was alive. Some of those who were with us went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said; but they did not see him” (Luke 24:22-24).

Why Didn’t Jesus Fly Directly to Heaven? In Luke’s account of the resurrection, the disciples gather in Jerusalem, along with “their companions” (Luke 24:33), as well as the two men Jesus encountered on the road to Emmaus. Suddenly, Jesus appears unannounced in their midst. He says, “Peace be with you.” Luke reports, “They were startled and terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost.” They knew Jesus died, yet here he was asking them if they had anything to eat! They fumbled around and found some “broiled fish,” and the “ghost” promptly ate it “in their presence” (Luke 24:37, 41, 43).

What is striking about the post-resurrection events is Jesus’ insistence (and persistence) in dispelling the notion that he was just an ethereal figment of their imagination. He is so adamant about this that he goes a little over the top, going to great lengths to prove that he is not a spirit, apparition, phantom, or ghost. Jesus quickly establishes the physicality of his presence. “Look at my hands and my feet,” he said to them. “See that it is I myself. Touch me and see; for a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have.” At this point, he also “showed them his hands and his feet” (Luke 24:39-40).

Years later, the apostle Paul and all the gospel writers would insist that the Jesus they knew was a real human being, a person of flesh and blood, who ate and drank with them, who laughed and cried with them, who got tired and angry and who experienced temptation. In fact, John begins his first letter with an unequivocal assertion: “We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life — this life was revealed, and we have seen it and testify to it” (1 John 1:1). Then he adds, “By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God” (1 John 4:2). So, Jesus has a ticket for heaven, but stops off in Jerusalem to see his friends. Why? To demonstrate that his post-resurrection body was a body of flesh and blood. He was no ghost. He was the real deal.

From the time of Jesus’ resurrection to his ascension into heaven, approximately 50 days elapsed. During this time, Jesus had conversations with hundreds of people. The first person he saw was a woman, Mary Magdalene. He also saw Mary the mother of James, Salome, Joanna, Peter, and the two men on the Emmaus Road. He appears in today’s text, but Thomas is absent. Later, he confronts Thomas and shows the doubting disciple the stigmata, the scars on his hands and feet and the gash in his side. Whereupon Thomas declares, “I believe!” Jesus also had breakfast with seven of his disciples on the Sea of Galilee. There is no record that Jesus had a reunion with his mother, but it is likely he did; every good Jewish boy knows to call his mother! Paul tells us that Jesus appeared to “more than five hundred brothers and sisters at one time” (1 Corinthians 15:6).

The question is, “Why are these appearances and his real physical presence important?” Some of the answers are due to what was going on in the world of ideas in the Greco-Roman era. Then, too, we must consider theological answers. Finally, there is the matter of what Jesus’ humanity means to us, and all people of every day and age.

The ancient world. In the Hellenistic culture of Jesus’ day, Plato was the star in the philosophical universe. Plato asserted that matter was bad and probably evil; therefore, it would be illogical to think that what was divine and good would or could or should become matter or flesh. The Incarnation of Jesus was a ridiculous notion to the Greeks and Romans: why would God lower God’s Divine Self to become a lesser being, a human? The crucifixion was equally preposterous: how can an eternal, immortal God die? Why would an omniscient, omnipotent Being bother with weak human beings or come to their rescue? The apostle Paul acknowledges that the divine crucified was “foolishness to the Gentiles” (1 Corinthians 1:23). Thus, false teachers in the early church, nurtured on Greek philosophical thought, suggested that Jesus only “appeared” to be human. He was never, in fact, truly human. It is against this thinking that Paul and John reacted so strongly. This also explains why the Bible mentions Jesus eating and drinking like a normal hungry and thirsty person. Against all logic, God became human, died, and rose again.

Theology. The Book of Hebrews says that “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins” (9:22). The Book of Leviticus states: “For the life [literally "soul"] of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for your souls upon the altar; for it is the blood that makes atonement for the soul” (17:11). If there was to be any atonement for a person’s sins, or the sins of the world, a ram in the thicket (Genesis 22:13) or a sacrificial lamb would be needed. Every year, Jews sacrificed lambs to God in a vain attempt to atone for their sins. That sacrifice was insufficient and had to be repeated each year. We needed a more permanent means of atonement; a greater lamb to accomplish our reconciliation with God. 

