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Easter Sunday, April 12, 2009
10 AM
I Corinthians 15:1-11            Mark 16:1-8
“Hardly What You’d Expect”
Life sometimes holds terrible disappointments.  You wait and wait for the sequel to a favorite movie, and then it comes out and it is nothing like you expected, and you are regretful, especially after plunking down ten dollars per ticket and fifteen dollars a person for snacks and a drink!
You start the college that was your first choice, but find the whole experience disappointing and wish you had gone elsewhere.

You fall in love, and it seems like this is the one – the person with whom you will spend the rest of your life, the one you will love forever.  But as time goes by, it becomes obvious that it will never work out and you face breaking up.

You dutifully put money in your 401K, investing in stocks as the experts recommend, dollar-cost-averaging - then the whole thing collapses in on itself, and your investments lose half of their value and your realize that you will be retiring a lot later than you had planned.  

It is hardly what you’d expect.

Life is filled with disappointments.  Sometimes it seems like it would be better to expect the worst, then anything that happens better than the worst will not be such a let down.

There is even a book of the Bible based on a premise not unlike this – the book of Ecclesiastes.  The author of the book seems resigned to limitations and disappointments in life – nothing brings joy – not success, not wealth, not fame – nothing.  The best you can do is serve God and accept any good life brings while accepting the bad.

That is precisely how Easter morning started.
The women had heavy hearts – no, they had broken hearts.  They were filled with bitter sorrow and anger.  Their rabbi and their friend was dead.  But he hadn’t died of natural causes.  He hadn’t slipped away quietly.  No, the best man they had ever known had been betrayed into his enemies’ hands.  Men of power, influence and wealth had taken this poor preacher and accused him to the rulers, twisting his words to make it sound like he was a dangerous traitor out to overthrow the government.  In fact, they painted him as something like a terrorist.  “He wants to be king.  He says he is going to destroy the Temple – something has to done about him.”  

Jesus had never hurt a soul and would never have fomented a rebellion.  But all the same he was arrested and in a trial that was a mockery of justice, he had been found guilty and his crucifixion was ordered.  Ordered and carried out!
They had watched in horror as this truly wonderful loving and godly man was beaten, and marched through town in utter humiliation, and then taken out to the garbage dump outside the city where he was nailed to a cross.

It was the Sabbath when he died, so he had to be buried in a hurry, without proper preparation.  

Now at last, the Sabbath was over, and Mark tells us that Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James and Salome had purchased burial spices and were on the way to the tomb to prepare him properly for burial.

That’s the way life goes.  It is full of injustice and misery.  The women were glad they had known Jesus, but now it had come to this – a literal dead-end.  What else could you expect?  Isn’t that what happens?  You have a beautiful daughter, then she gets leukemia and dies.  You are proud of your son, then he gets involved with drugs.  You have a great job and the future looks rosy, then you are laid off and pushed back to the beginning.  You are in good health going into retirement, then arthritis grounds you.
Grin and bear it.

So the women are on their way to the tomb.  It is early morning.  The air is heavy with moisture.  In the early light, the dew glistens on the shrubs.  The gravel crunches under their feet as they walk.  Even this won’t be easy – anointing his body.  It might be mission impossible – the tomb given by the rich man Joseph of Arimathea is sealed with a great stone.  The stone is far too heavy for the women to roll away from the tomb’s entrance.  They are just sort of hoping that when they get there, some men will be around who can dislodge the stone.  Who knows?  They may get in and do their sad work, or they may just turn around and head home frustrated and try to find some help.  Plan B.  These women knew all about plan B – their lives had been full plans B – and Plans C – disappointment, heartache, toil.

But when they get to the tomb, they are surprised – the stone is already rolled back from the door.  Good.  No wait, someone is there.  A young man in a white robe.  Uh-Oh, this can’t be good.
Mary, Mary and Salome are “alarmed,” Mark tells us.  The better translation might be “utterly astonished,”
  or maybe “amazed.”
What is happening is this – what the women are seeing isn’t “right.”

Something is wrong here.

It is that shock – you arrive at your house and the door is unlocked and you know you locked it.  Something is wrong.  
You expected your husband to be home at six o’clock and here it is ten and you haven’t heard anything.  Something is wrong.  

You know enough about life to know – this can’t be good.

Like the phone ringing at three in the morning.  This isn’t right.

The women are at the tomb and now filled with misgiving.  

The man in white is speaking.  “What did he say?”

Do not be alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has been raised; he is not here. Look, there is the place they laid him. 7But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you.
“Don’t be alarmed?  Are you kidding?  Where is he?  You said it yourself, he was crucified.  He has been raised?  What is that supposed to mean?  Where is his body?”
“He died on the cross, we saw it with our own eyes.  How can you say he is going to Galilee?  “
And with that, the women drop the basket of spices and linens.  And they turn and run away in terror.
And to those women you and I say –

“Happy Easter!”
Easter, you see, is not just about chocolate bunnies, and baskets of jelly beans, and Cadbury crème eggs, and lilies and daffodils and hyacinths and a new dress for her and a new and tie for him, and a ham dinner.  It is also terrifying news – He is risen!

Wait a minute, that’s hardly what we expected.

We know what to expect when we die.

We expected a decent casket, loved ones in tears, a head stone and a few good words form the preacher.

We hardly expected to live forever.  We hardly expected anything on the other side of the grave.

Are you sure about this?  Because if I am not going to die, then I’d better start getting ready for eternity.

Dying without eternal life and dying in eternal life are not the same thing.

