THE DIFFERENCE EASTER MAKES!
Easter 2011 – Matthew 28:1-10

A preschool teacher asked her preschoolers what the angel said to the women at the tomb looking for Jesus. A four year old excitedly raised her hand: He is not here; he is in prison!  Jesus is not in prison, but risen! All four Gospels testify to the truth: Jesus Christ is Risen! He is risen indeed, Hallelujah! Let’s examine all three Scripture lessons today to see: THE DIFFERENCE EASTER MAKES in our daily lives? First, unshakable truth!
UNSHAKABLE TRUTH IN A SKEPTICAL WORLD 
Resurrection attacked: Don’t you find it interesting how the resurrection has been attacked from the very beginning by Jesus enemies?  Matthew 28:11-15:  11 … some of the guards went into the city and reported to the chief priests everything that had happened. 12 When the chief priests had met with the elders and devised a plan, they gave the soldiers a large sum of money, 13 telling them, You are to say, His disciples came during the night and stole him away while we were asleep. 14 If this report gets to the governor, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble. 15 So the soldiers took the money and did as they were instructed. And this story has been widely circulated among the Jews to this very day. Talk about a cover-up! A cartoon showed two Roman soldiers standing by the empty tomb. The stone was rolled away with one soldier looking very worried. Other shrugged: Don’t worry about it. One hundred years from now, no one will remember. Yet the attacks continue to this day! Our world remains skeptical, yet we remain standing on unshakable truth.
Skeptics changed: Charles Colson former counsel of President Nixon and convicted conspirator in the Watergate scandal writes how the cover up convinced him of the resurrection: There were only 8 or 10 of us in the inner circle around the President who really knew what was going on. All we had to do was stonewall for a couple of months and the scandal would be over…. Our lives were not threatened, but we could not hold the conspiracy together for more than two weeks. We could not contain the lie.…I know that the disciples could not perpetuate a lie like the resurrection, because it was not just their reputations that were at stake, their lives were in danger…They had nothing to gain by the lie and yet everyone of them stood fast in the conviction that Jesus is alive. Take it from one who saw first hand how vulnerable a cover up is: nothing less than a witness as awesome as the resurrected Christ could have caused those men to maintain to their dying whispers that Jesus is alive and He is Lord. 
Sir Lionel Luckhoo is in the Guinness Book of Records as the most successful trial lawyer ever - he had 245 successful murder defenses in a row! The older he got the more meaningless life appeared. Then at 63 he turned his analytical skills to the claim that Jesus rose from the dead. I have spent more than forty-two years as a defense trial lawyer in many parts of the world. I say unequivocally the evidence for the resurrection of Jesus Christ is so overwhelming that it compels acceptance by proof which leaves absolutely no room for doubt! Charles and             Sir Lionel learned to trust the unshakable truth of the Word of God over time. How about you?

Acts 10:39-41: 39 We are witnesses of everything he did in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They killed him by hanging him on a tree, 40 but God raised him from the dead on the third day and caused him to be seen. 41 He was not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already chosen—by us who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. When people today consider the evidence: the eye witness testimonies of the resurrection (500+) the inability of anyone in the first century to produce the body of Jesus, which would have quenched the fire of this movement... there is no other conclusion an individual in pursuit of truth can make,  than Jesus  is risen!  
Reliable truth: Acts 10:42-43:  He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one whom God appointed as judge of the living and the dead. All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name. Have you ever been half way through a project and wish you could start over? A lot of times I think people feel that way about life. They get half way through life and just wish they could start over. We all have things we wish we hadn't done and said things we wish we hadn't said, thought things we wish we hadn't thought. We all have regrets. We all feel bad about things. We all have guilt. People feel as if they are going to have to sit out the rest of their life in the penalty box. They can't get on with the present and the 
future because they’re stuck in the past. Jesus paid for our guilt and hung for our hang ups. 

