Easter Sunday 2021
Good morning everyone, on behalf of Laindon Baptist Church I would like to welcome you to our Easter service this morning.

Let us pray together to bless our service.  Lord God, Almighty, Saviour, Redeemer, the great I AM.  We rejoice in you and bless your holy name.  As we come to you this morning, we come just as we are.  Some of us hungry, some of us tired, some of us downcast; some of us rejoicing, some of us excited, some of us in quiet contentment.  Lord would you bless each of us with a sense of your presence and a knowledge of your word as we worship and listen to you today.  Amen.

Let us start with a song of celebration at the new day God has given to us.  Morning has broken.
We last met on Friday.  If you were unable to join us I do encourage you to watch Friday’s service, because although it is not as uplifting and celebratory, although it seems less attractive, it is important.  It is important that we remember Jesus’ suffering, his pain, his death.  Because he had identified himself with us; he has been through every aspect of life alongside us.  When we suffer, he understands.  

And we know that somehow, through that death on the cross, Jesus has reinstated our relationship with God.  I’m not going to go into theologies of atonement or the various metaphors and explanations of what happened on the cross at this point.  They are valuable, they are fascinating, and if you are interested I’m more than happy to have a discussion at some point.  But the problem is that there are so many different facets to what happened that picking just one or two, as I would have to do in a service like this, leaves a lot out.  But if we look at a ‘before’ and ‘after’ picture we can see that before the death of Jesus we were distant from God, unable to come close to him because of our sin and his holiness, broken, alone, unfulfilled.  After his death that separation was removed and we can know God as he wants to be known, and have a relationship with him.
And that’s great news, isn’t it!  That’s why, in spite of the terrible things that happened to Jesus, we call it ‘Good Friday’.  But that’s not what I want to talk about today.  Because Friday was not the end of the story.  What we left on the cross could have been a good man, a great teacher, a powerful prophet; who somehow by his death earned us forgiveness in our lives.  And his friends mourned him, devastated by what had happened.  They put him in a tomb and thought that life as they knew it was over.  They suffered the pain and loss of those who mourn loved ones, the disappointment of those whose future was not going as they had hoped, the confusion of those whose expectations had been crushed.
That was Friday.  They weren’t allowed to do anything on Saturday because it was the Sabbath.  But first thing Sunday morning, some women went to the tomb to care for Jesus’ body and honour him in his death.

We read from Mark 16:1-8

Let us sing together 2 songs: ‘Low in the grave he lay’, and ‘Jesus Christ is risen today’.

The stone rolled away, the tomb empty.  The grave clothes folded and left.  No one is going to get past Roman guards and break into a tomb in order to steal a body and leave the clothes.  The angel gave the women the explanation.  Jesus, who was crucified, has risen from death.  His body is not confined to the tomb but walking and talking on the earth.  Later, he will appear to the women; and to the disciples.  If they ever doubted his divinity, his power, his Lordship, they would no longer doubt.  His words had been vindicated, his works had been confirmed.  This truly was the Messiah, the Son of God.
Yet even more than that.  I said earlier that Jesus’ death restored our relationship with God.  As he identified himself with us, and died the death that comes to all of us, he took on himself all the wrongdoing of humanity.  But because he wasn’t just a good man, a great teacher, a powerful prophet – because he was more than that, he was the Son of God – death could not hold him.  The power of God proves to be greater than the chains of death, and Jesus breaks free.

Jesus, Son of God, breaks the chains of death.  Jesus, Son of Man, is raised.  The resurrection of the human as well as divine Jesus is the beginning of the resurrection of humanity as a whole.  He made the way for us, too, to be raised from death.

I want to ask you this morning, what is your hope?  What do you believe happens after death?  For the early church, their hope was central – today we rarely speak about it, and when we do it is in a very vague way.  I said two weeks ago that there are some conversations we tend to shy away from; death is one of them, and it leads to some rather unbiblical ideas.  So we are going to look at it today, with Jesus as our example.  Now I don’t want you to think “Well, that was Jesus” as if we will experience something different.  There is no indication in Scripture that Jesus, who was fully human as well as being fully God, would have, or did have, a different experience to the rest of us.

The Bible speaks about two types of death.  There is spiritual death, the separation from God caused by the sinful nature that suffocates our spiritual life until there is nothing left but the physical, while we are spiritually dead.  Christ, without sin, yet identified himself with us and took our sin on himself at the cross – where he defeated its power to cause this spiritual death. The apostle Paul says that in baptism we ‘die’ with him – our sinful natures are buried and endure his death, and our spirits are born anew as we ‘rise’ with him to eternal life.  
And there is also physical death, which all of us must endure as he did.  What was his experience of that?  Here is where we need to consider how we look at things – because two things happened.  He died.  He was buried.  He remained in the tomb for two days.  We sometimes forget that bit.  Resurrection is not life after death.  It is not ‘what happens when you die’.  Jesus’ body lay in the tomb – it didn’t continue to walk around.  Jewish and early Christian understanding was of a two step process, with bodily resurrection as the second of these steps.  God would look after the soul after death until, at the last day, he would give them new bodies when he judged and remade the world.  Jesus’ resurrection was unexpected not because they didn’t think it would happen, but because they didn’t think it would happen at that time.  Jesus was raised by himself, before the judgement day – Paul calls him ‘the firstfruits’.

