Easter Sunday 2014

“God’s Not Dead”

1 Corinthians 15

Happy Easter!


I’m glad to see everyone here this morning. Another holiday may boast that it is “the most wonderful time of the year,” but I would argue that Easter is the most wonderful day of the year, because of what it represents. Not that everybody has a good grasp on what that is….

Once there was a Sunday school teacher in a fourth-grade classroom and asked one of the students, “﻿Janie, when is Easter and what happens on it?﻿” 
Janie said, “﻿Well, Easter’s in the fall, and we dress up in costumes and go trick-or-treating.﻿” 

He tried another student. “﻿Jimmy, can you tell me when Easter is and what happens on that day?﻿” 

Jimmy said, “﻿Well, it’s in the winter, and we put up the tree and decorate it and exchange gifts.﻿” 

Now the teacher was queasy, so he went to Mikey, the smartest kid in the class. 

“﻿When is Easter,﻿” he asked, “﻿and what happens then?﻿” 

Mikey answered, “﻿Well, Easter is in the springtime when Jesus came up from the grave.﻿” 

“﻿Very good!﻿” the teacher said, relieved…until Mikey added, “﻿And if he sees his shadow, he goes back, and we have six more weeks of winter.﻿”


Well, Mikey got it half right, anyway. Easter is in the springtime and it has to do with Jesus coming up from the grave. But so much has been added to Easter Sunday—Easter eggs, Easter candy, Easter baskets, Easter outfits, and the Easter Bunny—that for many the true meaning of Easter has been lost, as represented by the children’s responses in that Sunday School class. Even those who know many of the facts of the first Easter may not know how it affects life in the twenty-first century.


I believe that a clear, concise description of what Easter is all about can be summarized in the words of the film presently showing in many theaters around our country: God’s Not Dead. 


Perhaps we should add one more word to make the thought complete: God’s not dead anymore. As we will see this morning, God the Son was indeed dead, but because of Easter He is dead no longer. He said to the apostle John in Revelation 1:17-18, 

Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive forever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades. 

This morning I would like to consider the essence of Easter, the evidence for Easter, and the effects of Easter—bringing an ancient event into present-day living

The Essence of Easter


Turn in your Bibles to 1 Corinthians chapter fifteen. You may be surprised that we are not turning to the end of one of the four gospels to read about the first Easter. Those are valuable texts, but here in 1 Corinthians 15 we have “the most extensive treatment of the resurrection in all of Scripture.”
 


Paul starts from the primary principles of our faith. He shows that Christ’s resurrection is fundamental to the gospel message, then he demonstrates that the resurrection of Christ implies the resurrection of Christians. Leon Morris concludes, “This is the classic Christian discussion of the subject.”
 


Look first at 1 Corinthians 15:3-4,

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…

Here is the essence of Easter. Three events occurred on the weekend culminating on Easter Sunday: Jesus died for our sins, He was buried, and He rose again. Each of these happenings are essential not only to the Easter story but to the Christian faith. While the words in these two verses are simple enough, the wording is rich with meaning and significance.


The apostle begins by stressing the fact that his gospel was not his own invention. Paul is not giving us some views he has worked out for himself; he is passing on what he had received.
 Elsewhere Paul emphasized that he had not received this message by any other human, either; in Galatians 1:11-12 he states, 

I want you to know, brothers, that the gospel I preached is not something that man made up. I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ. 


The elements of his message are “of first importance,” according to verse three. The Gospel is the most important message that the church ever proclaims. While it is good to be involved in social action and the betterment of mankind, there is no reason why these ministries should preempt the Gospel.
 This is what Christianity is all about. 

Before we get to the specifics, note the phrase, “according to the Scriptures.” Everything that happened that momentous weekend was in accordance with the Scriptures. Nothing occurred that was a surprise to God the Father or to God the Son. This had all been planned before—long before hand. 

“The Scriptures” refers to what we call the Old Testament—the only Scriptures available at that time. Remember the situation after the resurrection of Jesus when He appeared to two disciples on the road to Emmaus? Luke 24:25-27 records the scene:

He said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself. 

Later in the same chapter, Jesus told the Eleven in Luke 24:44-47, 

“This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.” Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, “This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.”

The Old Testament clearly predicted Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection. Christ’s death was predicted in Isaiah 53 and Psalm 22 in graphic detail. We might be surprised that Paul included the burial of Jesus in the essence of his message, but he does so to show the genuineness of His death and resurrection—that He actually died and actually was raised.
 Isaiah had prophesied that He would have an honorable burial. According to Isaiah 53:9 He was to be “with the rich in his death.” This was fulfilled when Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus, men of wealth and power, and members of the Jewish Sanhedrin, joined forces to bury Him. The weight of spices alone, provided by Nicodemus, was very expensive (John 19:39), and Joseph contributed a valuable tomb.
 
But where, we might wonder, does the Old Testament declare Jesus’ resurrection on the third day? Jesus pointed to the experience of Jonah being three days in the belly of the whale. His rising from the dead is predicted in Psalm 16:9-10, a text used by Peter in his sermon on the Day of Pentecost: “Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices; my body also will rest secure, because you will not abandon me to the grave, nor will you let your Holy One see decay.” 
 The Jews believed that a dead body began to decay on the fourth day after death; by being raised on the third day, Jesus’ body never decayed.

Here, then, is the essence of Easter. Jesus of Nazareth was crucified by the Roman government at the urging of the Jewish leaders, was buried in a tomb (insuring that He was, in fact, dead), but on the third day was raised from the dead. As we will see, this is not only the essence of Easter; this is the essence of the Christian faith.