Romans 8:1: Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. This is God's etch-a sketch verse in the bible. Jesus Christ did not come to rub it in; He came to rub it out. Jesus did not come to condemn the world but to save it. Jesus Christ was nailed to the cross so we can quit nailing our self to the cross. He wants to forgive our past. How long do you remember a bill that's been paid? We don't remember it at all. Once it's paid, we forget it. Once God's forgiven our sin we can forget it. That’s unshakable truth we can use. 
All the other teachings in the world either ignore sin or try to solve it through self-effort. There is only one truth. Jesus is the way and the truth and the life. Jesus is the only hope of the world for forgiveness of sins since he is the only one who has risen from the dead. Go to the tombs of the founders of the great world religions. Call the roll:  Mohammed … Here!  Moses … Here!  Buddha … Here! Confucius … Here!  Jesus Christ …No answer!  Why?               The tomb is empty! Stand on that unshakable truth in an uncertain world, because Jesus Christ is risen!
UNMISTAKABLE PERSPECTIVE IN A PESSIMISTIC SOCIETY
Colossians 3:1-2: 1 Since, then, you have been raised with Christ set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. 2 Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. How many would agree we live in a pessimistic society? Many people including Christians have such a negative outlook and perspective on life. Easter provides us with an uncommon perspective in a pessimistic society. If we truly set our hearts and minds on things above, we will experience life on earth from God’s point of view. Set means to seek something out with a desire to possess it.   It’s not just a one-time action! We’re to continue to seek the things above.   
A husband and wife were in heaven. He looked rather sad! Wife: What’s wrong? Can’t you see we’re in heaven? The music is great, the food is out of this world, the mansion has everything and more we’d ever dreamed. The golf course is the best we’ve ever seen, there’s no fees, no taxes, our health is fantastic, why aren’t you happy? Husband: If we hadn’t eaten that miserable oat bran, we could have been here ten years ago. Resurrection is the Christian’s life focus. It’s our reason for living life now in this world with unmistakable perspective. What does that mean?
Does it mean that we’re so heavenly minded that we’re no earthly good? No, not at all! It is to live life on earth in light of the reality, the accomplished fact that Christ, through his death and resurrection has won the victory for us and for everyone—that is why he is now seated at the right hand of God. Christ is seated at the right hand of God provides a much-needed reminder that Jesus is supreme and in control. This phrase echoes Psalm 110:1: The LORD says to my Lord: Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet. This is the most quoted   Old Testament passage in the New Testament: It reminds one of a winner, victor after a great battle. Christ is the Victor, Christ is the Winner, and Christ is the Ultimate Conqueror over sin, death and evil. 
A farmer found an Eagle egg so he placed it under one of his hens and it hatched in the hen house. At first, the eagle scratched like a chicken and ate like a chicken. But the bigger he got, he became aware that he was not a chicken... Sometimes, he would flap his wings but the cage held him down. One day, another eagle flew over and screamed. Something inside that little eagle began to swell. The farmer saw the look in his eye and opened the cage door and off he flew. He wasn’t made to scratch in the dirt but God had made him to fly in the heavens! If we fix our gaze on things above, God will give us a heavenly rather than an earthly perspective: It’s impossible vs. All things are possible.  I can’t go on vs. My grace is sufficient for you. I can’t figure this out vs. God will direct my steps. I’m worried vs. Cast all your cares upon me. I can’t manage vs. My God will supply all your need. I feel all alone vs. I will never leave you or forsake you. I can’t do it vs. You can do all things through Christ.  What’s yours today?
A young soldier lost his legs in battle. He refused to talk to anyone. One day another inmate of the hospital strolled in and sat down on a chair near the bed. He drew a harmonica from his pocket and began to play softly. One day the harmonica player was in a joyful mood. He began to tap dance. The soldier was not impressed. Why don’t you smile and let the world know you are alive? The legless soldier said:  I might as well be dead as in the fix I’m in. Man:    So you’re dead. But you’re not as dead as a fellow who was crucified and He came out of it all right. Patient said:      Oh, it’s easy for you to preach, but if you were in my fix, you’d sing a different tune. Reply: I know a 2,000 year old resurrection is pretty far in the dim past. So maybe an up to date example will help. He pulled up his pant legs to reveal two artificial limbs. He had learned an unmistakable perspective in a pessimistic world. That young soldier own resurrection began that moment. Our attitude determines your altitude. Are you soaring or staying grounded?
Live with unmistakable perspective in our pessimistic society, because Jesus Christ is risen!
UNLIMITTED PEACE FOR PERPLEXED LIVES
As the women came to the tomb they were filled with uncertainty about the future. The events of the last several days left them confused and perplexed. Note the number of times the word "afraid" appears in the gospel:                 2 There was a violent earthquake, for an angel of the Lord came down from heaven and, going to the tomb, rolled back the stone and sat on it. 3 His appearance was like lightning, and his clothes were white as snow. 4 The guards were so afraid of him that they shook and became like dead men.  5 The angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified. 6 He is not here; he has risen, just as he said. Come and see the place where he lay. 7 Then go quickly and tell his disciples: ‘He has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see him.’ Now I have told you.”  8 So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran to tell his disciples. 9 Suddenly Jesus met them. “Greetings,” he said. They came to him, clasped his feet and worshiped him. 10 Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.”  Fear runs wild in our society leaving many perplexed.
A magazine article: Fear? What Americans Are Afraid Of Today said: over 50% afraid of being in a car crash, having cancer, or inadequate social security. What’s on your list? John 16:33:  I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world. Only Jesus can give us unlimited peace for our perplexed lives. His peace allows us to overcome life’s perplexities.