There is debate about what happens in the ‘in between time’.  Perhaps we sleep; there is some suggestion among scholars that after death God’s people will rest with him in some kind of blissful life – what we think of as ‘heaven’, if you will.  But that’s not the end of it.  There was a second step - the resurrection of Jesus was not just to an eternal spirit but to a physical body, and we too are promised a bodily resurrection as well as an eternal spirit-life.  We sung, ‘Ours the cross, the grave, the skies’ – but Heaven is far from being the final destination.  Our final destination is a bodily life on a remade earth, when Jesus returns.

That first Easter morning, the tomb was empty.  Jesus’ body was raised, not just his spirit.  He walked around: people saw him, people touched him, people ate and drank with him.  Yes, it was a transformed body - he appeared in locked rooms, was not always immediately recognizable, eventually ascended bodily into heaven – but a body nonetheless.  A body that used the existing physical body of Jesus, and changed it.  And at that final resurrection we too will be changed.  Physical, but at a different level.  
And the earth will be changed.  The Bible doesn’t say we will live in heaven for eternity – it says there will be a new heaven, and a new earth; a new creation intertwined, joined in a marriage to God’s Kingdom.  A new earth where we will live the physical lives intended for us right from the start, right from the Garden of Eden, and where God will reign in righteousness.  Not an eternity of sitting on clouds playing harps, but of living and working in his Kingdom, in his creation, using the gifts he has given us in this life, that we have developed and that are a part of us; perfecting us, transforming us to be able to dig, or build, or paint, or teach, or sing at a new level for our joy and for his glory.  

This is our hope.  A blissful rest in the presence of God, but followed by a new life on a perfect earth.  Why does it matter?  It matters because actually, what we do now matters.  Nothing is wasted in the works of God; what is of him will endure for eternity.  Your physical life, your physical body, matters, because it is yours for eternity.  Not in sickness or pain, transformed, but still somehow continuous with who you are now.  And this world matters, because it too will be transformed and perfected but still somehow continuous with what has already been done on it – what is being done in it today.
The empty tomb, the resurrection appearances, are central to the gospel of Jesus.  They confirm who he is as the Son of God; his living and continuing Lordship over his people.  They show the coming of God’s kingdom on earth (but that’s another sermon).  And they give us hope for our own future – not just the eternal life of the spirit but the future resurrection to a real and physical life on earth at that last day.  
We break to sing again: he has risen (4 verses)
But just a final note.  That last day is a day of judgement.  And the judgement is not a weighing of our good deeds against our bad deeds, but a simple question: did we join our lives with the one who defeated death?  Did we accept the forgiveness offered on the cross, putting to death that sinful nature that we might be born again in his spirit?  Did we die with him, that we might be raised with him?  Did we live under his Lordship, allowing him to dwell within us through his Holy Spirit?  

If the answer is yes, we have received what God has promised, here and in eternity.  But we are called to live like it; and to work in the world for the Kingdom of God, knowing that our actions now will resonate in eternity.  The apostle Paul wrote to the Corinthians about the resurrection – he closes with these words: ‘Therefore [so, as a result of the hope he has been talking about], my dear brothers, stand firm.  Let nothing move you.  Always give yourself fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labour in the Lord is not in vain.’ (1 Cor 15:58)

If you have not made that step, I encourage you to think about it.  What is your hope?  If you are not sure about Jesus, pray, ask God to reveal him to you; read Scripture, find out as much as you can; speak to Christians, ask questions.  I’m not suggesting anyone jumps into anything blind; Jesus says ‘seek me, and you will find me’.
If, on the other hand, you have done all that, and you hear Jesus’ call to follow him, don’t hesitate.  Give up to him your wrongdoing, your sinful nature, and ask for his forgiveness, which is freely given.  Ask him to come into your life as Lord, to save you and live within you, to bring you new life through his Spirit.  And you might want to speak to the church about baptism, through which we affirm our union with Christ in his death and resurrection.

Let us pray together.

Lord, I want to thank you for the hope that we have in you; hope of a renewed life in the present and a resurrected life in the future.  Thank you for your death on the cross and your rising to life, which assures us of this hope.  Thank you for the love which makes all of this possible.  I pray for all those joining this service, that each one might know your power at work in their lives, cleansing, renewing, restoring.  May the hope you give us, give us the strength and the will to live lives in the here and now that are honouring to you and have eternal significance.  Bless us to care for ourselves, each other, and the whole of your creation, in the light of eternity.  And look on us at the judgement day with your grace and mercy, in Jesus’ name.  Amen.
Sing: I cast my mind to calvary
Before we close our service we always like to come to God in prayer for those people and situations that are on our minds.  So let us pray, and as usual I will lead and leave space for you to ‘fill in the blanks’ with the things on your heart.

So Lord as we come to you in prayer this morning we ask for your blessing on those known to us who are sick, or grieving, or experiencing difficulty.  Lord you knew suffering on earth, and you feel their suffering too.  Would you send healing, peace, comfort, guidance, blessing according to your wisdom and your will.

…

We pray for the covid situation, both here as we open up more and in other countries as they experience rising covid levels.  Lord, we call out in prayer against this virus, would you move in this world to wipe it out; free us from its effects of sickness, restriction, fear, economic difficulty.  Grant wisdom and compassion among governments and nations, that all may enjoy peace.

…

We pray for those countries experiencing other difficulties – conflict, famine, natural disasters – again Lord may your blessing be upon them, may they know peace and provision, and good government.

…

We pray for churches, in this nation and across the world, as we seek to do your will.  May your kingdom come, Lord Jesus, and your will be done, in and through your people.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

We sing our final song: Thine be the glory

And so, may the blessing of God Almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be with you all, evermore.  Amen. 
