Easter and the Christian’s Hope (12/4/09)
Easter Sunday is here! It’s a time when the Christian Church historically has celebrated the resurrection of Jesus from the dead (though every Sunday is that!) Why is Jesus’ resurrection worth celebrating?
There’s a dramatic scene in one of Hitchcock’s films. A police detective, some police officers and a woman are waiting in an apartment. A man on the outside tries the door and finds it locked. If he opens the door with a key and walks in it proves that other things are true. It proves that the man is guilty, that he tried to murder his wife, that he has been lying all along and that the detective is right. All of those facts hinge on the man unlocking the door and entering the room.

If Jesus unlocked the door of death, in history, and walked out alive it confirms the truth of so many other things. It confirms the truth of his claims, because he said he would rise. He also claimed to be the Son of God, sent from heaven. He claimed to have authority to forgive sins. He claimed to be the only way to know God. He claimed to be the resurrection and the life. If he rose from the dead, then it is reasonable to trust all these claims; it proves him to be true. But if he didn’t rise from the dead then Jesus’ claims are false and you are a fool for believing in him.
Did it really happen? Think about the number of eye-witnesses. The Bible contains six independent testimonies recording eleven separate appearances over a period of 40 days. 500 people at once claim to have seen him. What is more, none of the disciples were expecting him to rise again. It wasn’t a case of wishful thinking, since their world had been shattered by his death. Think about the dramatic change in the disciples. Before his resurrection they were fearful. Soon afterwards they were proclaiming courageously that Jesus had risen. Would they have died for a lie? Think about the remarkable growth of the Church. In the early centuries Christians faced terrible persecution under Rome. Yet the Church wasn’t snuffed out, and has become the largest religious movement the world has ever known, based on the fact that Jesus rose again from the dead. Christianity is a message of hope, and I want to concentrate on this today. How does Jesus’ resurrection give me hope today? What difference does it make?

1) The Hope of being raised like Jesus (v51-52)

Paul says, Listen, I tell you a mystery: we will not all sleep, but we will all be changed. It’s going to happen quickly. He describes death as sleep – as Jesus did – and one day the last trumpet will sound; people will be changed; the dead will be raised. What is this trumpet? It’s the trumpet call of God (1 Thess. 4:16), when Jesus Christ returns to this world and commands the dead to rise. Jesus had taught this: for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out – those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned (John 5:28). His resurrection isn’t an isolated event; it’s the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep (v20). The firstfruits of a harvest – of wheat, grapes or figs – were the guarantee of more to come. Jesus’ resurrection is God’s guarantee of more to come – all those who trust in him will rise on that last day. That’s why it’s good news of great hope.

I am sure we have all seen the terrible scenes of destruction caused by the earthquake in L’Aquila. One person decribed the experience as like the end of the world. We’ve seen anxious relatives waiting anxiously for any signs of hope that their loved ones will be brought out alive. As the first person was rescued from the rubble, it must have filled many others with the hope for further survivors. People have continued to hope, but the rescue services could make no promises of survival.
The fact that Jesus has emerged from the rubble of death guarantees every Christian with the hope of a physical resurrection on the last day. Death is not the end. How much is this a part of your hope? When you consider your future, do you focus on this? As Christians we should be longing for this day: we eagerly await a Saviour from (heaven), the Lord Jesus Christ, who…will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body (Phil 3:20-21). Does that describe you? The last prayer of the bible expresses this hope: Amen. Come, Lord Jesus! (Rev 22:20). Do you pray that prayer? Or do you just focus on your life in this world, with its joys and sorrows? In the game of golf you need to keep your head down, looking at the ball, otherwise you will miss it. But in the Christian life you must keep looking up towards the prospect of Christ’s return, when you will be raised with him and be like him. 

2) The Hope of victory through Jesus (v53-57)

Right now we’re fighting a losing battle. Our bodies are perishable and mortal. Death overpowers us. Even Lazarus, raised by Jesus, lost the battle finally. But when Christ returns, that will change: we will be given bodies that are imperishable and immortal. And on that day, Christians will taunt death with the chant: Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting? How can losers can become winners? All the thanks goes to God: he gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. The victory is won by Jesus and given to us. In fact, it’s a victory over three enemies: sin, death and the law (v56). Paul reminds us that we don’t die merely due to physical decay or disease. The sting of death – the reason why death takes us – is sin. Death is the result of rebellion. Couldn’t God just forgive us? No; there’s also the law – God’s moral law that demands justice. Jesus wins the victory for us through his sacrifice in our place: Christ died for our sins (v3). He took the sting and satisfied the law by being punished for us.
It’s like the account of David and Goliath. Goliath is the Philistine champion. He roars his challenge to the Israelites to send out a man to fight him. This is the deal: if their man wins, the Philistines become their slaves; but if Goliath wins, the Israelites are enslaved by the Philstines. No-one is a match for the mighty Goliath. But young David offers to fight. As he enters the battle, all the Israelites’ hopes rest on David. If he wins, they win; if he loses, they lose. David triumphs over Goliath and the Israelites share the victory.

