          4/16/06 EASTER  SERMON:  “ The Victory! ”
 ( 1st Thessalonians 4:13-18; 1st Corinthians 15:51-58; Matthew 28:1-10, 16-20 )

*****************************************************************

    When I was young I enjoyed watching certain programs on the T.V.  Every so often I would tune into ABC’s “Wide World of Sports.”  Do some of you remember how that program would begin?  They would play footage of various sporting events.  At one point during this footage a voice would say:  “The thrill of victory, and the agony of defeat!”

    I recall how I would want to turn away when they would show a particular clip during the words “the agony of defeat!”  Do you remember what it was?  They would show this guy going down a ski jump, losing his balance, falling onto the ground and then sliding down the ski ramp as he crashed into fences, people and other objects.  The guy must have been in agony!

    In our reading from 1st Corinthians the Apostle Paul describes another kind of defeat that causes far greater agony.  Paul wrote these words:  “The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the Law.”  What did Paul mean?  What do those words have to do with the agony of defeat?  Allow me to explain.

    Let’s start with the second half of Paul’s statement:  “The power of sin is the Law.”  So, what is the “Law?”  Paul uses that word “Law” to refer to God’s will for us as summed up by the 10 Commandments.  

    In fact, as many here know, I’ve been preaching on the 10 Commandments during this Lenten season.  So, when Paul says “the power of sin is the Law” he actually means that the 10 Commandments reveal the fact that we are people who naturally rebel against God. 
    How did this happen?  Aren’t we humans basically good?  No!  Earlier in 1st Corinthians chapter 15 Paul explains that we have inherited an evil nature from the first human, Adam.

    It all started “In the beginning” when God created the universe and all life.  Adam and Eve were the first humans.  They were perfect, and they were meant to live forever in God’s love.  But it didn’t work out that way.

    One of God’s angels rejected his place in God’s loving plan, and this angel tempted Adam and Eve to do the same.  They no longer loved God or trusted Him.  Their perfect life came crashing down, and this “fall” brought the agony of defeat to the whole world.  All humans descended from them have been conceived with the same evil nature.       
    Now we can understand why God gave us His Law.  God gave us His 10 Commandments to show us that we CAN’T keep them, no matter how hard we try, because our hearts are at war with God.  Deep down we want to live as we please.  

    You see, we not only break the 10 Commandments by the things we do and say.  We also break them with the desires of our heart.  That’s why God’s Word teaches that greed is the same as idolatry, lust is the same as adultery, and anger is the same as murder.

     In fact, even the good things we do are evil in God’s eyes because we have wicked motives.  Sometimes we obey not because we love God but because we fear His punishment.  Other times we obey because we want to “cut a deal” with God and hope that He will overlook our sins if we do a few good deeds.  Finally, we often obey simply because we want other people to notice how good we supposedly are.  These are all examples of good things that are done for evil reasons.

    So, when Paul says “the power of sin is the Law” he means that God’s Law exposes how rebellious we truly are.  Those who think that obedience of God’s 10 Commandments is the key to salvation from sin and death only show that they have been utterly deceived by the same devil who tempted Adam and Eve.

    Now we’re ready to examine the 1st part of Paul’s statement:  “The sting of death is sin.”  The bible teaches that physical death is the consequence of our sin against God. That’s why death “stings” because we must face the fact that physical death is what we deserve!  
     However, physical death is not the worst of our problems.  You see, ALL people get to live forever.  The question is:  “WHERE and with WHOM will you live forever?”  When Christ returns on the final day, all humans will be resurrected.  But unless something is done about our sin, we will live forever separated from God’s love.  This is what the Bible calls SPIRITUAL death!  
     Spiritual death refers to the fact that we are unable to love God or trust Him.  Spiritual death means that we are separated from God and deserve nothing but His eternal wrath.  This spiritual death is far worse then physical death.  Death “stings” because we know that we deserve eternal life in hell and there is nothing we can do about it.  The agony of defeat!
     But now I have good news!  Get ready to hear about the thrill of victory!  Paul goes on to write:  “But thanks be to God!  He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ!”
Did you hear that!  Even though we sinners have fallen from God’s grace and deserve the agony of defeat, God sent His only Son to give us the victory!  How did Jesus do this for us?

     First, Jesus conquered our sin.  He did this by living the perfect life we could never live, and then He gives us His perfect obedience.  In addition, Jesus suffered the spiritual death we deserve when He took our sins to the cross and suffered God’s wrath in our place.  God loved you so much that He damned His own Son in your place that through Him you might be rescued from the agony of defeat and receive the eternal victory!
     Second, Jesus also conquered our death.  Even though Jesus’ body died on the cross, His body conquered death when He rose from the grave on the 1st day of the week.  Jesus promises that those who trust in Him can face physical death in the hope that God will bring our bodies back to life on the final day.  However, our resurrected bodies will be perfect and without sin.

     You see, Jesus also conquered our SPIRITUAL death!  Jesus has given us new hearts that turn from sin and trust in God.  Jesus has given us new hearts that long for God’s love and joyfully submit to His wonderful plan for our lives.  We can look forward to eternal life with our One, True love – Father, Son and Holy Spirit!
     Finally, Jesus has conquered the devil.  The fallen angel who tempted Adam and Eve and kept us in darkness will not be able to separate us from God ever again.  Jesus has conquered the devil’s lies and he will never be able to deceive us again because we are protected by God’s Word.

     In addition, the devil will not be able to accuse us before God.  The devil will not be able to insist that God punish us for our sin because God dealt with our sin once and for all when He put Jesus on the cross.  Jesus’ blood has washed away the guilt of your sin and you have been clothed with Jesus’ own holiness.  The devil can no longer accuse you – now or ever!

     So rejoice, my Christian friends!  God has given you The Victory!  God used His Law to convict you of your sin, and then He used His Good News to give you faith in Jesus -- your Lord and Savior from sin, death and the devil.

     As Christians we live each day confessing our sin and rejoicing in The Victory that we have been given through Jesus our Lord!  One day Christ will return in glory! He will then raise the dead, and we believers will be with the Lord forever.  

     But until that day we rely on God to help us live according to His will as defined by the 10 Commandments.  In addition, we ask God to help us tell others His Truth about “the agony of our defeat” and “the thrill of Christ’s Victory” so that even more people can be rescued from sin, death and the devil.
     With that in mind, I close this sermon with these words of God:  “ ‘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.  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 in not in vain.”  Amen!
