 

that a whole new age had been ushered in with His death and 

resurrection. 

d. Now, sins could be forgiven, and the resurrection of all believers is 

on its way. 

e. Like Cleopas and his friend, does your heart burn at the good news 

that we not fear death? 

f. Consider these words of the Bishop Cyprian, from the 3rd century 

(Rooted, page 87) 

g. What do you do in the face of death? How do you handle the 

thought of death? If you had the money, would you sign up for 

cryogenics?  Cyprian tells us not to sweat it; Christ has risen and 

that is all that matters. 

 

Next Session: March 8, 2020: “He Ascended into Heaven” 

 

 


