 3/23/08  Easter Sunday Sermon:  “Beatitudes of Promise:  The Promise of Heaven.”
     (Texts:  1st Corinthians  15:1-8, 20-26, 51-58;  Matthew 5:1-3 and  28:1-10, 16-20)

************************************************************************
     Our Sermon theme for today is printed on the front of your Bulletin cover.  The sermon theme is:  “The Promise of Heaven.”  Having said that, I want to point out – especially for our guests - that today’s sermon is actually the last in a series of sermons which we began on Sunday, February 3rd.  
     This Lenten sermon series is entitled “Beatitudes of Promise” and is based on the Beatitudes found at the beginning Matthew chapter 5.  Now, these words of Jesus are called the “Beatitudes” because the word “Beatitude” comes from a Latin word that means “blessed” – a word that Jesus speaks several times in this section of Holy Scripture.  In fact, I read the first Beatitude for you earlier.  Here it is again: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.”
     Now, what does Jesus mean by “the poor in spirit?”  Also, what does Jesus mean by “the Kingdom of Heaven?”  Before I answer those questions, I need to take some time to focus on what we are celebrating today.  As you all should know, today is Easter Sunday.  Today Christians around the world are celebrating the fact that Jesus rose from the dead.

     But WHO is this Jesus?  The Bible teaches that Jesus was no mere human.  Jesus is the eternal Son of God – God in human flesh!  That leads to another question.  If Jesus is God in human flesh, then why did He die in the first place?  The Bible teaches that Jesus is the Creator of all things.  Jesus could have crushed His enemies with one word.  Why did Jesus let people mock Him, beat Him and nail Him to a cross?

     We can find the answer at the beginning of Matthew’s Gospel.  In Matthew chapter 1 we read what the angel said to Joseph after he explained that his fiancé, the virgin Mary, was pregnant by a miracle of the Holy Spirit.  The angel said to Joseph:  “Name the baby ‘Jesus’ because He will save His people from their sins.”
     Matthew then goes on to quote from the prophet Isaiah who wrote that a virgin would give birth to a boy who would be called “Immanuel” – a word that means “God with us.”  Just think of it!  Almost 800 years before Jesus was born the Holy Spirit moved the prophet Isaiah to write about His birth.
     So, Jesus is “God with us” and He was born to save His people from their sins.  But HOW would Jesus save us from our sins?  Well, the Holy Spirit also moved the prophet Isaiah to write about Jesus’ death on the cross.  
    Listen to these words from Isaiah chapter 53:  “…he was pierced for our transgressions,… We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.”
    Those words from Isaiah remind us of Good Friday, don’t they?  In fact, Easter Sunday has no meaning apart from Good Friday – the day when the Son of God died in our place of damnation.  The death and resurrection of Jesus go together!

     In fact, the entire Old Testament points us ahead to Jesus’ death and resurrection for us sinners.  We heard about this in our first reading from 1st Corinthians chapter 15, 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…”

     Now we’re ready to go back to the first Beatitude I quoted earlier:  “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.”  First, who are the “poor in spirit?”  To be “poor in spirit” means that you believe what God’s Word teaches about who you are and what you deserve.  What does the Bible teach about this?
     If you read the first book of the Bible – the book of Genesis – you will learn that God created the universe and all life in 6 days, and everything was “very good.”  No sin.  No pain.  No death.  Adam and Eve were the first humans.  They had a perfect relationship with God.  They and all their descendants were meant to live in God’s love forever.

     But all that was lost when the devil, a rebellious angel, tempted Adam and Eve to reject God and His plan for their lives.  Sadly, that’s just what they did.  They rebelled against God and thereby lost their faith in Him.  They no longer loved God.  They no longer trusted God.
     That sinful nature was then passed down to every human descended from Adam – and that includes you and me!!  That’s what Paul meant in our 1st reading when he wrote these words:  “…death came through a man … in Adam all die,…”

     We have inherited both physical and spiritual death from Adam.  Physical death is God’s sign that we are spiritually dead, that is, we do not love God nor do we trust Him.  We sin against God by desire, thought, word and deed – by the evil things we do and the good things we leave undone.  We deserve nothing but God’s present and eternal punishment.  Those who understand this Truth about themselves are the “poor in spirit” Jesus talks about in the first Beatitude.

