Easter Sunday 2025

“Echoes from Easter”

selected Scriptures
On Easter, the greatest of all religious holidays, we commemorate the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the grave. The name “Easter,” though, is not Christian in origin; it comes from a pagan festival of the Roman Empire, marking the end of winter and the beginning of spring. (Easter eggs and the Easter Bunny came from the fertility symbols of this festival.) What both of these have in common is the celebration of life.
But this morning, I want to speak to you about death.

I realize this is a risk. It is sometimes said that, whereas our Victorian ancestors had a morbid fascination with death but never spoke of sex, our contemporary generation is obsessed with sex while death is the great unmentionable.
 One example of this is seen in the late billionaire William Randolph Hearst, who forbade anyone to even mention death in his presence. 

If you want to end a conversation quickly, start talking about death. People get embarrassed and rattled if you talk to them about dying. The death of a family member, friend, co-worker, or even a celebrity known of but not known personally, shakes people to the core—especially if the victim was young or the death was unexpected.

About fifty-five years ago, Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, a Swiss-born psychiatrist, interviewed more than 900 terminal patients and published an in​sightful book called On Death and Dying. Since then, death has become more of an acceptable subject. It is no longer as taboo as it once was. It is not as often camouflaged by euphemisms. It still is not a pleasant subject, but at least some people are talking about it. And wonder​ing.

Others merely shrug it off. To think about death, they say, is morbid; healthy-minded people don’t do it. Still others live in the apathetic haze reflected in a grim epitaph carved on a tombstone: “I was not…I became…I am not…I care not.”
 And still there are those—even Christians—who resemble those from past generations who will not speak of, or even think about, death.

What should be our attitude toward death? As Christians, we have a unique perspective that changes how we view death…and life. Borrowing from the title of a very helpful little book I used in preparing this message, Death: Jesus Made It All Different. The climatic event that changed how we view death happened nearly two thousand years ago on this day. And the echoes of Easter ring loud and clear to us in the twenty-first century.

Death is Definite…Acknowledge It!

This morning I want to consider three simple statements on the subject. The first is this: Death is definite…acknowledge it! The fact is that you and I are going to die. There is no escaping it. Who hasn’t heard of the two inescapable facts: death and taxes? I like the com​ment someone made: “Maybe death and taxes are inevitable, but death doesn’t get worse every time Congress meets.”
 But physical death is unavoidable. We need to think about it in advance. We need to face it head on. That means that rather than denying it, we need to terms with it.

I am not advocating a morbid, morose mentality of doom and gloom. To reckon with death is no more than sober realism, since death is life’s one and only certainty. The Bible tells us in Ecclesiastes 3:1-2, “There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven: a time to be born and a time to die…” and in Hebrews 9:27, “Man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment…” Death is definite and unavoidable.

What do we mean by “death”? As simple a concept as it may seem, death actually has several different definitions. The classic definition is that “death is the end of physical life, characterized by a permanent cessation of all vital bodily functions.” Clinical death is defined as “a condition of the body in which the heart has stopped beating, blood pressure is unreadable and the body temperature drops”; whereas brain death is “a condition of the body in which no part of the brain functions. The brain stem is dead; therefore, there is no hope of restoration.” This is different than cognitive death, defined as “a persistent vegetative state of the body in which intellect, memory, speech and awareness of self and the environment is lost. Only part of the brain is destroyed, not the brain stem. A person in a persistent vegetative state is capable of reflex functions such as breathing, sleeping and digesting food, but is not capable of thought or awareness.”

The one common thread in these various definitions is that something in the body stops functioning—whether the heart, the lungs, the brain, or even one part of the brain. With the biblical definition of death, though, something different is emphasized: “Death is he separation of the spirit and/or soul from the present physical body.”
 

Ecclesiastes 12:7 describes this as “the dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it.” There is a reference here to the story of creation. In the beginning God made man by breathing life into a shell of dust; in death He in essence “unmakes” him, severing the two realities that He originally joined together. God said to Adam in Genesis 3:19, “By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.” (We’ll get to why God said that in a moment.)

When a person dies of disease or old age, we call it “natural death,” reserving “unnatural death” for cases of accident and foul play. But Scripture confirms our instinctive feeling that, in the deepest sense, all death is unnatural.

Now that we have considered “what” death is, let’s move to the “why” of death. If death seems so unnatural, why is it a reality? One question I am often asked as a preacher is: “If God is so powerful and so good, why does He allow so much evil, suffering, and death in our world?” That is a good question, and one that has a good answer.

Returning to the Genesis account of creation, we read that God created the world and placed the first humans—Adam and Eve—in a place called the Garden of Eden. In Genesis 2:16-17 God tells them, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” This is the first mention of death in the Bible. But why? 

The key is found in the first three words: “You are free.” God created mankind with the freedom to choose, sometimes known as “free will.” God wanted His creation to love and serve Him not by force but by choice. In order to do that, however, God had to allow for an alternative to loving and serving Him, and that option of doing things our own way rather than God’s way the Bible calls “sin.”

We know what tragically transpired next. Adam and Eve both chose the path of sin—going their own direction instead of God’s—by eating the forbidden fruit, resulting in the sentence announced by God in the verses we read above. 

“But how does that affect me?” you may ask. “Adam and Eve sinned…why must I live under the consequences of their choice?” (That’s the unfortunate thing about our choices—we’re not the only ones affected.) The Bible says it this way, in Romans 5:2, “Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned…” Because all persons descended from them, Adam and Eve acted as the representative of the human race. What they did, we all did. And since, as Romans 3:23 informs us, “All have sinned,” and Romans 6:23 adds, “The wages of sin is death…” we see why all people will ultimately die. 