The greatest challenge we all face is what happens after we die. Death is part of the human condition.  A pastor was reminding his congregation one Easter: What a fearful thought that every member of this congregation is going to die. One gentleman had a disbelieving smile on his face in the front pew. After service the pastor asked, It seemed you were struggling with the truth that every member of this congregation is going to die. Man replied: Pastor I was not struggling but relieved. You see. I am not a member of this congregation. Death is a sobering reality that each of us must face in life. Those who are not prepared the sting of death will show no mercy! 

I Corinthians 15:55-57: Where, O death is your victory? Where, O Death is your sting?…But thanks be to God!  He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. A little boy and his father were driving down a road on a beautiful spring afternoon. Out of nowhere a bumblebee flew in the car window. The little boy was deathly allergic to bee stings. But his father, thinking quickly, reached out, grabbed the bee, squeezed it in his hand, and then released it. The bee then started to fly around inside the car again, as soon as he let it go. The father saw the panic on his boy's face. So, he pulled the car off to the side of the road. Then he reached out his hand, but this time it was to show the boy something. There still stuck in his skin was the stinger of the bee. "Do you see this?" he said. "You don't need to be afraid anymore. I've taken the sting for you." Jesus took the sting for us.         
What does that mean in our life? If you would die today do you know where you would spend eternity? The simple Gospel is this. Sin separates us from the love of God the Father. All have sinned. Sins wage is death. Jesus is the bridge that brings us back to the Father. He lived a perfect life. Jesus became sin for us. Shed his blood on the cross. Jesus conquered sin, death, and hell by rising from the dead. Every repentant heart has peace with God knowing they have forgiveness of our sins. We now live with the unlimited peace of God during life’s perplexing moments. 
A mother’s six year old son was dying of terminal leukemia. He wanted to be a fireman when he grew up. She asked Fireman Bob if it might be possible for Billy to ride on a fire truck. Bob: We'll make him an honorary Fireman for the whole day. He can come down to the fire station, eat with us, go out on all the fire calls, and give him a real uniform! Billy lived three months longer than any doctor thought possible. One night his vital signs dropped dramatically. The nurse called Fireman Bob: When you hear the sirens and see the lights flashing, will you announce this is not a fire, but the department coming to see one of its finest members one more time? Will you open the window to his room? 16 fire-fighters climbed up the ladder into Billy's room. Billy: Chief am I really a fireman? Chief: Billy, you are, and the Head Chief, Jesus, is holding your hand. Billy smiled: I know, He's been holding my hand all day, and the angels have been singing. Billy lived his final days with the unlimited peace of Jesus Christ!
Remind yourself for the next 21 days of the difference Easter makes as you read God’s Word. This candle is like the love God has for each of us. Nothing can blow out the flame of God’s love (trick candle). Let’s live every day in light of this good news. Reflect on the chorus from Because He Lives: Because He lives I can face tomorrow, because He lives all fear is gone, because I know He holds the future and life is worth the living – just because He lives. What a difference Easter makes because Jesus Christ is risen! AMEN!                               
