Easter Sunday 2020

“Because He Lives”

Selected Scriptures
Today is Easter Sunday.

This Easter, however, is unlike any Easter I have experienced. This day, which usually is the high-water mark for church attendance, will find most churches empty. Don’t let that alarm you too much; as I was reminded on Facebook this last week, Jesus’ tomb was empty on that first Easter!

Why make such a big deal about Easter? As one author writes, “Easter changes everything. Easter is the hope of the world, the dawn of a new age.”
 In our present world condition, we could use some hope, a fresh beginning. And we find that in Easter.

Why?

Jesus Christ is alive. As He said in Revelation 1:18, “I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive forever and ever!” His tomb is empty. He is risen…He is risen indeed! His life was the watershed of history; His death and resurrection is the cornerstone of Christianity.
 So vital is the resurrection of Jesus to Christianity, Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 15:14, “And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.” A few verses later he adds in verse 17, “And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins.” Yet he concludes in verse 20, “But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead!”
Easter is unlike every other day because Jesus is unlike every other human being. Everybody dies. But Jesus conquered death. And so we sing,

“Christ the Lord is risen today—alleluia!”

“Up from the grave He arose with a mighty triumph o’er His foes!”

“I serve a risen Savior…He lives!”

“Sure, I know all that,” you may be thinking. “But what does it have to do with me?”
Glad you asked! This morning I want to consider what the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ can mean for you personally…right now, right in the situation you are in, in the midst of uncertain times. 

Earlier I stated that Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection was a watershed of history. Perhaps you’re not familiar with that term. Technically a watershed is a place where the flow of water divides, such as the Continental Divide—on one side waters flow east; on the other side they flow west. Figuratively, though, the term refers to a crucial dividing point, line, or factor, or a turning point.
 Easter is not only a turning point in history; it can be a turning point in your life. Let’s see how that can be the case.

Your Past Can Be Forgiven

First, because Jesus lives, your past can be forgiven. I mentioned in last week’s message that Jesus’ name in Hebrew—Yeshua—literally means, “Yahweh saves.” The significance of his name is seen in Matthew 1:21, where the angel tells Joseph, “…you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” Not only what Jesus to save, but specifically to save people from their sins.

How could He do that? Paul writes in 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…” In Romans 4:25 he adds, “He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.” John writes in 1 John 2:2, “He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.” Notice the emphasis on “for our sins.” Jesus did not die as a political revolutionary who was executed by the state, nor did He die a tragic death of senseless violence. In fact, He said Himself in John 10:17-18, “I lay down my life—only to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again.” Jesus died on purpose for a purpose. He died for our sins.

“I still don’t understand how that works,” you ask. Perhaps 2 Corinthians 5:21 will help clear this up: “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” What happened on the cross of Calvary was a simple substitution: God took our sin and put it on Jesus, who had no sin. In exchange, God puts on us Jesus’ perfect righteousness, since we have none on our own. 

Some manuscripts of 2 Corinthians read, “God made him who had no sin to be a sin offering for us…” This was one of the sacrifices God required in the Old Testament that Jesus fulfilled on the cross. We see a snapshot of a sin offering in Leviticus 16:20-22,

When Aaron has finished making atonement for the Most Holy Place, the Tent of Meeting and the altar, he shall bring forward the live goat. He is to lay both hands on the head of the live goat and confess over it all the wickedness and rebellion of the Israelites—all their sins—and put them on the goat’s head. He shall send the goat away into the desert in the care of a man appointed for the task. The goat will carry on itself all their sins to a solitary place; and the man shall release it in the desert. 

By the way, this is where we get the term “scapegoat.” The sins of the people were transferred onto one goat, which was then led away into the desert—symbolically taking their sins away from them. (There was a second goat that was sacrificed in the normal way, for “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.”)

Because Jesus died, our sins are paid in full. 

Because Jesus lives, our past can be forgiven.

This is beautifully portrayed in an event that happened not long after the first Easter Sunday. You may recall how, when Jesus was on trial for His life, Simon Peter denied knowing Him not once…not twice…but three times. Luke 22:62 says that after the third denial, Peter “went outside and wept bitterly.” When Jesus was crucified the next morning, Peter thought he’d never have the chance to make things right again.

After His resurrection, though, Jesus gave Simon Peter a second chance. We read about this in John 21:15-19,

When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?” 

“Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.”

Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.” 

Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me?” 

He answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.”

Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.” 

The third time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” 

Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?” He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.”

Jesus said, “Feed my sheep. I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.” Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he said to him, “Follow me!”

Some think Jesus was being cruel, playing with Peter’s emotions here, but that’s not the case. By having Peter declare publicly his love for his Master, Jesus was undoing the previous three denials. Most people would have written off Peter after such an awful offense, but not Jesus. He won’t write you off, either. Your past can be forgiven.

Your Present Can Be Fulfilling

Secondly, your present can be fulfilling. Jesus said in John 10:10, “I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly.” The niv translates this as, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” The New Living Translation renders this, “My purpose is to give them a rich and satisfying life.” Now, I don’t believe Jesus is only referring to eternal life when this life is over. I believe He was talking about life now, here on earth.

