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IN BETWEEN TWO EASTERS

(1 Corinthians 13:13; 15:1-58)

Last week my wife mentioned to me that writing letters is a lost art. When was the last time you received or sent a hand-written letter, not a card that you signed but actual letter that you wrote?


I am glad that in the days of Paul and the other apostles that they still wrote letters. I’m glad that Paul wrote a letter instead of sending a text. Of the 21 books tat make up our NT, about 21 of them are letters.


Today, when people send letters, many don’t even bother to capitalize or even used punctuation. They just enter the words of their message. 


Punctuation is critically important. You can change the entire meaning of a sentence just by altering the punctuation. For instance, let’s say you came across a sign that said: “Private! No swimming allowed!” You could change the whole meaning of the sign if you were to alter the punctuation so that it read: “Private? No. Swimming allowed.”

Punctation tells when to pause, when to stop, when to let the pitch of our voice get higher because we are asking a question, and when to speak with force and volume because we want people to hear what we have to say. 


Good communication is dependent upon using the right punctuation marks in the right places.

If I were to say, “Describe for me what Easter means to you without using words but rather with a punctuation mark,” which punctuation mark would you use? 


It occurs to me, a day or two after Jesus died, the disciples might have used a period. A period marks the end of a sentence. For the disciples, the death of Jesus signaled the end, the end of their highest hopes and the end of their cherished dreams. They had believed that Jesus was the One who would bring deliverance, but now He was dead. In their thinking, “It was all over.” 


On that first Easter morning, when the disciples learned that the stone had been rolled away from Jesus’ tomb and his body was gone, I am sure the thoughts that ran through their heads could be represented by a question mark. Initially, they wondered, “Where is Jesus? What has happened to Him? What does this mean?”


Later, of course, the disciples met Jesus face-to-face. There was no more room for doubt. Jesus was alive! Easter could now be described with an exclamation point. Jesus has won the victory!


So, what is your view of Easter? For many, the story of Jesus ends with a period. To them, Jesus was just a man. That’s all. He was a good man, an amazing man, but only a man. Sure, His teaching will live on. He will be remembered, no doubt, but when He died, that was it. Men just don’t come back to life after being dead for three days.


There are many in our culture for whom the story of Jesus ends with a question mark. Many are asking questions. They are curious. They want to know more. It is quite common for national magazines such as Newsweek and Time to carry cover articles around Christmas and Easter that have religious themes.  They do that to boost the bottom-line. They know that religion sells because people have questions about religious topics, and they will buy their magazines to read those articles. 

For many of you, Easter is best summarized with an exclamation point. You know that because Jesus died and arose you are able to have your sin forgiven and eternal life. To you, the death and resurrection are the most important events of history.


I want to suggest that there is another punctuation mark that could be used in connection with Easter. It is a punctuation mark, however, that will need some explanation. I am thinking of the hyphen or the dash.


As a pastor, I spend a fair amount of time at cemeteries. When I am at a cemetery, I often take note of the tombstones. Most tombstones have the name of the person who is buried and that person’s dates of birth and death. Between those two dates there is often a hyphen or a dash. The most important punctuation mark on that tombstone is the dash because it represents the entire life of that person. Between that person’s birth and his/her death, there was a life filled with moments and memories. For you and I to understand the significance of the dash, we would have to talk with the people who knew and loved the person.


Now, what in the world does a dash have to do with Easter? The point is this: Just as there are two important dates that bracket a person’s life, there are actually two Easters that bracket the history of the church and God’s work of salvation. There are two Easters.


God’s word tells us about the Easter of the Redeemer, which has already happened, and the Easter of the Redeemed, which has yet to happen. The first Easter was the bodily resurrection of Jesus. The second will be the bodily resurrection of His followers. You and I are living in between those two Easters.

Two weeks ago, we looked at “In Between Two Gardens.” In between the garden that was and the garden that will be, God waged and won a war. Last week, we focused on “In Between Two Crosses.” In between two crosses, Jesus took on and took away sin. Today, we are looking at “In Between Two Easters.”


This morning I want to direct your attention first to a single verse in 1 Corinthians 13 and then to several more in chapter 15 of that letter. Let’s begin with 1 Corinthians 13:13. I want to emphasize to you that those three things—faith, hope, and love—have everything to do with the first Easter, the second Easer yet to come, and the interim time between the two. 