The Evidence of Easter


Such a story is spectacular, indeed. Some might go so far as to say inconceivable or unbelievable. They may not take our word for it. 


Paul had the same challenge in his day. When he spoke to the philosophers at Athens, he had quite an audience…until He mentioned Christ rising from the grave. We read in Acts 17:32, “When they heard about the resurrection of the dead, some of them sneered…” Is there any substantiation for the claims of the Christian message? Paul points to the evidence of Easter in 1 Corinthians 15:5-8,

…and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born.


Paul lists six distinct appearances of the resurrected Christ to at least 514 different people (allowing some overlap for the disciples, apostles, and Peter)…and we know this list is not exhaustive! Elsewhere we are told of ten separate appearances of the risen Lord: to Mary Magdalene, to the women returning from the tomb, to Peter, to two disciples on the road to Emmaus, to the ten gathered in the upper room, to the eleven including Thomas a week later, to “more than five hundred brethren at one time” (probably on the mountainside in Galilee in Matthew 28:16), to James, to some disciples including Peter, Thomas, Nathanael, James and John by the Galilee lakeside, and to many on the Mount of Olives near Bethany at the time of the ascension. And since Luke tells us at the beginning of the Acts that Jesus “showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive…over a period of forty days” (Acts 1:3), there may well have been other appearances of which no record has survived.
 Notice in verse six that many of these eyewitnesses were still alive at the time of his writing. This shows the confidence with which he could appeal to their testimony.


The weight of so many eyewitnesses ought to be conclusive enough. There is also evidence proving that the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea was indeed empty on the first Easter morning. Skeptics have tried to explain this by a variety of methods—most of which require more faith to believe that the biblical accounts!

Many years ago, eminent British lawyer Sir Edward Clarke wrote to the Rev. E. L. Macassey:

As a lawyer I have made a prolonged study of the evidences for the events of the first Easter Day. To me the evidence is conclusive, and over and over again in the High Court I have secured the verdict on evidence not nearly so compelling. Inference follows on evidence, and a truthful witness is always artless and disdains effect. The Gospel evidence for the resurrection is of this class, and as a lawyer I accept it unreservedly as the testimony of truthful men to facts they were able to substantiate.

The Effects of Easter


The most important point, however, is the effects of Easter. What does this event that took place thousands of years ago have to do with life today? Why should this day be celebrated above other historical events?


Paul addresses this both positively and negatively in 1 Corinthians 15. He begins with the negative side—arguing the effects if Easter did not take place—in verses 12-19:

But if it is preached that Christ has been raised from the dead, how can some of you say that there is no resurrection of the dead? If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised. And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith. More than that, we are then found to be false witnesses about God, for we have testified about God that he raised Christ from the dead. But he did not raise him if in fact the dead are not raised. For if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised either. And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ are lost. If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men. 

In these ﻿verses Paul gives seven disastrous consequences that would result if there were no resurrection: (1) Christ Himself would not be risen; (2) the preaching of the gospel would be meaningless; (3) faith in Christ would be worthless; (4) all witnesses to and preachers of the resurrection would be liars; (5) all men would still be in their sins; (6) all former believers would have eternally perished; and (7) Christians would be the most pitiable people on earth.


John Marsh (no relation) has written,

Christians believe the resurrection actually happened. This is no myth or fairy story, no man-made happy ending to an otherwise sad story: this is straightforward historical fact. What is more, the resurrection of Jesus is the foundation for all that Christians believe and experience: without it our faith would be empty and our experience spurious.
Paul realized this. “If Christ has not been raised from death, then we have nothing to preach and you have nothing to believe… If Christ has not been raised, then your faith is a delusion and you are still lost in your sins” (1 Corinthians 15:14, 17).
That’s straight and to the point. Christianity stands or falls on the resurrection: take that one fact away and the rest disintegrates into a thousand pieces, and Christianity is finished. That means if you want to write off Christianity, then disprove the resurrection and the job’s done! Not surprisingly, many have tried; unfortunately for them, none has succeeded.


In fact, several who have tried—such as C. S. Lewis, Lee Strobel, and others—not only failed in their attempts to disprove Christianity but became Christians themselves!


The good news of Easter is found in verse 20: “But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.” The apostle moves from the theoretical negative to the theological positive: “Christ has indeed been raised from the dead.” This is an indisputable fact, supported by evidence.


We don’t use the word “firstfruits” today. We use the word “sample.” Christ has been raised from the dead, and He is a living, breathing sample of all those who are yet to believe in Him and who will yet, like Him, be raised.
 Since He was raised, we trust that we, too, will be raised. Jesus Himself said in John 5:28-29, 

Do not be amazed at 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.

Paul describes how this will happen in 1 Corinthians 15:50-57,

I declare to you, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed—in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality. When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: “Death has been swallowed up in victory.” “Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?” The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.

I love how Chuck Swindoll summarizes this: “Finally, at long last, Death will bite the dust.”
 Amen! We have that to look forward to!


You see, the bottom line is that true Christianity is a religion of the resurrection. Without the resurrection salvation could not have been provided, and without belief in the resurrection salvation cannot be received. Romans 10:9 states, “﻿If you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you shall be saved﻿.” It is not possible, therefore, to be a Christian and not believe in the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
 

As Christians, Easter means we can face life head on. Not even the worst thing that can happen to us—death—has the sting it once did. As the chorus goes,

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!
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