     But the wonderful thing about being “poor in spirit” is that you are in a position to be blessed.  You see, only the “poor in spirit” can receive the “Kingdom of Heaven.”  Now, what is the “Kingdom of Heaven?”  The Kingdom of Heaven is the forgiveness of sin that Jesus gives us in the PRESENT and  the hope of the resurrection and eternal life that Jesus will give us in the FUTURE!  

     However, if we are not “poor in spirit,” then we can’t receive the Kingdom of Heaven.  Think about it.  If we don’t take our sins seriously; if we don’t think our sins are any big deal, then we will see no need for the forgiveness that Jesus gives us.  Or what if we think we can get God to ignore our sins by making deals with Him or by offering Him a few good works?  We will see no need for Jesus and the forgiveness He gives us.

     As long as we are comfortable with our sin we will NOT be comfortable with God – because God hates our sin!  Those who cling to their sin and see no need for Jesus, such people will not be happy in heaven.

     With that said, there’s something we need to understand.  First, because Jesus is risen, all people who have ever lived will be resurrected on the Day of Judgment.  As Paul said in our 1st reading:  “…in Christ all will be made alive.”
     However, even though ALL people will be resurrected, NOT ALL people will live forever in heaven.  Why not?  Because heaven is about loving and serving God for all eternity.  You see, the ultimate joy of heaven is that we are reconciled to God and we get to live in His love forever!

     That’s why some who will be resurrected will end up spending eternity in hell.  However, hell is NOT God’s idea!  Hell is OUR idea.  You see, when God sends people to hell He’s only giving them what they want.  Hell is where unbelievers can spend eternity doing what they did in this life – clinging to their sin and rejecting God’s mercy in Jesus.
     But God doesn’t want anyone to end up in Hell.  That’s why He sent Jesus to die for our sins and conquer death for us. That’s also why Jesus does all He can to make us “poor in spirit.”  Only then can we receive the Kingdom of Heaven.  Now, if God has convicted you of sin today and you long for God’s mercy and love, then hear this:  The Kingdom of Heaven is yours!  

     Because of Jesus you have the best part of heaven right NOW – the forgiveness of sin and reconciliation with God.  You don’t have to wait for the resurrection to “hang out with God.”  Through faith in Jesus you are God’s dearly loved children NOW!  
     But how is it possible for sinners like us to repent of our sin and trust in Jesus?  We heard the answer at the end of our Gospel reading.  The resurrected Jesus said to His Apostles:  “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I’ve commanded you.  And I will be with you always to the end of the age.”

     God comes to us in the waters of Holy Baptism and gives us new hearts that turn from sin and trust in Jesus.  God then continues to strengthen our faith and nurture our minds by teaching us His Word.  That’s why we Christians make time to attend Services and Bible Classes.  That’s why we take time to read Scripture and pray.  Christ uses the Teaching of His Word to keep us strong in the faith so that we don’t turn away from Him and become prideful unbelievers again.  

     Jesus also said He’d be with us always to the very end of the age.  That’s why Jesus gave us the Lord’s Supper.  Jesus said:  “This is my Body given for you.  This is my Blood shed for you.”  The resurrected Jesus comes to us in the Lord’s Supper.  In this Holy Meal we receive the Kingdom of Heaven.

     At the end of the Nicene Creed, which we all spoke earlier, we say that we are looking forward to “the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come.”  One day Jesus will return in visible glory.  We who trust in Jesus will be resurrected with perfect, sinless bodies and we will live forever in a perfect world that God will create for us on the Final Day – a perfect world without sin, pain or death.  In addition, we will spend eternity with our loved ones who also trusted in Jesus.

     But as wonderful as all that will be, the best part of heaven is living forever with our True Love – the Father, Son and Holy Spirit!  In fact, because we are NOW at peace with God through Jesus, we actually have the best part of heaven right NOW.  That’s why Jesus said:  “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs IS the Kingdom of heaven.”  
     I’d like to close by having us all read Luther’s explanation of the second part of the Apostles’ Creed.  You can find this on page 301 in the front part of your blue hymnal.  Luther writes:  “I believe that Jesus Christ, true God, begotten of the Father from eternity, and also true man, born of the Virgin Mary, IS my Lord, who has redeemed me, a lost and condemned creature, purchased and won me from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil; not with gold or silver, but with His holy, precious blood and with His innocent suffering and death, that I may be His own, and live under Him in His kingdom, and serve Him in everlasting righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, even as He is risen from the dead, lives and reigns to all eternity.  This is most certainly true.”  Amen!   