Let’s turn to 1 Corinthians 15. In vv.1-11 Paul focuses on the fact of the resurrection. Beginning in v.12 Paul turns his attention to the meaning of the resurrection. He stresses in vv.12-19 how utterly vital it is to our faith that Jesus actually did rise from the dead. Starting in v. 20 and through the end of the chapter, Paul addresses the 2nd Easter, the resurrection of all those who have trusted Christ. 

We are going to read a few verses from each section. Let’s start with 15:3-4. That is the gospel, the good news, right there: Jesus died for our sin, was buried, and rose again.


Now, let’s look at 15:12-19. That brings us to the first point I want to make.

I.  THE EASTER OF THE REDEEMER CALLS US TO A LIFE OF FAITH.


Without the first Easter, without the bodily resurrection of Jesus, we would have no basis for our Christian faith. If it could be proven, absolutely proven that Jesus did not rise from the dead, the Christian religion would completely crumble. A dead Savior is no Savior. 


One of the best ways to see why something is so crucial is to consider what it would be like if that particular thing had not happened. That is what Paul does in the verses we just read. He imagines what it would be like if Jesus had not risen. Paul makes at least four claims:

1.  If Christ Is Not Risen Our Preaching Is Useless.
2.  If Christ Is Not Risen Our Faith Is Meaningless. 
3.  If Christ Is Not Risen Our Witness Is Blasphemous.

4.  If Christ Is Not Risen Our Future Is Hopeless.


I have heard people say that even if the Christian life is not true it would be worth it to believe that it is true. Such a statement is terribly foolish. It makes no sense to build your life on what is not true. It costs you something to live the Christian life. What have you given up to be a Christian and to live as a Christian? If Jesus isn’t alive, then it hasn’t been worth it.


Paul argues that the first Easter, the resurrection of Jesus, literally happened, and it calls for us to accept the truth of that event by faith.

In the last few weeks I have talked to two different people who have either a friend or a family member who have not embraced the Christianity because of intellectual difficulties. These individuals have a scientific mind, and they know that modern science rejects supernatural events. Biological science tells us that for a baby to be conceived, there has to be both a mother and a father involved in the process. The Bible, however, says that Jesus was born of a virgin. The one with a scientific mind, shakes his head a such a notion.

Medical science tells us that without medical intervention, dead people don’t come back to life, and once a certain number of minutes have passed, medical intervention will be useless. Yet, the bible teaches that Jesus was raised after being dead for three days. The modern mind scoffs.


The Bible is full of miracle stories, and when some people read about Jesus walking on water, stilling a storm with the spoken word, and feeding a multitude by multiplying a few loaves of bread and a couple of fish, they roll their eyes.

Let me offer a few problems that the adherents to the religion of science face, because that is what science has become to many—a religion to which they are devoted. Instead of wearing white collars, their priests where white lab coats. Their Scriptures are scientific journals, which are not inerrant because they are being revised all the time. Here are some problems with their belief system. They believe:
· Nothing and no one produce everything.

· Non-life produces life.

· Randomness produces fine-tuning.

· Chaos produces information.

· Unconsciousness produces consciousness.

· Non-reason produces reason.


All of these beliefs are faith suppositions because they cannot be provenly scientifically. To accept these beliefs requires every bit as much or possibly more faith than it does to affirm that God is the Creator of all that is, and as Creator He can do what He wants to in and with His creation.


The Bible consistently calls us to a life of faith: We are saved by faith; we stand by faith; we walk by faith. 


We cannot explain the resurrection; so, we are left to accept it by faith, and we are to follow by faith the One who arose on our behalf.

Paul goes on to make a second argument as he presents the truth of the second Easter.

II.  THE EASTER OF THE REDEEMED CALLS US TO A LIFE OF HOPE.


Our faith is rooted in the past, but our hope looks forward to the future. Look at vv. 20-23. 

What does Paul mean by the term first fruits? The OT Scriptures required God’s people to bring a portion of their crops to the priests as an offering to the Lord before they finally harvested their crops. Likewise, through His death and resurrection Jesus made Himself an offering to God. He was the first fruits. The harvest of all believers, their bodily resurrection, will happen in time. His resurrection was a prelude to our resurrection. 

We need to realize that there is a difference between resurrection and resuscitation. The Gospel accounts tell us about the son of the widow of Nain, the daughter of Jairus, and Lazarus. Jesus raised all of these people to life. In all actuality they were resuscitated rather than truly resurrected. All of those people eventually died again. When a person is resurrected his/her body is no longer subject to disease and death. Disease and death will not get the final word.

When will this resurrection take place? We are told in v. 23: at His coming. We are looking forward to that great day. The return of Jesus is our blessed hope. Notice also vv. 50-57.

