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Sunday, March 16, 2008
Grace Church, Mooresville

The Significance of the Resurrection

I don’t know how many of you have been in the church for quite some time, but if so, there is a trend that often happens when it comes to major religious holidays like Christmas and Easter.

They are like those Easter candies, Peeps. If you leave them out on the counter too long, they tend to get stale. And that’s how holidays like Christmas and Easter tend to get for those of us who have spent any length of time in the church.

So, my hope this morning is to have us step back and, hopefully, take a fresh look at the Easter holiday, particularly the resurrection of Christ.

ILLUSTRATION: Easter eggs in England

A candy store in London got egg on its face last year by advertising an Easter egg promotion which inadvertently celebrated the "birth" of Christ.

This was the original press release:

“Brits will on average be enjoying over 3.5 eggs each over the Easter weekend alone. But over a quarter don’t know why handing them out symbolises the birth of Jesus. . . .” Press release from Somerfield, April 3

As the PR spokeswoman humbly acknowledged in an amended press release,

“Please find below the amended story revealing Britons’ mounting ignorance regarding Easter. Note the references to rebirth (not birth) as previously stated. Apologies for any confusion.”

It wasn't until their third press release, after hasty consultation with the Church of England, that they finally corrected their theology, settling on "resurrection" to describe the meaning of Easter.

This anecdote, though somewhat amusing, is also very telling regarding the state of religious orientation in secular Europe.

In fact, this past January I and my wife, Jean, traveled over to England, where I was doing some teaching on Christian Leadership. While there I was talking with one of the Church leaders at the conference who told me that current statistics suggest that less than 7% of England’s population regularly attend church. And it’s about half that number in the rest of Europe.

London Times columnist, Gerard Baker, wrote an excellent essay on Easter last year in which he explains this phenomenon:

As we become a steadily more secular society, less educated in even the most basic tenets of the faith and less exposed to the weekly iteration of the religious texts on Sundays, the complexities of much of the Christian religion — agnostics and atheists would say the sheer implausibilities, I suppose — get harder to understand. We haven’t quite reached the level of cultural confusion they have in countries where Christianity has always been a minority pursuit (in Japan you will still find shops that sell images of Father Christmas nailed to a cross), but you sense we’re well on the way.

That means for Christians talking about the great religious events and their meaning and making them relevant is harder than ever. What, beyond chocolate indulgence, does Easter have to say to most people these days?

This is a reality that should give us pause. When we look into the mirror of modern Europe we see our own future. For the seeds that began the secular revolution of Europe have already begun to take root in our own culture today.

Mr. Baker's fundamental question begs our consideration: “What, beyond chocolate indulgence, does Easter have to say to most people these days?” “What, beyond the Easter eggs, the candy, the bunnies, and the chocolate, does Easter have to say to most people these days?”

That is the first of two basic questions I want to consider this morning:

	First of all, what is the significance of Easter? Or, more specifically, what is the significance of the resurrection of Jesus Christ?


	And secondly, once we’ve determined the significance of the Resurrection, what is our response?


SCRIPTURE: To lay just a little bit of groundwork, let’s look briefly at one of the resurrection accounts in Matthew 28:1-15:

	(Read the passage and provide a brief recap.)

Have you every wondered about the story that the religious leaders concocted for the soldiers?

How would they have known that the disciples had stolen Jesus body away if they were asleep? (Well, that’s a mystery we can wrestle with at another time. )

There’s one other aspect of this story to consider briefly. What would have been the most logical action on the part of the religious leaders in order to expose the “Resurrection Hoax” for what it was? If Jesus really did die and didn’t rise from the day, why not wait the 3 days and then bring the dead body out in public to prove the resurrection as a hoax? They couldn’t do it, because there was no body to bring out.

But it does raise a significant point: Namely, there are very few people who attempt to suggest that the tomb where Jesus was buried is not empty. In fact, the question isn’t whether or not the tomb is empty; the question concerns how one explains the fact that it is empty.

So, for the sake of our subject today, I’m going to assume that what the Bible says about the Jesus tomb is true: It is empty!

But, what if it wasn’t?

ILLUSTRATION: James Cameron’s discovery – “A revelation of ‘Titantic’ proportions”

The word is out...Jesus may actually be dead after all.

