Easter Sunday 2010

“Jesus’ First Words from the Tomb”

Matthew 28:10


Over the past seven weeks leading up to this Easter Sunday, we have been considering Jesus’ last words from the cross.  The four gospels record seven brief statements Jesus made while hanging on the cross, and each of these are rich in insight and inspiration. This morning I would like to look at the other side of the story, or Jesus’ first words from the tomb. For that I would like you to turn in your Bibles to Matthew chapter 28, where we read in verses 1-10,

After the Sabbath, at dawn on the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to look at the tomb. 

There was a violent earthquake, for an angel of the Lord came down from heaven and, going to the tomb, rolled back the stone and sat on it. His appearance was like lightning, and his clothes were white as snow. The guards were so afraid of him that they shook and became like dead men. 

The angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified. He is not here; he has risen, just as he said. Come and see the place where he lay. Then go quickly and tell his disciples: ‘He has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see him.’ Now I have told you.” 

So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran to tell his disciples. Suddenly Jesus met them. “Greetings,” he said. They came to him, clasped his feet and worshiped him. Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.” 

What were Jesus’ first words from the tomb? According to verse ten they were, “Do not be afraid,” or, in some translations, “Fear not.” (These same words had also been spoken by the angel at the tomb in verse five.)  This simple statement summarizes the great news of Easter, truth that our world needs today desperately.


“The only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” Franklin Roosevelt declared upon taking the office of President of the United States. But for all of our technological, medical, and scientific advances, we still haven’t conquered that basic human problem.

It has been reported that the newspaper columnist Ann Landers receives an average of 10,000 letters each month, and nearly all of them from people burdened with problems. She was asked if there was any one of them which predominates throughout the letters she receives, and her reply was the one problem above all others seems to be fear. People are afraid of losing their health, their wealth, and their loved ones. In short, people are afraid of life itself.
 


And it begins early in life. Sure, we all had childhood fears growing up, but one professional suggests, “ordinary children today are more fearful than psychiatric patients were in the 1950s.”
 They’re not outgrowing these fears, either. As Max Lucado puts it,

Fear, it seems, has taken a hundred-year lease on the building next door and set up shop. Oversize and rude, fear is unwilling to share the heart with happiness. Happiness complies. Do you ever see the two together? Can one be happy and afraid at the same time? Clear-thinking and afraid? Confident and afraid? Merciful and afraid? No. Fear is the big bully in the high school hallway: brash, loud, and unproductive. For all the noise fear makes and room it takes, fear does little good. Fear never wrote a symphony or poem, negotiated a peace treaty, or cured a disease. Fear never pulled a family out of poverty or a country out of bigotry. Fear never saved a marriage or a business. Courage did that. Faith did that. People who refused to con​sult or cower to their timidities did that. But fear itself? Fear herds us into a prison and slams the doors.


Christians are not immune to fear, either. When clouds start to gather over our physical health, our finances, our future, our children, our country—you name it—our first tendency is to curl up in fear.  It was true for the people of the Bible, and it is true of us today.


Maybe this is why the Scriptures are filled with commands to “fear not.” Lloyd John Ogilvie, who until recently served as chaplain of the U. S. Senate, writes in his book, Facing the Future without Fear, “There are 366 ‘fear not!’ verses in the Bible—one for every day of the year and an extra one for leap year!”
 I have not seen a listing of those verses myself (and I would like to!) but certainly the emphasis is there. In the teaching of Jesus, His most common command emerges from the “fear not” genre. The Gospels list some 125 Christ-issued imperatives. Of these, 21 urge us to “not be afraid” or “not fear” or “have courage” or “take heart” or “be of good cheer.” The second most common command, to love God and neighbor, appears on only eight occasions. If quantity is any indicator, Jesus takes our fears seriously. The one statement he made more than any other was this: don’t be afraid.
 This shows us that worry is one of our most basic problems, and Jesus knew it.
 


The Bible goes beyond mere platitudes when it speaks of overcoming fear. Anyone can toss out clever lines like FDR did in 1933, but it takes substance in order to break out of the tendency toward terror. When we look around at our world—or perhaps at our own private lives—we might wonder if any sane person would not be afraid? Why shouldn’t I fear?


God provides the answer to these questions, and this morning I would like to examine three specific fears that we can overcome simply by recognizing and receiving the truth of Easter Sunday.

No Fear of the Devil


First, for the Christian there need be no fear of the devil. I am not referring to the common characterization of Satan as the funny-looking guy in a red suit with horns, a pointy beard, and a pitchfork. That is nothing to fear; that is something to be laughed at. No, Satan is very real, and he is very powerful. Peter writes, “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8).  In and of himself, Satan is an imposing figure.


But through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, Satan has been defeated. Listen to these words of Jesus:

· “…on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it” (Matthew 16:18)
· “I have given you authority to trample on snakes and scorpions and to overcome all the power of the enemy; nothing will harm you” (Luke 10:19).

· “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).
How could He say these things? Paul explains in Colossians 2:13-15

When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature, God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross. And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross [emphasis added].


Hebrews 2:14 adds, 
Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil…

Notice how Jesus was able to defeat the devil: in Colossians He triumphed over them “by the cross,” and in Hebrews it was “by his death” that He destroyed the devil. Imagine that: The very event that appeared to be the greatest triumph of Satan turned out to be his undoing! Can you picture how flabbergasted the devil was when he saw Jesus emerge from the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea? 


