Easter Sunday 2012

“Love Conquers All”

selected Scriptures

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.

Then Mikey added, “﻿And if he sees his shadow, he goes back, and we have six more weeks of winter.﻿”
 


Hopefully our young people (and adults, too, for that matter) have a better handle on the true meaning of Easter. Perhaps the most succinct statement of the significance of Easter is found in 1 Corinthians 15:3-4, where the apostle Paul writes,

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.


I would imagine that most, if not all of you would be able to give the basic facts about Easter. But many see this as historical facts that have little or no relevance to today. They think about Easter about as much as they think about George Washington being the first American President: Yawn, ho-hum, big deal.

Yet the Bible treats the events listed above as “of first importance.” They are not only significant; they are supremely significant. Jesus’ birth may have changed human history, but it is the death and resurrection of Jesus that changed human destiny.


Over the past few months we have been considering the topic of love as seen in the Bible. Paul concludes 1 Corinthians 13, often called “the love chapter,” with the words, “and the greatest of these is love.”  I believe that Easter continues this theme of love, and reflects the truth of the age-old axiom Love conquers all.


This morning I would like to consider the events of Easter under that theme, and see how love’s conquest on that first Easter impacts our lives today.

The Motivated Cause of Easter


I’d like to begin with the motivated cause of Easter. This answers the question, “Why?” Why did Jesus die on the cross? Why did He rise from the grave on the third day? Before we get to what Easter accomplished, let’s consider why it happened to begin with.


Probably the most well-known verse in all the Bible is John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” While this verse does not specifically mention Jesus’ death or resurrection, these are implied in the phrase “he gave his one and only Son.” All that Jesus did—His coming to earth as a baby, His earthly ministry marked by miracles, His suffering and death on the cross, and His resurrection from the dead—are included in those words.


But why did He do all those things? The first phrase says it all: “For God so loved the world.”  Love was the motivating cause of Easter. Love is why Jesus came to earth, lived a perfect life, died an undeserved death, and rose again from the grave. To read a little further, “For God so loved the world that he gave…” As David Stern writes in the Jewish New Testament Commentary, “To love is to give, to love much is to give much, and God loves the world so much that he gave what is most precious to him.”
 Bruce Milne adds,
If the depth of love is measured by the value of its gift, then God’s love could not be greater, for his love-gift is his most precious possession—his only, eternally beloved Son. He could not love more.
  

I recall hearing a missionary speaker at my home church when I was about ten or eleven years old. His name was Tom Kyle, and he ministered in Brazil. His message dealt with his own motivation for going to the mission field, and he took the common phrase, “I couldn’t care less,” and turned it around to say, “I couldn’t care more.” He repeated that phrase over and over, demonstrating the love of God for lost souls that had gripped his heart as well. We can say the same about God: He couldn’t care more for us that He did when He sent His Son to earth to die in our place and to rise from the dead.

Who does God love? John says, “the world.” Now we must be careful here when we read the word “world” in the Bible, for it can mean three different things. It can mean the created world, the world of humanity, or society apart from God and opposed to God. We sometimes use the phrase “the world system” to define this special meaning.
  “The world” here is the second meaning, including all mankind. God does not love men’s sins or the wicked world system, but He loves people and is not willing that any should perish.
 

Furthermore, God’s love for us has nothing to do with how good we are! Paul writes in Romans 5:8, “God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Did you catch those words, “while we were still sinners”? It shows that God takes the initiative, and He shows His love to those who don’t deserve it. This unique love (the Greek word is agapē) focuses on the nature of the one loving rather than on the merit of the one being loved. God’s nature is self-giving love, which always acts in the best interest of His creation, even of His enemies.
 

