Easter Sunday 2011

“Saved By His Life”

Romans 5:6-10


Many things are recognized today by their logo. Companies, organizations, and sports teams can be easily identified by their logo, even if no words are present. You see the golden arches, and you know a McDonald’s is nearby. You see the familiar swoosh symbol on clothing or shoes, and you know that item was made and marketed by Nike. 


If the Christian Church were to adopt a logo, what do you think it would be? What is a symbol that the mind immediately connects with Christianity? There are several possibilities: a scroll or book, signifying the Scriptures; the ancient sign of the fish, which in ancient Greek was an acronym for “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior”; the dove, used in the Bible as a symbol of the Holy Spirit…the list goes on and on. 

But I would guess that the single image or symbol most associated with Christianity would be the cross. You see the cross on churches and steeples, on lapel pins and necklaces, ties and even socks—I think my socks today have crosses on them!

Why is the cross so commonly associated with Christianity? Ask just about anyone who has ever been to church or knows anything about what a Christian believes, and they will tell you, “Jesus died on the cross for our sins.” And that is true. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 15:3, “For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures…”

Yet that is not the whole story, is it? If the event of Jesus’ death on the cross is so central to the Christian faith, why do we worship on Sunday instead of on Friday? Why is Easter Sunday the most celebrated Christian holiday instead of Good Friday? We need to go back to 1 Corinthians 15 and finish the thought in verse 4: “For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures…”


You see, the cross of Calvary was not the end of the story. Yes, Jesus died, but He was also raised to life again three days later, on what we celebrate as Easter. And that event changed history forever. Christians worship on Sunday because Christ arose from the dead on the first day of the week. Christian churches are filled on Easter Sunday because that is when we celebrate Jesus’ victory over death. As Stuart Briscoe writes,

That Christ died is clear, but that Christ lives is sometimes overlooked. I was reminded of that when my friend Ian Thomas gave me the manuscript of his first book to read. The title was The Saving Life of Christ, and instinctively I thought that should be “The Saving Death of Christ.” His emphasis on the fact of the risen Christ’s ability to reside in the life of the justified believer was firmly based on the fact that God’s loving provision for sinful man includes a living Christ as well as a dying Savior.


Now it is also true that there would be no Easter Sunday without a Good Friday. Yes, Jesus did have to die in order for us to be saved. But He also had to be raised, and His resurrection has present as well as future implications for us. So this morning, I want to focus our attention on the fact that, while our salvation is based on the death of Jesus on the cross, it is also true that we are saved by His life.

The Past Event


Let’s begin this morning with the past event of Easter. I’m sure that most if not all of you know the significance of the events during this weekend that culminates Holy Week. Nearly two thousand years ago, a man living under the authority of the Roman Empire in the land of Judea was executed for the crimes of blasphemy, insurrection, and treason. We know that man as Jesus of Nazareth, and we also know that the accusations against Him were false. The Jewish authorities refused to believe He was who He claimed to be, and they convinced the Roman authorities that He was a dangerous subversive to their power. So they had Him put to death.


But we further know that is not why Jesus died on the cross. Paul explains the true significance of His death in Romans 5:6-8,

You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.


There is the true significance of the cross: Christ died for us. He did not die for His own sins, for He never sinned. In fact, since Jesus never sinned Himself, and since “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23), then Jesus of Nazareth never had to die physically. He could still be walking the earth today, over 2,000 years old!


But He did in fact die. And His death was no accident or unexpected tragedy. Jesus knew that He would die, He knew how He would die, and He knew why He would die. Jesus Himself said in John 10:11 and 18, “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep…  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.”  Jesus willingly sacrificed Himself on behalf of all who were hopelessly lost in their own sin—and that includes you and me. Romans 3:23 states, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” 


“What’s the big deal about sin, anyway?” you might ask. “So what if I tell a little lie or cuss or stuff like that? Nobody’s perfect, right?”


Wrong! God is perfect (the Bible calls that “holiness”), and He will only allow perfection in His presence. Furthermore, He has established in His justice that sin must be judged.