The second Easter points us to a life of hope. What we see and experience here is not all there is. There is something better coming our way.


This past week I read an Easter sermon from one of my favorite preachers, Bryan Wilkerson, the pastor of Grace Chapel in Lexington, Massachusetts. Listen to what he said:


Years ago, when our kids were young, we were out at a themed restaurant with TV’s all over walls, playing cartoons with no sound. The six of us were goofing around the table, but our youngest, who was about three or four at the time, had his eyes glued to the TV screen. He was watching a continuous loop of Road Runner cartoons, watching as Wile E. Coyote strapped on rocket-propelled roller skates, or shot himself out of a cannon, or launched himself from a giant slingshot in pursuit of the elusive Road Runner. After watching intently for a long time, he had an epiphany. Without taking his eyes off the screen, he quietly announced to the table, “No matter what he does, he’s never going to get the chicken.”


Isn’t that the human storyline? No matter what we do, we’re never going to beat sin and death. No matter how many self-help books we read, no matter how many promises we make to ourselves and others, sin continues to wreak havoc on our careers, our relationships, and our good times . . . And no matter how many vitamins we take, no matter how much we exercise and eat right, no matter how many advances we make in medicine, we just can’t beat death.


No matter what he does, he’s never going to get the chicken. And neither are we, as long as sin keeps thwarting our dreams and death keeps robbing us of life. 

We like to think of ourselves as the Road Runner. We are quickly and confidently moving through life, avoiding obstacles. We are in control. It may be a blow to your self-concept, but you and I aren’t the Road Runner. We are Wile E. Coyote. We have set goals for ourselves, and we are going to pursue them with all of our energy and ingenuity, but we are setting ourselves up for failure and disappointment. We need to quit our scheming and planning and working. Since we are not going to achieve victory over death by clever engineering, what are we to do? We are to place our hope in Jesus Christ. He has already won the victory for us.

We’ve looked at the resurrection of the Redeemer, which calls for faith and the resurrection of the redeemed, which calls for hope. I want us to look at one last thing.

You and I are living in the interim between the first Easter and the second Easter. How are we to live our lives during this time? What is it that matters? 

III.  BETWEEN THE TWO EASTERS AND BEYOND, WE ARE CALLED TO LOVE.


You and I live between the two Easters. The first Easter calls for faith. The second Easter calls for hope. In between the two we are to live a life of love. 

“So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love,” wrote Paul. I think it is interesting that he uses the word now. Presently, these three are abiding, but they are not eternal. You see, one day, when Jesus returns, our faith will become sight, and that for which we hope will become our possession. We will see what we have faith in, and we will have what we hope for. The reason why love is the greatest is that love is the only one of the three that will live beyond the now. Love is eternal. Love is to govern our life between the two Easters, and it will continue on through all eternity.

The sum and substance of the Christian life is love. Jesus calls upon us to love God with all that we are and to love our neighbor as we do ourselves.


The secret to doing the second, loving our neighbor, is doing the first, loving God. As we commit ourselves to the Lord, He enables us to love others because He actually loves people through our lives. We can’t do that on our own.

Life is all about love. We read in Galatians 5:6, “The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.” 


When you and I come to the end our lives it will not matter how much money we have, how much fame we have attained, or how many accomplishments we have achieved. What matters is who we have loved and who has loved us.

There are three things in life that vie for our attention and our allegiance: the things that seem to matter, the things that matter, and the things that matter most. Often, we sacrifice the things that matter for those things that only seem to matter. We need to learn to distinguish between the two. Otherwise, we will waste our time, our lives, our families, our reputations pursuing things that only seem to matter but really don’t—things like riches, possessions, fame, and momentary pleasures.

Sometimes, we rightly choose to commit ourselves to those things that matter, but over time we lose sight of the things that matter most. School matters. Your job matters. Your family matters. Church matters. Don’t however, let any one of those things that matter keep you from what matters most. According to Jesus, what matters most is loving God with all your being and loving your neighbor as you do yourself. 

As I look out over this congregation, I see people who matter. Some of you are hurting. Some of you are lonely. All of us need to be loved, and all of us need to show love. 

Will you choose to love? Will you choose to love Christ? Will you choose to love those whom Christ puts in your path? 

The first Easter is a matter of faith. The second Easter is a source of hope. In between the two and beyond the two, we are called to love. We can’t give what we don’t have; so, the first thing to do is to receive the love of God by receiving the One who rose that original Easter morning. Receive the life and love that only Jesus can truly give.
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