We need to be devoted to godly things, to Christ’s church – we still have a lot to learn.  At a meeting of the National Education Association, science teachers and professors compiled a list of dubious answers some of their not-the-best students put on exams.  One question asked for the definitions of formulas – The student wrote, “H2O is hot water, and CO2 is cold water.”  (Ask your teenager if you don’t get it)  How about this one?  “When you smell an odorless gas, it is probably carbon monoxide.”  Or here’s one for the church – “To collect fumes of sulfur, hold a deacon over a flame in a test tube.”  The best one is, “Water is composed to two gins:  oxygen and HydroGIN.  OxyGIN is pure gin.  HydroGIN is gin and water.”
We have lots to learn.
If I’m going to spend eternity with God, then the few puny short years I have left on earth should be spent getting ready.

John Grisham, author of the novels Pelican Brief, the Client, the Firm, the Appeal and many other bestsellers, before he become such a famous writer, was an unknown, small town lawyer.  Today he is a celebrity, but he tries to focus on what has lasting meaning – like his faith in God.  Grisham remembers as a young law student, this advice of a friend:  “One of my best friends in college died when he was 25, just a few years after he graduated from Mississippi State University.  I was in law school and he called me one day and asked if we could get together.  So we had lunch, and he told me he had cancer.  I couldn’t believe it.”

“What do you do when you are about to die?” I asked.

“It’s real simple,” he said.  “You get things right with God, and you spend as much time with those you love as you can.  Then you settle up with everyone else.”

If that is what you do knowing you will die, how much more should we do good and obey God knowing we live – forever?

What does God want you to do?  

If I am going to die in twenty years or so, then what really matters is what I want to do.  But if God is granting me eternal life – life after death with him, then what I want doesn’t matter as much as what God wants.

My life is different than it would have been without the resurrection.  It is hardly what I expected.

People are talking about the death of the church and that our country is no longer a Christian nation (on the cover of Newsweek this week)  Pulease!  We have heard it over and over again. . .God is dead, the church is dying, oh well.  
But if you looked at the New York Times magazine this week, you saw that Christianity is exploding worldwide – especially in the southern Hemisphere.  It is estimated that within a generation the number of Christians in Africa will at least double – to three quarters of a billion – in Africa alone.  In Africa alone – the number of Christians grew from 10 million in 1900 to 300 plus million today.  The church is dying?  I don’t think so.  Reports of its demise are very much overstated.  It has always been like this – every generation people rise up and announce that Christianity is a thing of the past.  
The churches in Africa are sending missionaries HERE – to the United States of America – to witness to us that He is risen!

Men and women are hungry for the good news of God – as hungry today forever – it is the thing we need most in the whole world!

The gospel is a shock – the truth is shocking!

You see, what the women found when they got to the tomb was hardly what they expected.  Look at what they brought – a basket of spices and hearts full of worry.  Where were they looking?  They were looking back.
  They were thinking of a crucified Lord – a victim of the world’s power and injustice – it’s just the way things are.  
But now they’ve been to the tomb, and to their utter astonishment and terror, they can no longer look back – they have to look ahead, and it is an unknown future.  They know only one thing about that future – Jesus is there – and it is hardly what we expected.

You and I too, can not look back.  We are being forced by the empty tomb to look ahead.

What are we leaving behind?  Death – sin – injustice – defeat.  And to what are we looking ahead?  Jesus – love, mercy, righteousness, compassion, service – heaven!

Of course the women were afraid.  Aren’t you afraid?  God has cut your ties to the grave.  You are freed to live as one of God’s people – a new creation – that’s a little scary.  

It is scary.  It is also wonderful – go to Galilee!  What’s in Galilee – not what, who (whom) – Jesus is there. 
So, drop your basket right here – right now – drop the basket that contains all the old stuff you don’t need anymore – your fears – your anxieties – your sin – your self-centeredness – drop it all right here.
A little boy was riding home with his mom and dad and had his head stuck between their seats the way kids do when they ride in the car.  The boy’s daddy asked him, “How was Sunday School today son?”  The boy said, “Okay.”  “Well what was the lesson about?” asked the father.  The teacher told us all about a wedding Jesus went to.”  “What happened?”  “They ran out of wine at the party and no one knew what to do, so Jesus’ mom told him about it and Jesus turned all the water into wine and everyone was happy.”

“What do you learn from that son?”

“If you are getting married, invite Jesus.”
Invite Jesus – he will come to you – that’s the Bible promise.
Jesus is right there waiting for you.

God has something in mind for you to do – what is it?  Go and tell the world that he is risen – Jesus is going before you into your future.  It is not what you’d expect, but it’s better than you’ve ever dreamed! 

Fred D. Mueller

I Corinthians 15:1-11

The Resurrection of Christ

15Now I should remind you, brothers and sisters,* of the good news* that I proclaimed to you, which you in turn received, in which also you stand, 2through which also you are being saved, if you hold firmly to the message that I proclaimed to you—unless you have come to believe in vain. 

3 For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, 4and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, 5and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. 6Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers and sisters* at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have died.* 7Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. 8Last of all, as to someone untimely born, he appeared also to me. 9For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. 10But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace towards me has not been in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them—though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me. 11Whether then it was I or they, so we proclaim and so you have come to believe. 

Mark 16:1-8

The Resurrection of Jesus

16When the sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought spices, so that they might go and anoint him. 2And very early on the first day of the week, when the sun had risen, they went to the tomb. 3They had been saying to one another, ‘Who will roll away the stone for us from the entrance to the tomb?’ 4When they looked up, they saw that the stone, which was very large, had already been rolled back. 5As they entered the tomb, they saw a young man, dressed in a white robe, sitting on the right side; and they were alarmed. 6But he said to them, ‘Do not be alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has been raised; he is not here. Look, there is the place they laid him. 7But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you.’ 8So they went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.* 

� See Kittel, p. 312, ekthambeomai


� I am grateful to Lamar Williamson, Jr., in his comments on this passage in Interpretation, Mark, John Knox, 1983
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