Think of it like this. Pretend that this book I am holding is sin, and that a lightning bolt from the sky represents the judgment of God on my sin. What happens if the bolt of lightning would strike the book while I am holding on to it? I’m toast!


So Jesus came along and said, “Let me take that sin from you.” He took my sin upon Himself and took the lightning bolt—God’s judgment—when He died on the cross. That’s what Good Friday was all about! Jesus died in our place, taking the punishment our sins deserved upon Himself so that we would not have to.

But there is a catch. We must be willing to let Jesus take our sins upon Himself. We have to let go of our selfishness, our pride, our insistence on living our own way, else we clutch onto our sin until God judges the sin…and we get judged too. I get asked all the time, “How could a loving God send anyone to Hell.” The truth is, God does not send anyone to Hell; He sends their sins there, and if they are hanging onto their sins, they get tossed in as well. But that is their choice, not God’s. In fact, God has done everything possible to keep people from going to Hell…short of taking away their free will.


So Jesus died on the cross for our sins, in our place. Three days later, He arose from the dead as proof that God the Father accepted His sacrifice for sins on our behalf. Romans 4:25 says, “He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.”  One commentary states,
There could have been no justification if Christ had remained in the tomb. But the fact that He rose tells us that the work is finished, the price has been paid, and God is infinitely satisfied with the sin-atoning work of the Savior.
 

This is the past event of Easter.

The Perfect Ending


There is also a future significance to Easter. Because Jesus died and rose again, we look forward to the perfect ending to this life as we spend eternity with God in Heaven someday. Paul wrote in Romans 6:8, “Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him.”  Because of His death and resurrection in the past, we look forward to a future of living forever with God in Heaven!


Referring back to Romans 5, we look to the main verse of our text this morning, verse 10: “For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life!”  Warren Wiersbe explains,
Paul argued from the lesser to the greater. If God saved us when we were enemies, surely He will keep on saving us now that we are His children. There is a “wrath to come,” but no true believer will experience it (1 Thess. 1:9-10; 5:8-10). Paul further argued that if Christ’s death accomplished so much for us, how much more will He do for us in His life as He intercedes for us in heaven! … “Saved by His life” refers to Romans 4:25: “raised again for [on account of] our justification.” Because He lives, we are eternally saved (Heb. 7:23-25). Thus, we are “saved by His life.”


Christians believe that they will spend eternity in Heaven with God after they die. How do they know this? The guarantee of the believer’s resurrection is the resurrection of Christ.
 As John Stott puts it,

For the Jesus who died for our sins was raised from death and lives, and means his people to experience for themselves the power of his resurrection. We can share his life now, and will share his resurrection on the last day.

Because He died, our past sins are gone. Because He lives, we will live forever with Him.

The Present Experience


We have seen the past event and the future expectation of Easter, but I want to spend the rest of our time this morning on the present experience we can have because of what we celebrate today. I’d like to re-read Romans 5:10, but this time from The Amplified Bible:

For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son, it is much more [certain], now that we are reconciled, that we shall be saved (daily delivered from sin’s dominion) through His [resurrection] life.


Notice the present tense: “daily delivered from sin’s dominion.” This is not talking about “pie in the sky in the sweet by and by.” This is talking about our present experience, right now! As Stott clearly puts it,

Christianity is not just a matter of looking back to justification and on to glorification. The believer is not preoccupied always with the past and the future. He has a present Christian life to live as well.


What this means is that Jesus did not just die for our sins, He came to give us life; therefore, every child of God is spiritually alive “in Christ.” We have been saved by His life, and eternal life is not something we get when we physically die. We are alive in Christ right now.


Major Ian Thomas, in his aforementioned book entitled, The Saving Life of Christ, writes,

Christ did not die simply that you might be saved from a bad conscience, or even to remove the stain of past failure, but to “clear the decks” for divine action. You have been told that Christ died to save you. This is gloriously true in a very limited, though vital sense. In Romans 5:10 we read, “If, when we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by the death of His Son, much more, being reconciled, we shall be saved by His life.” The Lord Jesus Christ therefore ministers to you in two distinct ways—He reconciles you to God by His death, and He saves you by His life.
 