Jesus, the Son of David, defeats death for his people by rising from the dead. He did it not just for himself, but for all his people – all those who belong to him, by faith. So although I will die one day, death will not triumph over me. Not only will I rise on the final day, but I will live forever. Death, the last enemey, will be destroyed. There will be no more death, or mourning, or crying or pain (Rev. 21:4). It’s all because of Jesus! This is the hope of every Christian! I think of the poem by Donne: Death be not proud, though some have called thee/Mighty…One short sleepe past, we wake eternally/And death shall be no more, Death thou shalt die. Or a hymn, Jesus, Thou Prince of life! Thy chosen cannot die/Like Thee, they conquer in the strife/To reign with Thee on high (Cesar Malan 1787-1864 – Swiss – French hymn-writer).
3) The Hope of living for Jesus (v58)

So Christians have this great hope for the future. But does it make any difference now? Do we just sit around ‘with our heads in the clouds’, waiting for death? Look at Pauls’ conclusion: Therefore – in the light of our future resurrection and victory – Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labour in the Lord is not in vain. That word vain means empty, meaningless, without purpose or significance. The preacher in Ecclesiastes looks at the world in the light of death and says, Meaningless! Have you ever felt like that? Have you ever asked, “What’s the point of it all?” Tolstoy put it like this: My question - that which at the age of fifty brought me to the verge of suicide - was the simplest of questions, lying in the soul of every man...It was: "What will come of what I am doing today or shall do tomorrow? What will come of my whole life?" Differently expressed, the question is: "Why should I live, why wish for anything, or do anything?" It can also be expressed thus: "Is there any meaning in my life that the inevitable death awaiting me does not destroy?"...(Tolstoy, A Confession)
Have you asked that question? What’s the point of working to earn a living? What the point of studying hard at school? What’s the point of raising a family? What’s the point of trying to treat and heal people? If we’re all destroyed by death in the end, what is the point in living and striving and serving? In the shadow of death every effort appears futile, vain. Shakespeare expresses this in Macbeth: 
Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player/That struts and frets his hour upon the stage/And then is heard no more: it is a tale/Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,/Signifying nothing.

The Christian message gives us the answer. It shows us a way of living that is significant. We are called to give ourselves fully to the work of the Lord. What does that mean? Isn’t the work of the Lord reserved for pastors or missionaries? Not at all! Paul writes to the whole church – made up of slaves, craftsmen, ‘ordinary’ people. They could do the work of the Lord by living for the Lord each day; by doing the work the Lord called them to do – as parents and children, as husbands and wives, as workers and citizens, as brothers and sisters in Christ. The only way your life can be ultimately significant is by living for Christ.
Conclusion

I have heard many people wish others a Happy Easter. We’ve considered what is truly happy about it. Through Jesus’ mighty resurrection we have hope – the hope of our resurrection like Jesus’, of our victory through Jesus and of our living for Jesus. 

How can you have this hope? Notice that in the great statement of v57 Paul uses the words us and our. Who is he speaking to? Who are the people who have this hope? The letter is written to the church in Corinth and to those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ – their Lord and ours (1:2). So this hope is not open automatically to everyone. It’s not a Hindu hope, a Muslim hope, a Buddhist hope, a pagan hope, or an atheist hope. It is a Christian hope! It’s the hope of all those who call on the name of Christ – who worship him as God and receive him as their Lord. Is that you? Will you trust him today? On Easter Sunday? Why not? It’s those who call on the name of the Lord who are saved.

In 1997, Neal Eldrenkamp, a Christian worker amongst students in Ecuador, was shot dead by car thieves in front of his wife, Ruth, and two young children. Two years later, Ruth addressed an assembly of Christian workers: 

Today I stand here alone…and Neal is in his eternal home with our Lord. When he was shot to death…all our family dreams and ministry dreams were cut short…(but) – that brokenness is not the end of the story. Our pain is deep, but not all-encompassing; our loss is enormous, but it is not eternal; death is our enemy, but it does not have the final word. The wounded lamb is also the Lion of Judah and one day he will reign in his perfect rule of love, peace and justice. Such is the hope of the gospel (Shining Like Stars, p168).
Amen! This is the gospel of Jesus. This broken, shattered and dying world is not the end of the story! Thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. It’s a victory that begins now and ends in eternity. If you belong to Jesus Christ today, you can really say, “Happy Easter!” Even so, come Lord Jesus.

