Bible  Readings:    1 Corinthians 15 v 20 - 28   &  John 16 v 16 - 24


Sermon 3  “The Assurance of the Resurrection”            Preached by Peter Hipwell     25th April 2010 
This is the third sermon in the series on the Resurrection. In the first we were told that the resurrection of Jesus is both historical and theological and in the second we were told that many deny that the resurrection happened and if that be the truth then all Christians are lost. The first statement in our reading this morning from St Paul is “but Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep”. Before we can be assured of an eternal life to come for us it is very necessary to believe that Jesus was raised to life on the third day after his crucifixion, because this is what gives us the hope that we can follow him into eternal life. Indeed without the resurrection of Jesus there would be no Christian faith. We have to be convinced in our own minds and not just hope that it is true.
Those who deny the resurrection have put forward a number of half baked reasons why it is untrue. To take one excuse that was put forward by the Roman soldiers who were guarding the tomb that the disciples had stolen the body. But consider the disposition of the grave clothes which were left in the tomb not at all disturbed. If the body had been removed the wrappings would have been severely disturbed because they were wrapped around Jesus along with 75 pounds weight of spices. That is nearly twice our baggage allowance on an aircraft. Now consider the evidence of the stone that sealed the rock tomb cut into the side of the hill. The stone was a large disc weighing about 2 tons and it sat in a groove which was cut on a slope and usually had to be wedged when the tomb was open so it is quite impossible to believe that Jesus awoke from a deathlike swoon and moved the stone by himself, or that the disciples could have moved it without the guards being aware of it. Yes, of course God could easily have put them into a deep sleep but all the disciples had run away and were in hiding for fear of their own lives. Consider too the evidence of the women. It is surprising that Jesus chose to reveal himself first to a woman by the tomb and it was also women who discovered the empty tomb. Why is that surprising? Because women were considered to be very second class citizens at that time with nothing believable to say and indeed when they reported to the disciples that the tomb was empty they were not believed.
In our Gospel reading St John tells us that Jesus had told his disciples they would see him again, and from the Gospels and importantly from St Paul, who wrote his letters before the Gospels were written, we are told that Jesus appeared to his disciples many times over a period of 40 days. Turning to the 1st Chapter of Acts written by a gentile, St Luke a doctor and a very careful researcher, who tells us that “After his suffering Jesus showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive.” We have to understand that Jesus was raised with a transformed, glorified and everlasting body which was sufficiently different from his human body to cause Mary Magdalene and the disciples on the road to Emmaus not to recognise him at first. Even Thomas wanted physical proof before he could accept that Jesus was alive and this proof he was graciously given. What happened to these timid men at Pentecost? They were turned by the Holy Spirit into bold advocates of Christ and all but one of those disciples were killed for their faith in the risen Christ. Is it credible that these men would die for a faith they didn’t believe in? So Jesus did rise and that gives us tremendous hope that this life is not all there is to come.
If we look at what St Paul wrote about the end times in his 1st letter to the Thessalonians in Chapter 4 and verse 16 and following we read “the Lord himself will come down from heaven with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise to be with the Lord forever.” St Paul writes in Philippians Chapter 3 verse 20 and following “But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Saviour from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control; will transform our lowly bodies so that we will be like his glorious body.”

What a stupendous hope we have!                                                      


Amen
