4/04/10 Easter Sunday Sermon:   “The Wound of Death is Vanquished!”
(Texts:  1st Corinthians 15:1-4, 51-58;  1st Thessalonians 4:13-18;  John 20:11-16)

**********************************************************************
     Well, here it is.  Easter Sunday!  So what?  In other words, what is the point of Easter Sunday?  I recently heard about a survey that was taken with a cross-section of Americans asking them this question:  “What is the meaning of Easter?”  Around 40% of Americans said that Easter is a time for family and friends to get together.  Another 30% said that Easter was about the Easter bunny, Easter egg hunts and Easter baskets filled with candy.  Sadly, among the majority of Americans surveyed there was no mention of Jesus or His resurrection.
     My friends, today you will hear about the true meaning of Easter – and you NEED to hear about the true meaning of Easter.  Why?  I will answer with one word:   DEATH!  That’s right!  Sooner or later you will experience the death of someone close to you.  In addition, sooner or later you will have to face your own death.  Now, why must we face physical death at all?  And what happens to us after we die?

     During this past Lenten season my sermons were based on the well known Lenten hymn:  “O Sacred Head, Now Wounded.”  This hymn points us to Jesus and the wounds He willingly endured for us.  Not only did He suffer physical wounds more gruesome than any of us can comprehend.  Even more, Jesus experienced the wound of DEATH – both physical and spiritual death.
     You know, many people think that physical death is the worst thing that can happen to any person.  But according to God’s Word, physical death is only a symptom of a far greater problem.  You see, God allows us to face physical death to get our attention.  Holy Scripture teaches that our real problem is spiritual death.

     What is spiritual death?  Spiritual death means that we are cut off from God’s love by our own choice.  Ever since Adam and Eve rejected God in the garden, all humans since then have been conceived with their same sinful nature.  Scripture teaches that we are by nature “spiritually dead” – we don’t love God and we don’t trust Him.  

     Now, if you don’t believe that’s true about yourself, then you need to realize that every time you sin in thought, word or deed you are thereby showing that you don’t love God and you don’t trust Him.  Every time you sin you are turning your back on God and living as you please.  If God had not done something about our spiritual death, we would be doomed to spend all eternity separated from God’s love – by our own evil choice!

     So, what did God do so save us from physical and spiritual death?  That takes us back to Jesus – Whose Sacred Head was wounded for us.  Remember what I said earlier?  I said that Jesus WILLINGLY suffered wounds for us.  In other words, no one forced Jesus to go to the cross.  Jesus was and is God in human flesh.  Jesus could have wiped out His enemies with one thought.  But instead Jesus died for His enemies – for YOU and ME!

     The Prophet Isaiah wrote about this loving sacrifice over 800 years before the eternal Son of God took on human flesh in the womb of the Virgin Mary.  In Isaiah chapter 53 we read:  “…he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.  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.”
     Earlier in the sermon I asked two questions.  The first question I asked was:   “Why do we have to face physical death?”  The answer God gives us is:  “We are sinners!  We have rebelled against God in thought, word and deed.  We are spiritually dead.”  In Romans chapter 5 Paul writes:  “…sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all … because all sinned.”

     That takes us to the second question I asked earlier:  “What happens to us after we die?”  The answer is:  That depends!  In our second reading from 1st Thessalonians Paul wrote these words to Christians:  “…we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope.  We believe that Jesus died and rose again,…”
     Did you hear what Paul said?  First, he said that we believe that Jesus DIED!  The Holy Spirit has given us the faith to believe in Jesus who died on the cross in our place of damnation so that our many sins could be completely forgiven.  Jesus suffered spiritual death for us.  He suffered as all sinners rolled into one.  He was wounded, and by His wounds we are healed.
     Next, Paul said that we believe that Jesus ROSE AGAIN!  This is the miracle we are celebrating today!  The Son of God who died for our sins also conquered death for us by His own victory over the grave.  Therefore, those who repent of their sins and trust in Jesus have complete forgiveness NOW through His death and the certain hope of the resurrection of the body and life everlasting through Jesus’ victory over the grave.

     In fact, did you know that every Sunday is a celebration of the resurrection?  Therefore, if you’re among those who usually attend church only on Easter – please understand that EVERY SUNDAY is Easter!  Every Sunday God’s people gather together to hear the Words of their living and loving Savior.  Every Sunday God’s people gather together to be nurtured by their living and loving Savior so that we can live in the joy of His mercy and praise Him with our lives.

     So, what happens to us after we die?  If we repent of our sins and trust in Jesus, then we do not have to fear death.  We can face death, as Jesus did, in the certain hope of the resurrection of the body and life everlasting with God in the New Creation.

     But remember what Paul said?  He mentioned that some have no hope.  Why?  Not because God doesn’t love them.  Not because Jesus didn’t die and conquer death for them.  Some have no hope because they continue to cling to sin and unbelief.  

     Some deny their sin.  Others try to wipe out their sin by doing good works or trying to be better than other people.  But we can’t save ourselves from physical and spiritual death.  Only Jesus can do that!

     My friends, we would have no hope if it were not for the Holy Spirit who called us to repentance and faith in Christ through the preaching and teaching of God’s Word.  Many in this world grieve without hope because they see no need for Jesus or they have never heard of Him.  We would be just like them if God had not used someone to bring us to Jesus.  Therefore, God will continue His loving mission in this world by using us believers to bring Jesus to those who have no hope.

     Do you know someone who has no hope?  Or maybe there’s someone sitting here today who has no hope in the face of death.  In fact, even we who believe can feel hopeless at times.  Therefore, we all need to hear the Easter Gospel:  “The Wound of Death has been Vanquished!”  As Paul said in our first reading:  “Where, O death, is your victory?  Where, O death, is your stong? … thanks be to God!  He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.”
     Today our living and loving Savior who was wounded for us gives us His Body and Blood in this Holy Meal to assure us that we are forgiven and have the hope of eternal life with Him.  We who confess our sins and trust in Jesus can rejoice in the fact that the wound of death has been vanquished.

     In closing, what does the message of Easter mean for our every day lives as God’s people?  At the beginning of our first reading Paul writes:  “Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you received and on which you have taken your stand.  By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I preached to you.  Otherwise, you have believed in vain.”  Then, at the end of our first reading Paul writes:  “Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm.  Let nothing move you.  Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain.”
     What is Paul teaching us?  Simply put, the devil and this evil world will do their best to tempt us and lure us away from Jesus and the hope we have in Him.  Don’t believe the lies!   Instead, stand firm on the hope you have in Jesus – your living and loving Savior who was wounded for you.

     Jesus has saved you from sin, death and eternal hell.  Now you get to live your lives for Him.  Paul said:  “Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord,…”  Now, this doesn’t mean that all we do is attend Church 24/7 – although attending Church Services and Bible Classes is very important for us as Christians because this is how God strengthens our faith in Him and gives us spiritual wisdom from His Word.
     Instead, when Paul says “give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord” he means that we get to live our lives to God’s glory.  By God’s grace we strive to live according to God’s will because we know that His loving plan is what’s best for us.  We live in the joy of knowing that our sins are forgiven and in the hope that the wound of death has been vanquished!  And we share this good news with others – especially those who have no hope.

Amen!