I’m not referring to a life filled with health and wealth where God gives us whatever we want, like some televangelists promise. No, I am speaking about a life that truly satisfies. So many people are like the women of the first Easter we read about in Luke 24:5-6, “In their fright the women bowed down with their faces to the ground, but the men said to them, ‘Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here; he has risen!’” They find themselves on an endless search for purpose and meaning in life. They may not state it as such; they may say something like, “I want to feel good” or “I want to be happy.” Christian psychologist Larry Crabb writes,

Now there is nothing wrong with wanting to be happy. I want to be happy but the paradoxical truth is that I will never be happy if I am concerned primarily with being happy. Trying to find happiness is something like trying to fall asleep. As long as you consciously and zealously try to grasp it, it never comes.

How does a person find happiness or satisfaction with his or her life? Crabb goes on to point out, 

The most basic need is a sense of personal worth, an acceptance of oneself as a whole, real person. The two required inputs are significance (purpose, importance, adequacy for a job, meaningfulness, impact) and security (love—unconditional and consistently expressed; permanent acceptance).

Ask most people what someone needs to survive and they will respond with answers like “food and water,” “shelter,” and the like. While these are physical necessities that sustain human existence, the basic needs of significance and security are just as vital for emotional and spiritual health.

For many, however, finding that significance and security is not as simple as finding food, water, and shelter. Their life becomes an endless, frustrating search for what they desperately need but cannot seem to find. Crabb explains,

Problems develop when the basic needs for significance and security are threatened. People pursue irresponsible ways of living as a means of defending against feelings of insignificance and insecurity. In most cases these folks have arrived at a wrong idea as to what constitutes significance and security. And these false beliefs are at the core of their problems. Wrong patterns of living develop from wrong philosophies of living. “As [a man] thinks in his heart, so is he” (Proverbs 23:7 nkjv).

When we find life in Jesus, it is life that truly satisfies those needs of security and significance. How can we be more secure than to be in God’s hands? How can we find more significance to life than fulfilling the purpose our Creator intended when He made us? As Christopher Garriott, former preacher at Texas Christian Church, later wrote, “The faith of Easter is more than the discovery of an open tomb; it is also the opening of closed doors in the personal lives of men.”
 Your present life can be fulfilling.

Your Future Can Be Fearless

Finally, because Jesus lives, your future can be fearless. In Matthew’s account of the first Easter, we read in Matthew 28:5, “The angel said to the women, ‘Do not be afraid.’” Then in verse 10, “Then Jesus said to them, ‘Do not be afraid.’” And we read the words of Jesus Himself 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.” The message of Easter is “Fear not! Don’t be afraid!”
Lloyd John Ogilvie claims that there are 366 “fear not!” verses in the Bible—one for every day of the year and an extra one for leap year!
 We have nothing to fear.

Both the angel and the risen Christ deliver the same message: “Don’t be afraid!” What a message our world needs to hear! With so much uncertainty from day to day, people need to hear the words, “Fear not.” Romans 8:14-16 speaks of those who are in “bondage to fear,” but that Christians need not be fearful:

Those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, “Abba, Father.” The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children.

Paul adds in 2 Timothy 1:7, “For God has not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind” [nkjv]. When God saves us, the Holy Spirit comes and lives within us, reassuring us that we are indeed God’s children. We need not be fearful that we are lost in sin.

Hebrews 2:14-15 speaks of two other causes of fear that have been eliminated through the resurrection of Christ: “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.”
We are told that through His death and resurrection Christ has destroyed “him that held the power of death, that is, the devil.” Yes, Satan is still alive and active in our world today, but he operates on borrowed time. Easter was the decisive defeat over Satan; he will be destroyed when Christ returns and establishes His throne for eternity. We need not be fearful of the devil or of his demons. They are defeated!

Then the author of Hebrews speaks of those who were “subject to bondage” through the fear of death. Most people fear death above all other things. They are enslaved by it. But we need not live like that! Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:26, “The last enemy to be destroyed is death.” He goes on in verses 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.

Easter is the only holiday that looks in two directions at the same time: back into history to fathom what happened in the week that changed the world, and forward into the future with the assurance that people who die will rise again.
 In the words of Max Lucado, “Fear may fill our world, but it doesn’t have to fill our hearts. It will always knock on the door. Just don’t invite it in for dinner, and for heaven’s sake don’t offer it a bed for the night.”
 Our world is gripped with fear right now, but you don’t have to be. Your future can be fearless because Jesus lives. Your past can be forgiven because Jesus lives. Your present can be fulfilling because Jesus lives. That is the message of Easter. That is the message of Christianity.

I want to conclude this message with the words of a simple chorus that inspired the title of this message: Because He Lives.

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!

Despite everything that is going on around you, life is worth the living. We need not be a prisoner to our past. We need not live life now without purpose. We need not face our future in fear. As I said at the beginning, “Easter changes everything. Easter is the hope of the world, the dawn of a new age.”
Easter can be the dawn of your new life…if you will believe in Him.
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