William Barclay points out, 

[John 3:16] tells us of the width of the love of God. It was the world that God so loved. It was not a nation; it was not the good people; it was not only the people who loved him; it was the world. The unlovable and the unlovely, the lonely who have no one else to love them, the man who loves God and the man who never thinks of him, the man who rests in the love of God and the man who spurns it—all are included in this vast inclusive love of God. As Augustine had it: “﻿God loves each one of us as if there was only one of us to love.﻿”
 


This is a distinctively Christian idea that God’s love is wide enough to embrace all people. His love is not confined to any national group or spiritual elite. It is a love that proceeds from the fact that He is love. It is His nature to love. He loves people because He is the kind of God He is.
 God’s love is the motivating cause of Easter.

The Multifaceted Conquest of Easter

If we claim that Easter is all about the word “love,” we can also affirm that Easter is all about the word “victory” as well. “Up from the grave He arose,” we sing, “with a mighty triumph o’er His foes.” Another hymn proclaims, “Crown Him the Lord of life, who triumphed o’er the grave, who rose victorious in the strife, for those He came to save.” Christianity is a religion of victory. John Stott writes, 

It is impossible to read the New Testament without being impressed by the atmosphere of joyful confidence which pervades it, and which stands out in relief against the rather jejune religion that often passes for Christianity today. There was no defeatism about the early Christians; they spoke rather of victory. For example, ‘thanks be to God! He gives us the victory…’ Again, ‘in all these things (sc. adversities and dangers) we are more than con​querors…’ Once more, ‘God…always leads us in triumphal procession…’ And each of Christ’s letters to the seven churches of Asia ends with a special promise ‘to him who overcomes’. Victory, conquest, triumph, overcoming—this was the vocabulary of those first followers of the risen Lord. For if they spoke of victory, they knew they owed it to the victorious Jesus.

If Easter marks the victory of Jesus, what did He conquer? This question has more than one answer; therefore I am calling this the multifaceted conquest of Easter. First, through Christ we are no longer under the tyranny of Satan… Secondly, through Christ we are no longer under the tyranny of the sin nature… Thirdly, through Christ we are no longer under the tyranny of the world… Fourthly, through Christ we are no longer under the tyranny of death. 
 Let’s consider what the Bible says about all four of these victories.


Easter is clearly a victory over Satan. The very first promise of a Savior pointed to this, as we read in God’s words to the serpent in Genesis 3:15, “And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” Satan did indeed “strike the heel” of Jesus at Calvary, but in His death (a seeming defeat) Jesus “crushed the head” of Satan.


Perhaps the most important New Testament passage in which the victory of Christ is set forth is Colossians 2:13-15,

He forgave us all our sins, having cancelled 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.
Jesus had three great victories on the cross over Satan. First, He “disarmed the powers and authorities,” stripping Satan and his army of whatever weapons they held. Satan cannot harm the believer who will not harm himself. It is only when we cease to watch and pray (as did Peter) that Satan can use his weapons against us. 

Second, Jesus “made a public spectacle” of the enemy, exposing Satan’s deceit and vileness. In His death, resurrection, and ascension, Christ vindicated God and vanquished the devil. The power of Satan was shattered on that cross, shattered by the invincible power of love.
 Jesus, by the victory of the cross, turned the tables on His spiritual assailants; their powerlessness, not His, was publicly exposed.

His third victory is found in the word triumph. Whenever a Roman general won a great victory on foreign soil, he was honored by an official parade known as “the Roman triumph.” Paul alluded to this practice in 2 Corinthians 2:14. Jesus Christ won a complete victory, and He returned to glory in a great triumphal procession. In this, He disgraced and defeated Satan.
 

One of the great promises for Christians is found in 1 John 4:4, “You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world.”  Jesus’ victory over Satan has become ours.


Next we see victory over sin. When Jesus Christ died and rose again, He won a complete and final victory over sin.
 Christ by His cross releases His people not only from the guilt of sin but from its hold over them. As the classic hymn puts it, “He breaks the power of cancelled sin.”
 