 Jesus is described as the agnus Dei, the lamb of God, who died once and for all, to take away our sins and make us forever right with God. The fancy theological term is propitiation (Greek: hilasterion) denoting the act of appeasing a deity by sacrificing something or someone to earn divine favor. Thus, Jesus’ sacrifice is described as propitiation in Romans: “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified by God’s grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God's righteousness, because in God’s divine forbearance God had passed over former sins” (3:23-25, ESV); and in 1 John: “ [Jesus] is the propitiation for our sins, and not only for ours, but also for those of the whole world” (2:2, ESV). If there must be blood sacrifice, then Jesus must be human to be that sacrifice for us. 

Jesus is one of us. The Bible stresses that Jesus was one of us, human in every way. As the writer of Hebrews explains: Jesus “had to become like his brothers and sisters in every respect…Because he himself was tested by what he suffered, he is able to help those who are being tested” (Hebrews 2:17-18). The author continues: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15). The importance of this is that we can pray to Jesus because, as a national ad campaign suggests, “He Gets Us.”

 “What we see in the Christian gospel is that Jesus didn’t appear as a man; Jesus didn’t even beam down as a 30-year-old male and then just start his ministry. Jesus coded himself into human DNA. He was a fetus in a womb. He was a baby in arms. He was a toddler who would have stumbled around as he figured out how to walk and all the rest of it. He was a teenager; he would have gone through puberty. He was a 30-something-year-old male. So, he didn’t just experience a taste of humanity; he experienced the fullness of what it means to be physically human.” (Sam Allberry)

Jesus’ detour on his way to the right hand of God served a purpose. Jesus is one of us. The disciples thought they were seeing a ghost. They were wrong. He was one of them. And if we are to have a ghost of a chance at experiencing the power of the resurrected life of Christ, we, too, must put aside any doubts. It’s Easter. He is risen! Have you seen the Lord? If not, there is a good chance he will show up when you least expect it.

Prayer: Heavenly Father, on this Easter Sunday, we give thanks for the sacrificial love of Jesus and the redemption we find in His resurrection. Thank you for the gift of salvation and the promise of eternal life. May our hearts overflow with gratitude and praise. Amen.
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Let’s say you want to travel from Seattle, WA to Phoenix, AZ. The nonstop flight to Phoenix is expensive, so instead, you buy a one-stop flight to Oklahoma City, Dallas, or New Orleans, but the one stop is in Phoenix, which for some crazy reason is cheaper than a nonstop flight that ends in Phoenix. Since Phoenix is where you really want to go, you grab your carryon bag and get off the plane in Phoenix. You paid for the whole flight, but you only used a part of it. This practice is called skiplagging. Passengers who skiplag can save anywhere from $20 to $200 per ticket. Skiplagging is a sneaky way to travel to your real destination while pretending you are going somewhere else. 

There is some skiplagging happening in our reading today. Jesus is on the move! His destination is eternal glory seated at the right hand of the Father, but first, Jesus stops over to visit some friends. Jesus skiplags! He had about 50 days left on his earthly visa, but come the Day of Pentecost, Jesus would make the final leg of his remarkable journey. The fact that Jesus was mortal himself may give us clues as to why he decided to skiplag for a few weeks with his followers. 

On Easter morning, Peter and John raced to the tomb after hearing from Mary Magdalene that Jesus’ body was gone. John outpaces Peter but does not go into the tomb; Peter arrives and goes inside. Mary was right! Holy sepulcher! Jesus is gone! When John went inside, “he saw and believed” (v. 8); he knew with certainty that Mary was right and not a raving lunatic. The Bible then says, “Then the disciples returned to their homes” (v. 10).

They went home! As if this was no big deal. The body is gone. Was it graverobbers or did the Roman guards make off with the body. They did not know. It was out of their hands. What they did know was that Jesus died. The whole city buzzed with the news. Remember what Cleopas, one of the two disciples walking toward Emmaus, said to Jesus (whom they did not recognize): “Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?” (Luke 24:10). Everyone knew about the crucifixion of Jesus, and now they knew that his body was missing! 

You can hear Cleopas breathlessly continue: “Some women of our group astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, and when they did not find his body there, they came back and told us that they had indeed seen a vision of angels who said that [Jesus]

