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The Continuing Impact of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ

Sermon for Easter IV (April 20), 2008

Over the past few Sundays I have spoken to you about the Resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.  In the Apostles’ Creed we proclaim our faith in this resurrection when we say, “The third day he rose again from the dead.”  And in the Nicene Creed we say, “And the third day he [Jesus] rose again according to the Scriptures.”
The Bible tells us that on the third day following His crucifixion, Jesus burst the chains of death, chains which have shackled every human being since Adam and Eve.  Jesus’ resurrection was a victory over death and proved that He was indeed the Lord’s Messiah, the Son of God, the Redeemer of mankind, whose death upon the cross paid the price for human sin and reconciled sinful human beings to the all-holy God.
And for 40 days following this resurrection, Jesus revealed Himself in His resurrected body to a variety of His disciples.  Jesus showed Himself first to Mary Magdalene, a prostitute-turned-disciple, on Easter morning, and then later that same day to His disciples who had gathered behind locked doors.
One of the 12 apostles was not present when Jesus made this dramatic appearance in His resurrected body.  That apostle was Thomas, the Twin, and so when the other disciples told Thomas, “We have seen the Lord,” Thomas responded in a way that would make scientists and police detectives everywhere very happy.  “Unless I see in His hands the imprint of the nails, and put my finger into the place of the nails, and put my hand into His side, I will not believe,” Thomas said.
And so, eight days later, the same disciples were again gathered behind locked doors, but this time Thomas was with them.  And the resurrected Jesus appeared to them once again, and He turned to Thomas and said, “Reach here with your finger, and see My hands; and reach here your hand and put it into My side; and do not be unbelieving, but believing.”
Thomas then responded to Jesus, “My Lord and my God!”  And Jesus answered Thomas, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”
Clearly, then, the resurrection of Jesus was neither imaginary nor some kind of mass hallucination, but rather an actual, real, and completely physical event.  And it was the reality of this resurrection that enabled those first Christian apostles and disciples to boldly proclaim and teach to anyone and everyone the wonderful and life-changing good news of Jesus Christ.
We can see this, for example, in Acts chapter 2.  Following the dramatic events of that first Christian Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit came down upon the disciples and they began to speak in other tongues, Peter stood up and gave the very first Christian sermon.  He quoted from Psalm 16, in which King David had said: “Wherefore my heart is glad, and my glory rejoiceth: * my flesh also shall rest in hope.  For why? thou shalt not leave my soul in Hades; * neither shalt thou suffer thy Holy One to see corruption.”
Peter said that this passage was a prophetic foretelling of the resurrection of Jesus Christ—that is, that Jesus was not abandoned to Hades, nor did his flesh see corruption. God raised up Jesus, Peter said, and of that we all are witnesses.
The test for the first apostles was that they had to be witnesses of Jesus’ resurrection.  When the 120 were gathered together following the ascension of Jesus back into heaven, Peter stood up and said that it was necessary for them to choose a successor to Judas, who had betrayed Jesus.  Peter said it was necessary for that man to become “a witness with us of His resurrection.”  And later the Book of Acts tells us that “with great power the apostles were giving their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all.”

You see, it was direct knowledge of the resurrected Jesus that enabled Peter and the other apostles to go forth boldly and preach with confidence the message of redemption, salvation, and eternal life in Christ Jesus.

It was the resurrected Jesus as well who appeared to the super Pharisee Saul, on his way to Damascus to hunt down and persecute Christians.  The resurrected Jesus confronted him on the road and asked, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?”  And it was out of this experience of the resurrected Jesus that Saul, also called Paul, was converted to Christ and became the greatest missionary of the NT Church.
It was by virtue of His resurrection from the dead that Jesus was proved to be the Son of God.  Why is this important?  Because if Jesus was not the Son of God, then we are still in our sins and cut off from God.  If Jesus was not the Son of God, then Christianity is a lie.  If Jesus was not the Son of God, our faith is insanity.
As St. Paul himself said, “If in this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men most miserable” (1 Cor 15:19).
Paul was the last person to see the resurrected Jesus.  And you can read his marvelous first-hand account of that event in 1 Corinthians 15.  Here is part of what he says:
“For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that He appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.  After that He appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time, most of whom remain until now, but some have fallen asleep; then He appeared to James, then to all the apostles; and last of all, as to one untimely born, He appeared to me also.”

But the resurrection of Jesus Christ is not just some far-off event in the ancient past, nor is it an abstract theological concept without much relevance to our present-day lives.  Not at all!  Rather, all of us who have been baptized into Jesus and believe in His Name are already living in the reality of that resurrection.  While we have not seen the resurrected Jesus physically, in the way that those first apostles did, we can and must see Him with the eyes of our faith.
That’s why Jesus said to Thomas, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”
You and I need to know the resurrected Jesus Christ in our lives here and now.  We need to know the power and experience the glory of His great victory over death.  As baptized and believing Christians and members of the body of Christ, we are already living in the reality of Christ’s resurrection.  Or rather, the resurrected Christ is living in us through the power of the Holy Spirit.
And because He lives, so shall we, both now and in the world and ages to come.  “I am the resurrection, and the life,” Jesus says, “he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: and whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die.”
May each of us here today think and meditate on and know and proclaim the power and the truth of Jesus’ resurrection in our lives, both now and in the world to come.  Amen.