This conquest is most clearly seen at the end of Romans chapter seven and into chapter eight. (Remember that when the Bible was first written, there were no chapter and verse divisions!) In the seventh chapter Paul laments his inability (on his own) to live up to the holy calling of God on his life. He concludes the chapter in verses 24-25, 


What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!


That glimmer of hope in the final verse is expanded in Romans 8:1-11:

Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death. For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit. 

Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires. The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace; the sinful mind is hostile to God. It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so. Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God. 

You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ. But if Christ is in you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your spirit is alive because of righteousness. And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you. 

If I may reword the eleventh verse, the Spirit of Easter, who raised Jesus from the dead, now lives in us, giving us the power to live victorious over sin. The Christian cannot claim, “I can’t help it!” Because of Easter, you can! Christ has conquered sin.

Thirdly Jesus won a victory over the world. He told His disciples in John 16:33, “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.”  This might seem ironic, since in the next several hours it would appear that the world system that opposed God—from the religious leaders of the Jews to the political power of Rome—had overcome Jesus. But in fact through His death and resurrection, Jesus overcame the world system that stands opposed to God.

We share in that victory, as well. 1 John 5:4-5 promises, “for everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith. Who is it that overcomes the world? Only he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.”
Finally, and perhaps most emphatically, Easter marks the victory over death. We read in Hebrews 2:14-15, “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.” How many people do you know today who are literally scared of death? (We might say they are “scared to death of death”!) But in Christ that need not be, for He has conquered death.


Looking ahead to our own resurrection, Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:54-57,

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.

The good news of Easter is that Christ’s victory has become our victory. It is through Him that we have this victory, and we share the victory today. The literal translation of 1 Corinthians 15:57 is, “But thanks be to God who keeps on giving us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.” We experience “the power of His resurrection” in our lives as we yield to Him (Php. 3:10).
 
The Meaningful Consequences of Easter


Which leads me to my final point, the meaningful consequences of Easter. If the first point answered the “why?” and the second answered the “what?” this addresses the all-important question, “so what?” 


Returning to Romans 8, Paul concludes this chapter in verses 37-39,

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. 

For Christians as for Christ, life spells conflict. For Christians as for Christ it should also spell victory. We are to be victorious like the victorious Christ.
 There is no excuse for the Christian to live in constant defeat. Our Savior and Lord arose victorious on Easter over Satan, sin, the world, and death. He allows us to share that victory. If we are not living victoriously, why not?
As I mentioned earlier, Easter is not only about victory, but it is also about love. The reason why God sent His Son to die on the cross for the sins of mankind was love, pure and simple. I challenge you to take John 3:16 and make it personal.

For God so loved me 

that He gave his one and only Son, 

that if I believe in Him, 

I shall not perish 

but have eternal life.


It is no less true that way than the original. God loves you, right where you are, just as you are. But He loves you too much to leave you that way. He wants what is best for you, and that is why He sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to win the victory over Satan, sin, the world, and ultimately death itself. That is what Easter is all about.

I want to close with one last passage, 2 Corinthians 5:14-6:2,

For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. As God’s fellow workers we urge you not to receive God’s grace in vain. For he says, “In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you.” I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day of salvation.


If you have never accepted the gift of God’s love, I encourage you to do it today. What better day to experience the new life in Jesus Christ than on the day we celebrate His coming to life from the dead? Just don’t put it off. In the words of Paul, “now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day of salvation.” You may never get another opportunity like this one. Accept God’s love, and appropriate Christ’s victory in your life today.


Christians, we celebrate the victory of Jesus on Easter today. But can we say with Paul that, “the love of Christ compels us”? Do we love others enough to share Christ’s victory with them? Or have we gotten too comfortable in our cozy little Christian church that the rest of the world can go to hell for all we care? (And, believe me, that’s where they are headed without Christ.)


Some people say, “I couldn’t care less.”


Jesus Christ said, “I couldn’t care more.”


Which one are we?
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