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Matthew 12:38-41 38 Then some of the scribes and Pharisees answered, saying, “Teacher, we 

want to see a sign from You.” 39 But He answered and said to them, “An evil and adulterous 

generation seeks after a sign, and no sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet 

Jonah.40 For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the 

Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. 41 The men of Nineveh will 

rise up in the judgment with this generation and condemn it, because they repented at the 

preaching of Jonah; and indeed a greater than Jonah is here. 

Matthew 16:21 21 From that time Jesus began to show to His disciples that He must go to 

Jerusalem, and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, 

and be raised the third day. 

We are beginning our new series, Stepping Stone or Stumbling Block. Through this series, we 

want to learn how to answer people when they have doubts about scripture and their faith. Over 

the years, I have known many who had grown up in the church, they went to Sunday school and 

youth groups, but when they went away to college their faith was challenged. Often their 

professors held up certain scriptures as a stumbling block in their lives. Today we want to begin 

to help turn those stumbling blocks into stepping stones. 

 

Our scripture today, tells us that Jesus said there would be one sign that he is who he said. Have 

you ever missed an obvious sign? Not too long ago, I was out of town looking for a particular 

shop. I was trying to follow the map on my phone, but there was so much construction going on, 

that I totally missed the sign to the exit ramp. The map was trying to tell me. The sign was there 

on the road, but there were so many orange cones that I got distracted and missed the exit. There 

were what I could call “stumbling blocks” in the way. And when I missed the exit, it was about 

five miles out of the way before I could get turned around. The place I wanted to go was still 

there, I mean it wasn’t that it didn’t exist because I missed the sign to the exit ramp. But I missed 

the exit, therefore I missed my destination.  

 

This happens to some people spiritually when it comes to the scriptures. They see a verse here or 

there that doesn’t line up with something similar in another passage, and well, they stumble on 

the discrepancies and all too often they don’t get back up on the road to faith.  

 

Enter Bart Ehrman who is a professor of New Testament at Carolina. He has written or edited 

over 30 books on religion, in particular the subject of Jesus and the New Testament. Let me 

remind you, he teaches college kids who are 18-22 years old at the University of North Carolina 

in Chapel Hill. Here’s what he says about himself:  “…I am an agnostic who does not believe the 

Bible is the inspired word of God” (Did Jesus Exist? Pg. 71).  

 

He goes on to say about the scriptures: “The Gospels are filled with non-historical material, 

accounts of events that could not have happened. This is shown for example by the many 



discrepancies that contain in matters both great and small. If you have two contradictory 

accounts of the same event, both accounts cannot be accurate. And once you read the Gospels 

carefully, with keen attention to minute details, you will find such contradictions all over the 

map. Eventually the small details add up to big pictures, which also are sometimes at odds with 

one another” 

(Did Jesus Exist? Pg. 71). 

  

You see, with as intelligent as he may be, he stumbles on the small details and totally misses the 

main point. In fact that brings me to our mainline for the day: 

Mainline: Misplaced focus on minor details will cause you to miss completely the main 

point. 

And today I want to share with you the stumbling block of the sign of the resurrection. So as we 

see from the scripture we read earlier, when the Pharisees asked for a sign, Jesus said the only 

sign he would give them was the sign of Jonah who was three days and three nights in the belly 

of the great fish and the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. 

 

Ok, seems simple right. But here is where the Bart Ehrman type and the college kids we meet, 

the armchair theologians and the disgruntled former church members stumble. Jesus said there 

was only one sign that would point to him being the Messiah. Each of the gospels record that 

Jesus resurrected. Let’s look at them.  

 

Matthew 28:1 After the Sabbath, at dawn on the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the 

other Mary went to look at the tomb. 

 

Mark 16:2 Very early on the first day of the week, just after sunrise, they were on their way to 

the tomb… 

 

Luke 24:1 On the first day of the week, very early in the morning, the women took the spices 

they had prepared and went to the tomb. 

 

John 20:1 Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the 

tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance.  

 

Ok, each of these agree that the tomb was empty on the first day of the week or Sunday morning. 

If we remember, Jesus was crucified on Friday. They had to take him down off the cross to get 

him buried before the Sabbath. So if we look for Jesus to be in the tomb for 3 whole days that 

would be 72 hours. How do we account for that?  

 

Not too long ago, I checked into a hotel. I had a meeting out of town and it was going to be a 

long drive very early in the morning, so I spent the night at a hotel. I checked in around 5pm, and 

checked out at 8am the next morning. Was I there a whole day? Well I had to pay for a whole 

day. And check out time was 11am. If I had stayed until 11:30 am they would have charged me 

for a second day even though I had only stayed there 30 minutes of the day. Do you see it now? 

 

Here’s our first message note: 1) The Stumbling Block: Any part of a day equals a whole day. 



If we remember that Jesus went in the tomb on Friday, was there on Saturday and came out on 

Sunday, we see that he was there in the grave for three days because any part of a day equals a 

whole day. 