Every so often an athlete or athletic team will be described as having “snatched victory from the jaws of defeat.” In a very real way, Jesus snatched victory over the devil from the jaws of death when He arose from the tomb on that first Easter Sunday.


So, for the Christian, there need be no fear of the devil. We can confidently quote 1 John 4:4, “Greater is he that is in you [God] than he that is in the world [the devil].” Because Jesus lives, Satan has been defeated. It is only a matter of time before he is judged and sentenced to an eternity in Hell where he belongs.

No Fear of Death


Secondly, for the Christian there need be no fear of death. Now this is a touchy subject these days, as Ogilvie writes,

We are part of a society that abhors aging and is constantly in search of cosmetics, thera​peutic vitamins, diets, and health kicks to keep us looking young. At the same time there is a frenzy to expose the ills of even the most common things we eat or do that may threaten our health. Scientists are constantly informing us of the latest danger in our diets. And each new dis​covery about illness sends many of us into a hypochondriac’s tailspin, wor​rying that we may have the latest strain of virus or flu, or that we may be candidates for some new type of cancer. This panic is only a symptom of our greater fear of death.


This is not only part of our society, though, as Ogilvie continues,

Unfortunately, many Christians, who should have the greatest freedom from the fear of death, are often no more confident than anyone else. We want Christ to help us live the abundant life now, but we give far too little thought to our eternal life. And often, when we are hit with sickness our​selves or face it in our loved ones, we find that the extent of our faith is our hope that Christ will intervene to heal us so that we can live longer. We lust for a long life. Quantity of years becomes more important than the quality of our lives. Since we try to think about death as little as possible, our faith is not stretched to include the vibrant confidence that, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord.


A moment ago I read Hebrews 2:14 regarding the defeat of the devil by Christ. Now I would like to add the next verse:

Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.


What a powerful picture! “Those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.” That’s our society! But this bondage to the fear of death is not new to our era; it was true in the first century as well. Leon Morris notes, 

The inscriptions on pagan tombs are eloquent of grief and hopelessness. Few things are more striking than the contrast between the richly ornamented expressions of despair on the tombs of pagans and the exuberant hope in the roughly scratched epitaphs in the catacombs where the Christians were buried. Christ did indeed free His people from the fear of death.


So many people, both then and now, are afraid of death. It’s the great unknown which is better not talked about. Some are so afraid of death that life now is spoiled for them.
 No better example of this futile search can be found than Howard Hughes. Bill Hybels recounts his quest for more money, more fame, more sensual pleasure, more thrills, more power, and concludes, in the end “he died a billionaire junkie, insane by all reasonable standard.”


Yet in the face of this real fear, Jesus offers life not just for now but forever, not just until death but beyond death too.
 You see, when Jesus arose from the dead, death was radically changed for the Christian.
 As I quoted last week, “When the Christian dies we do not write the words, ‘the end’; we write, ‘to be con​tinued,’ and turn over the page.”


I realize it is ironic to quote a Christmas carol in an Easter sermon, but one verse from the song “Good Christian Men, Rejoice!” is particularly fitting: 

Good Christian men, rejoice,

With heart and soul and voice;

Now ye need not fear the grave—

Jesus Christ was born to save.


He was born to save; He died to save; He arose to save. One of those 366 “fear not” passages is found in Revelation 1:17-18, where Jesus Himself says, “Do not be afraid; I am the first and the last, and the living One; and I was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of death and of Hades.” 

For the Christian there need be no fear of death. In Christ we can face our eventual physical death and claim that we are alive eternally. Then we can live abundantly without panic for the rest of our time on earth.

No Fear of Damnation


Thirdly, there is no fear of damnation because of Easter. Paul writes in Romans 8:1, “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  Last Sunday we saw the very last words of Jesus from the cross, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.” In Jesus’ dying breath He affirmed His destiny by placing Himself in the hands of the Father. We are invited to do the same, living and dying with the assurance of where we will spend eternity. Our fate need not be a matter of wishful thinking or “I hope so,” for the Bible tells us that we can know that we have eternal life (1 John 5:13).


John writes in 1 John 4:17-18,

Love is made complete among us so that we will have confidence on the day of judgment, because in this world we are like him. There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love. 


There is no reason to fear the punishment of God, because Jesus took that punishment on Himself when He died on the cross. The price has been paid; the debt has been erased. An eternity in Heaven is ours if we will accept it.


I would like to close with the words of Paul in Romans 8:31-39,

What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written: “For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

During our lives on earth, we need not fear the devil. As we approach the end of our lives on earth, we need not fear death. And as we go beyond our lives on earth and into eternity, we need not fear damnation. Why? Two thousand years ago, Jesus Christ defeated the devil on the cross. He took on Himself our sin and the penalty it deserved—death—and then triumphed over death on that first Easter Sunday. And because He did that, those who commit their lives to Him will never face damnation.

In the words of the chorus by Bill and Gloria Gaither, 

Because He lives, I can face tomorrow,

Because He lives, all fear is gone,

Because I know He holds the future

And life is worth the living just because He lives.


That is the great news of Easter: He lives! And because He lives, we can live, too. We can life a life without fear. We can face death without fear. We can face eternity without fear.


Are you? Is your life marked with confidence and victory, or marred by despair and defeat? Do you live your life in constant terror or triumph? You can live your life without fear beginning today by allowing the truth of Easter to become real in your own heart and mind. Allow Jesus to come in and take that fear away, and begin to really live!
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