He goes on to add,

This, however, is but the beginning of the story, “for if, when we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by the death of His son, much more, being reconciled, [now accomplished fact] we shall be saved [as a continuing process] by His life” (Romans 5:10). The glorious fact of the matter is this—no sooner has God reconciled to Himself the man who has responded to His call, than He imparts to him, as a forgiven sinner, the presence of the Holy Spirit, and this restoration of the Holy Spirit constitutes what the Bible calls we generation, or new birth.


“But how does that work?” you might ask. “All this stuff about Jesus being a sacrifice, substituting Himself for us to take on the penalty of our sin, how exactly does that matter to me now?”


Glad you asked! Earlier I mentioned Romans 6:8, and now I would like to return to that verse and continue reading down through verse 13:

Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. For we know that since Christ was raised from the dead, he cannot die again; death no longer has mastery over him. The death he died, he died to sin once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness.

This paragraph begins talking about the past and the future, right? “We died with Christ (past tense)…we will live with Him (future tense).” But as we keep reading we discover that Paul is talking about our present experience, especially from verse 11 onward. We are to “count [ourselves] dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.” That’s not talking about someday in Heaven, folks—that’s right now on Earth!


Jesus will not be raised someday in the future; He was raised on the first Easter Sunday. His resurrection life began then, not later. The same can be said for us. We do not simply look forward to be raised again sometime in the future in order to spend eternity in Heaven with God; we are raised again right now in order to live for God on Earth right now! Eternal life does not begin when we die physically or when our physical bodies are raised from the dead. Eternal life begins the very moment we commit ourselves to Jesus Christ. In Christ we die to sin, so that sin no longer controls us; and in Christ we are raised up to a new life that seeks to please God instead of pleasing ourselves.


Many people have the mistaken notion that God can have their lives in eternity but they can keep their lives on earth to themselves. “Oh, sure,” they say, “I believe in God, and I know that I’ll be in Heaven with Him someday. But right now, I’m calling the shots!”


God has no interest in that kind of arrangement! If He is not our Master now, what makes you think He will be our Master when this life is over? This concept that “I can live my life now the way I want to, and then God can have me after I die,” is completely foreign to what the Bible teaches. Jesus said in John 10:10, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”

The Bible tells us that Jesus not only died for our sins, but was raised to life for our salvation. That means that eternal, abundant life begins now for anyone who accepts His offer of taking our sins in exchange for His righteous life.


What does that mean for us?


It means that we are set free from the penalty of sin. Jesus paid the debt of our sin, and because He did, we will never have to. Romans 8:1 declares, “there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” We have no fear of spending eternity in Hell apart from God because Jesus paid the price for our salvation. In John 11:25, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies.” Yes, even the Christian will die physically, but the ultimate penalty of sin in eternal separation from God in an awful place called Hell, and that has been taken care of for those who allow Christ to take their place through His death and resurrection.


Ultimately this means that we will be set free from the very presence of sin. The Bible teaches us that in God’s presence sin cannot exist, and that someday in Heaven there will be no more sin. Not only will there not be sin in Heaven, but all of the effects of sin will be missing as well: no more death, no more suffering, no more sorrow, no more separation from loved ones. Won’t that be wonderful someday?


But we don’t have to wait until we die for eternal life to begin. Right now Jesus wants to free us from the power of sin in our lives. He wants to use the same power displayed in His resurrection—and face it, that was the most powerful demonstration in history—to break the power of sin in our lives today. There is no addiction that His power cannot break. There is no habit, no character flaw, no self-centered tendency that we cannot overcome in the resurrection power of Jesus. Christians can’t use that old excuse, “I couldn’t help it!” In Jesus Christ, you can help it! Ephesians 1:18-20 says,

I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty strength, which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms.

The very power of Easter—raising Jesus from the dead—is at work in the Christian now!


Paul wrote of himself in Philippians 3:10-11,

I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. 


Do you?


You can today if you will allow Jesus Christ to be your Lord and your life!
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