 

But people still get caught missing the real point if they want to argue about a day, three days 

and three nights based on the sign of Jonah. Jesus was referring to, Jonah 1:17 “Now the Lord 

provided a huge fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and 

three nights.” But what happened to Jonah at the end of the three days and three nights? He was 

spit out. To put it bluntly, the fish threw up and out came Jonah.  

Scripture tells us this: Matthew 16:21 21 From that time Jesus began to show to His disciples 

that He must go to Jerusalem, and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and 

scribes, and be killed, and be raised the third day. 

And people didn’t forget that Jesus kept saying that on the third day he would be raised from 

death. Here’s what the scripture says: Matthew 27:62-64a 62 On the next day, which followed the 

Day of Preparation, the chief priests and Pharisees gathered together to Pilate, 63 saying, “Sir, 

we remember, while He was still alive, how that deceiver said, ‘After three days I will 

rise.’ 64 Therefore command that the tomb be made secure until the third day… 

The Stumbling Block is how many days from the crucifixion to the resurrection. But the stepping 

stone is our next message note: 2) The Stepping Stone: Everything rests on the resurrection. 

Notice that if we get hung up on the days, we miss the whole point of the sign which pointed to 

the resurrection. And, Jesus’ detractors were worried about the truth of the resurrection or they 

wouldn’t have set up the guards to secure the tomb.  

 

The resurrection is the inauguration of the Christian faith. Here’s what scripture says: Romans 

1:3-4 3 Concerning His Son Jesus Christ our Lord, who was born of the seed of David according 

to the flesh, 4 and declared to be the Son of God with power according to the Spirit of holiness, 

by the resurrection from the dead. Our whole faith rests on the truth of the resurrection as it 

points to Jesus being the promised one of God, who was and is God and is to come again.  

 

When we look to authenticate the Christian faith it is in the resurrection. Everything that Jesus 

did before hand was great. His miracles pointed us back to faith in God. His life, showed us 

God’s great and continued love for humanity. But the resurrection from the grave is what the 

disciples preached. The resurrection is where our story gets its power.  

 

As Michael Green, theologian and author says: “The resurrection, therefore, is the place to 

begin if you are looking for a satisfying faith on which to base your life. Do not waste a lot of 

time investigating every religion under the sun... Examine the evidence for the resurrection of 

Jesus instead. If He is risen you need look no further.”  

 

Without the resurrection, all that we do lacks power and purpose. Without the resurrection there 

is no transformation for there is no new life.  The resurrection makes the difference.  

 



Scripture tells us this: Romans 6:8-9 8 Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we shall also 

live with Him, 9knowing that Christ, having been raised from the dead, dies no more. Death no 

longer has dominion over Him. 

 

Our third message note is this: 3) Jesus’ power over death rests on the resurrection. 

 

Because of the curse of original sin, we are all subject to death. But Jesus has power over death. 

When he died on the cross that wasn’t the end of the story. His resurrection proves that he has 

power over death. The resurrection of Jesus proves that the curse of death is gone and we will 

rise to life to live with God eternally. 

C.S. Lewis put it this way in his book, Miracles: “The Resurrection is the central theme in every 

Christian sermon reported in the Acts. The Resurrection, and its consequences were the “gospel” 

or good news which the Christians brought: what we call the “gospels,” the narratives of Our 

Lord’s life and death, were composed later for the benefit of those who had already accepted the 

gospel. They were in no sense the basis of Christianity: they were written for those already 

converted. The miracle of the Resurrection, and the theology of that miracle, comes first: the 

biography comes later as a comment on it. Nothing could be more unhistorical than to pick out 

selected sayings of Christ from the gospels and to regard those as the datum and the rest of the 

New Testament as a construction upon it. The first fact in the history of Christendom is a number 

of people who say they have seen the Resurrection.” 

 

And scripture tells us this: 1 Corinthians 15:16-17 16 For if the dead do not rise, then Christ is 

not risen. 17 And if Christ is not risen, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins!  

Which brings me to our fourth message note: 4) Jesus’ power to forgive sins rests on the 

resurrection. 

 

If Christ is dead still, then we are as good as dead too. There is nothing else to build real faith 

upon without the resurrection. The power to forgive sins was not finished until the resurrection, 

because the forgiveness of sins brings new and transformed life for us. The power of forgiveness 

of sins, brings us back into eternally right relationship with God.  

Let me say again, we miss the point of the sign of Jonah if we get hung up on the three 

days/three nights and all. When we think about it, at the end of Jonah’s time in the belly of the 

fish, the fish could no longer hold him in, the fish could no longer continue to carry on if he did 

not rid his belly of Jonah.  

After three days the grave meant to hold the dead could no longer contain Jesus, death could no 

longer keep Jesus dead who had come to life, the dark hole of the tomb could no longer hide the 

light of life and it had to expel Jesus from its grasp. The grave burst open and Jesus came out, 

alive, once again and forever more. He is Risen indeed, and we will too if we only believe. 

Amen. 