From Genesis to Revelation the death knell sounds. The Bible is replete with reminders that we must die. The King James Version of Hebrews 9:27 reads, “It is appointed unto man once to die.”  There is one appointment we all must keep—our appointment with death. We haven’t kept it yet, but we will. Death is definite…we need to acknowledge it.

Death is Determinative…Anticipate It!

The second statement to consider is this: Death is determinative…anticipate it! Most people think of death as an ending, the closing of a door on one’s physical life—like a dead end street that stops with no outlet. The Bible, however, sees death more like a fork in the road. Yes, death marks a significant end of our time on earth, but it is also a beginning—opening a door into eternity, a new life where we reap what we’ve sown.

Abraham Kuyper describes it this way: “In the valley of the shadow of death, the great highway on which people walk divides itself, and continues on one side upward unto eternal life, and on the other with a declining path downward into eternal death.”
 Both Old and New Testaments teach of this “great divide” that occurs after the physical body dies. Daniel 12:2 states, “Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt.” 

Notice that life after death is not reserved for a certain few; all will be raised from the dead. This is reflected in Jesus’ words recorded in John 5:28-30, “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.” Every person who has ever lived will one day live again. Everybody will live forever; the question is not “if” but rather “where”? Jesus gives us a glimpse of this in the story of the rich man and Lazarus, found in Luke 16:19-24,

“There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every day. At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with sores and longing to eat what fell from the rich man’s table. Even the dogs came and licked his sores. The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to Abraham’s side. The rich man also died and was buried. In Hades [not “hell” as in most English translations], where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. So he called to him, ‘Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.’” 

Notice how the tables were turned! Jesus is not suggesting that the rich man was in torment because he was wealthy on earth, or that Lazarus went to Paradise because he was poor on earth. Our eternal destiny is based solely on whether we place our trust in Jesus Christ. Lazarus was a man of faith, the rich man was not. 

Verses 26 points out an important truth regarding our eternal fate: “Between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us.’” There is a finality in these words. Once a person arrives in one of these two locations, there is no getting out. Ever.

For those with Christ, God in grace makes the new life one of increasing joy without any further pain; for those without Christ, God in retributive justice makes the new life one of increasing pain without any further joy. But it is too late to change; after death there is a “great gulf” fixed between those whom God ac​cepts and those whom He rejects. The time of choice has passed. All that remains now is to re​ceive the consequences of the choice already made. There is nothing arbitrary about the doctrine of eternal punishment; it is merely a case of God re​specting our choice, and continuing to us through​out eternity the spiritual condition which we chose to be in while on earth.

The awful reality of this is seen in Revelation 20:11-15,

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. 

Since we have already seen that death is the result of sin, and that everybody has sinned, is there any hope beyond this life? Yes, as depicted in Deuteronomy 30:19-20,

This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. 

See, God did not only give Adam and Eve a choice. He also gave each and every one of us a choice—a second chance, if you will—to love and obey Him or to go our own way. If we choose to follow God we will live with Him forever in Heaven; if we choose to go our own way, we will spend eternity away from God in Hell.

“But Christians still die!” you may object. “Even those who choose God still experience death! Where is the hope?” That brings us to the third concept to consider…

Death is Defeated…Appreciate It!

This is where we hear the echoes of Easter: Death is defeated…appreciate it! The wonderful story of Good Friday is that Jesus Christ took the penalty of our sin—eternal separation from God—upon Himself when He died on the cross. Romans 5:8 informs us, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” He paid the debt we owed because of sin. Hebrews 2:14-15 adds, “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.”  

John Stott comments,
Jesus Christ has not only dethroned the Devil but dealt with sin. In fact, it is by dealing with sin that he has dealt with death. For sin is the ‘sting’ of death, the main reason why death is painful and poisonous. It is sin which causes death, and which after death will bring the judgment. Hence our fear of it. But Christ has died for our sins and taken them away. With great disdain, therefore, Paul likens death to a scorpion whose sting has been drawn, and to a military conqueror whose power has been broken. Now that we are forgiven, death can harm us no longer.

The passage Stott referred to is 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.

John also writes about this victory in 1 John 5:4-5, 

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. 
As we understand this, we are able to sorrow with hope when death enters our circle of friends and loved ones.
 And we are able to face our own death without fear.

John 11 records the death of a close friend of Jesus. When He arrived on the scene, Jesus told Martha, the sister of the deceased, in John 11:25-26, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies [physically]; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die [eternally]. Do you believe this?”

Jesus was not denying the reality of death—His friend had just died! What He was saying was that those who believe on Jesus will live even though they die. The paradox brings out the great truth that physical death is not the important thing. The Christian will die in the sense that they pass through the door we call physical death, but they will not die in the fuller sense. Death for them is but the gateway to further life and fellowship with God. The moment we put our trust in Jesus we begin to experience that life of the age to come which cannot be touched by death. Jesus was bringing Martha a present gift, not simply the promise of a future good.
 And that promise is ours today.
When Jesus arose from the dead, death was radically changed for the Christian. I love how one author put it: “When the Christian dies we do not write the words, ‘the end’; we write, ‘to be con​tinued,’ and turn over the page.”
 Isn’t that great?

What, then, should be the Christian’s attitude to death? It is still an enemy, unnatural, unpleasant and undignified—in fact ‘the last enemy to be destroyed’. Yet, it is a defeated enemy. Because Christ has taken away our sins, death has lost its power to harm and therefore to terrify.
 There is no reason for the Christian to live in mortal fear of death! 

If you have not trusted in Christ, you still live with the fear of death—and you should be afraid of death! Without Christ, death is the highway to hell. With Christ, death is a stairway to heaven.

Choose your route wisely.

Choose it today.
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