EASTER, B – April 4, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Isaiah 25:6-9; 1 Cor. 15:1-11; Mark 16:1-8

      Very early on the first day of the week, when the sun had risen, Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James and Salome went to the tomb. And they were saying to one another, "Who will roll away the stone for us from the entrance of the tomb?" 

      Looking up, they saw that the stone had been rolled back—it was very large. And entering the tomb, they saw a young man sitting on the right side, dressed in a white robe, and they were alarmed. He said to them, "Do not be alarmed. You seek Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has risen; he is not here. See the place where they laid him. But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going before you to Galilee. There you will see him, just as he told you." 

      And they went out and fled from the tomb, for trembling and astonishment had seized them, and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid. Mark 16
This year – this “coming out of the pandemic” spring – we have the perfect Easter Gospel: the one from Mark. Yes, again we hear that the stone had been rolled away from the entrance to Jesus’ tomb. We hear the angel inside the empty tomb say, “Jesus has risen! He is not here.” Wow! This changes everything, doesn’t it! But then, look: the women flee from the tomb in fear and say nothing. Gee: it’s like nothing had changed! Ah, how Mark’s Gospel captures our quandary. I mean, thanks be to God, very effective Covid vaccines are being distributed daily and millions of people are being protected. But: should we be excited? Or, should we remain afraid and say nothing?
Mark confronts us this morning with the blunt reality of life. I mean, egg hunts and Easter baskets and bright spring outfits are enjoyable, but they only cover up for a bit the stark realities and fears of life. Sure, today we hear good news of a risen Savior; but nobody sees Him. in fact, most of those who first heard Mark’s Gospel did not see Him. And we, who live 2,000 years later, have of course never seen Jesus! How can we face the blunt reality of life, then? Do what St. Paul urges: “hold fast to the Word that is preached to you,” the Gospel of Jesus Christ, because it is more than just a story with a happy ending. It is far more than Easter baskets and bright spring outfits. The Gospel of Jesus, crucified and risen, is God’s power to save forever!
This powerful, saving message begins: “Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures.” So: you can’t get to Easter without Good Friday. You can’t ignore the cross.

The cross; Christ’s bloody death upon it: it didn’t just happen. It wasn’t an unfortunate ending to what up to that point had been a very successful ministry of Jesus, of preaching and teaching and helping the lowly and challenging the successful and the prosperous and the powerful. Jesus didn’t come to shake up society and be the hero of the lowly and the oppressed. He came to die… and He knew this. “Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures.” The prophets and writers of the Old Testament foretold that this would happen to Him. Jesus came to this earth to be crucified: and for our sins, and not His own.
You can’t bypass Good Friday. If you have skipped or ignored Good Friday and Jesus’ death on the cross, then you need to take a step back and think about these words: “Christ died for our sins.” Our. This means that you and I killed Jesus! We are responsible for His death… for the death of the Son of God! What must God think of us? What will He do to us? Think of what it means to not only be accused of, but to be guilty of, causing the death of an innocent person. You and I are guilty!
So were the women who went to His tomb. And the angel said to them: “Do not be alarmed. You seek Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has risen; he is not here.” They are greeted with forgiveness! “Go, tell his disciples and Peter…” His disciples had run away and abandoned Him to death, and Peter had denied even knowing Him. They had good reason to be alarmed! But their sins, which contributed to His death, did not hold Him in death. The angel wanted them to know this so that they would not be afraid. What would God think of them? What did Jesus think of them? Of us? He forgave them, and us! Easter is our absolution! That’s the joy of this day. Christ died for our sins that we, who cannot help but sin, might be forgiven! He rose in peace to bring us that peace.
The apostle Paul goes on in 1 Cor. 15 to add this to the Gospel of Jesus: “that He was buried.” Well, of course Jesus was buried after He died. What’s so important about that?

You know, every Easter I wonder as I look out from this pulpit: which of you is celebrating your last Easter here? Now, last year no one was here, as Covid led to our suspending worship for two months. But, two years ago Bob Burgess celebrated his last Easter here. Of course, he was 90, so it’s no surprise that it was his last. Tony Scott was here two years ago. He was 74. And, Jimmy Ferrara had his last Easter in church. He was 59.
"Who will roll away the stone for us from the entrance of the tomb?" When I think of this the movie, “Raiders of the Lost Ark,” comes to my mind. Remember Indiana Jones running out of a tomb with a huge stone rolling just behind him? Well, you really can’t outrun or dodge the stone of death. Advances in health care have enabled its release to be delayed. Exercise and taking good care of yourself keep you ahead of it for a while. But, still, it’s only a matter of time before death will come rolling for you and crush you. And, no matter how many mourners will gather to see you laid to rest, and no matter how great their grief, they will not keep you from being sealed in a grave.
Jesus died and was buried. He knows that lonely, empty place. Because He was also laid to rest in a tomb, when you are laid to rest you will rest in His arms. You will sleep, as in a comfortable bed… until your Lord wakes you. And, He surely will! For:

“Christ was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures.” This is the joyous news, the Gospel that we celebrate this day! We cannot celebrate it as gladly and fully as we should, for, as with those women who went to Jesus’ tomb, trembling and astonishment, and even fear, seize us in this life. This is all we know, after all. We have celebrated many Easters and rejoiced in the news of Jesus’ resurrection. We have stood at many graves and, while grieving, yet believed that it is not the end. But, not one of us has seen Jesus. Not one of us has seen anyone rise from the dead and come out of the grave. Ultimately, all we can do is confront death with our hope… with our faith.
If only Jesus Himself had been there at the entrance of the tomb to greet the women when they arrived! If only He had walked into Jerusalem to stand before the High Priest and the Jewish Council that had sentenced Him to death! God has chosen, instead, to give us messengers… to have us depend upon the news of a risen Savior whom we do not see.

But, that God’s ways are good, are best… does not Jesus’ death and resurrection for us proclaim this? God has chosen to have our lives, in this world and the next, depend upon this message. Hear it, then! Believe it, and do not doubt! “Hold fast to the word I preached to you,” Paul wrote to the believers in Corinth – “unless you believed in vain.”
This is a warning; and I pray that you take it to heart and act upon it. For, there are many who believe in vain; with a faith that is empty, useless, to no purpose (that is what “vain” means). Faith in Jesus is certainty and confidence because of Him. Faith is looking to Him for direction… for help… for hope. Faith is eagerly listening to His Word and not doubting that what He says is right. Those women who went to Jesus’ tomb… His disciples, who they told of His resurrection… they had great reason to be afraid. They lived in a tough world; among people who mostly rejected the Savior in whom they believed! And so do we. We have far more, far worse than Covid opposing us. Our society is descending deeper and deeper into an abyss of sin and degradation… of hatred and division and derision. If only the risen and triumphant Jesus were standing here with us! He has left us only with a message: written in a Bible that most reject and see as mythical stories… delivered by flawed and weak human beings like me.
“Hold fast to the word I preached to you.” It is true, as surely as Jesus is true. It is your life, as surely as Jesus is alive. It is the perfect Easter story, for it is not the power of our persuasion. It is God’s powerful news… and news that not only gives you joy. It gives you life in Jesus: who was crucified for our sins, but rose and lives forevermore. So will you who hold fast to Him and His Gospel! For Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Amen!
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