In March of last year, James Cameron, who best known for directing the mega-hit movie, Titanic, shocked the world with his announcement that he had apparently established compelling evidence to suggest that Jesus was actually buried in the Joseph family crypt. In a documentary aired then on the Discovery Channel, Cameron contended that the 10 caskets found in 1980 during a construction project in Jerusalem are indeed those of Jesus and His family.

The primary evidences for this claim reportedly come from DNA testing, archeological findings, and the now-deciphered names on the caskets: Jesua, son of Joseph; Mary (Jesus' mother); Mary (Magdalene); Matthew; Jofa and Judah, son of Jesua. (Interesting side note: Erin Calabrese of The New York Post made in interesting observation. She wrote, The Time story did not explain why there are only six names for 10 caskets.”.)

The documentary by Cameron, though it did create some buzz, did not ultimately hold up under the weight of evidence.

But, have you ever wondered what would happen if an archeological team actually did uncover the tomb of Jesus and found verifiable evidence of his bones inside?

What would that mean for Christianity?

If this discovery were proved true, its implications would be staggering for the Christian faith. Not only would it shatter the very foundation of Christianity, namely, the resurrection of Christ from the dead, but it would also undermine virtually every other related aspect of the Christian faith--the virgin birth, the eyewitness accounts of the disciples who claimed His resurrection, the reliability of the Bible itself, the truthfulness of God, the very idea of hell (and heaven), and the claims of Christ Himself (for He would be made a liar for having predicted His own resurrection).

Think about that…the resurrection represents the very cornerstone of the Christian faith.

If Jesus did not rise from the dead, then death is the final victor.

And we have no hope beyond this life.

SCRIPTURE: In fact, this is essentially what the apostle Paul was explaining to the Corinthians in 1 Corinthians 15:12-19:

“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.”

What is Paul saying here? Essentially, if Christ did not rise from the dead, then we have no hope. This life is all there is.

Regis Nicoll, a colleague of mine who writes for The Point blog, clarifies the significance of the resurrection:

If Christ’s resurrection is true, it is the most important event in all of history. But if it is symbolic, the name Jesus Christ has no more significance than the name Clark Kent. As the apostle Paul himself asserts, “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile.” On the other hand, if Christ is raised, we are left with one and only one conclusion: that He is the Lord and Savior that he claimed to be. And that makes all the difference.

Likewise, in Gerard Baker’s editorial in The London Times, he captures the centrality of this idea:

So isn’t it enough to believe that Christ was just a good man, a moral teacher, the classic victim of a cruel injustice? You can’t do it. Try as you might, none of the Good Friday story makes an iota of difference in the world without the Resurrection. Not just because without it Jesus is just another wronged man in a flawed world. But because it is only the shock of the empty tomb on Sunday morning that helps us to make sense of what happened on Friday.

It leads us to understand that all that suffering and dying was not the result of some horrible persecution of some man by isolated groups of Jews or Romans or former friends and followers. But that it was a man who represented all humanity who was the victim…The idea that God himself suffered with us so we could all be saved is the central mystery of the story we remember this weekend.

Just as you can’t have Good Friday without Easter Sunday, you can’t in the end have Easter Sunday without Good Friday.

Think about that. God Himself had to suffer and die in order to make it possible of us to be saved in the end.

Therefore, Christ's resurrection represents the hinge of all human history.

It proved Christ's deity, thus confirming His message and ministry.

We cannot lose sight of the significance of Christ's resurrection for our present lives and eternity to come. It is only because of the resurrection that we have hope…a hope which separates Christianity from all other belief systems in the world.
So, the question is, “Once we begin to understand the reality of Christ’s resurrection, what is our response?”

For example, how would our lives be different if we really took God at His Word? How would they be different if we really believed in the resurrection of Christ and what it implies for all of life?

What do we really believe about all of this?

Honestly, I'm thankful for the efforts of people like James Cameron and Dan Brown ( who wrote The Da Vinci Code), because while it appears to create a scandal for Christian believers, it more importantly forces each of us to thoughtfully examine the questions, "What do I really believe and why?" Those are the most fundamental questions anyone should be sincerely asking themselves. For the answers we come to will determine how we live our lives.

If Christ did not really rise from the dead, then I’d better live it up, because this life is all there is. And as good as parts of this life are, even the skeptics recognize the futility of this life.

ILLUSTRATION: My best friend from high school’s comments about life after death

I have a friend who is an atheist. He once commented to me that while he doesn’t believe in God, he kind of wishes he did. When I pressed him on this comment a bit further, he admitted, “It is definitely a lot more fun to think about living in paradise forever than blinking out of existence.”

What real hope is there without Christ? Have you ever wondered how non-Christians do it? What genuine hope do they hold on to if God is not a part of their life?

ILLUSTRATION: Another atheist friend’s (Nate) comments about what comes after this life.

When asked about the depressing conclusion for those who don’t believe in God that this life is all there is, his response was, “I just choose not to think about it.”

Well, that’s one way to approach the issue I suppose...just try to ignore it and hope it goes away.

But, at some point you can’t ignore it any longer.

ILLUSTRATION: Jay Lindgren’s funeral

(Describe the death and funeral of Jay Lindgren, particularly as it related to a family who didn’t know the Lord.)

It’s one thing to talk about what comes after this life in the theoretical as my skeptic friends do at times. It’s something entirely different to be staring death in the face and come to grips with that question in a very real way.

Those of us who are younger often live in a deluded state, subconsciously believing we’re going to live forever.

But, the truth of the matter is that all of us, no matter where we are on the life cycle are heading toward the same end…DEATH. We can’t avoid this inevitability.

As we think about this life and the next, we must each ask ourselves, “In what have I really placed my hope?”

Am I hanging on desperately to my job/career, my family, my possessions, my relationships, my portfolio, my looks?

Or, is your hope resting securely in Jesus Christ?

As I often share with my blog audience at The Daily Detour, particularly the skeptics who frequently stop by, true and lasting hope can only come through Jesus Christ.

Why? Because Jesus is not bound forever in death. His bones are not rotting in a grave somewhere. No. He is alive! He is truly alive! That fact alone gives us that lasting hope that when this life is over, we can spend eternity with Him.

But, that reality does not come by simply being a good person, or even by trying to do all the right things in order to work our way into heaven. That is struggle that many other religions and cults face. It is the struggle of Muslim, who must work as hard as possible to get on Allah’s good side, but who, in the end, never knows for sure, if they’ve done enough.

Christianity is different. Our salvation comes not through our good works. If it were, then the need for Jesus’ sacrifice is eliminated. The apostle Paul says in Ephesians 2 that our salvation is comes through God’s grace which we accept through faith. We can do nothing to earn our salvation. Otherwise, we could boast that we were the one’s who saved ourselves.

I wonder, where are you? Do you believe in what Christ did by dying on the cross for the sins of the whole world? Do you believe that He is not dead, but rather, that He conquered death?

Have you committed your life to him today? The implications of Christ’s death and resurrection are staggering for each of us. We have a choice to make.

As Regis Nicoll wrote over at The Point blog, either Christ is who He claimed to be. Or, He isn’t.

And if Jesus really is Lord and Savior, what does that mean for us?

Do we believe it? And more importantly, do we live as if we believe it?

Or, do you struggle as I do at times, with practical atheism. The idea that I believe in God, but I don’t always act as if I believe that God really exists.

I may say I believe in Christ’s death and resurrection, in the fact that He really is the Savior and Lord He claimed to be.

But do I live as if Jesus really is Lord of my life? If we’re going to be honest with ourselves, that’s a hard question.

Imagine, for example, what might change in our lives if we really took Jesus at His word, if we really believed what the Bible has to say?

How would our lives be different if we really believed in the resurrection of Jesus Christ and what that event implies for all of life?

For some of us, today may be a time when we need to revisit what we believe about God.

For others of us, this may the day we need to come to grips with the fact that if we were to walk out of here the same way we walked in, we wouldn’t be able to say with certainty that we have the true hope that only comes through Christ.

Friends, it doesn’t have to be that way. There is hope in Christ. And coming before Him is easier than we think.

That is the fundamental question, “When it comes to the resurrection, which is it?” Do we believe it happened our not?

Do you have the true hope that only Christ’s resurrection provides? If not, you can leave here today with that assurance.

Come find me, or talk to one of the pastors here at Grace, or find someone who can point you toward Jesus Christ.

He alone is the hope of the world.

Closing Prayer


