SERMON SERIES:

FROM DEATH TO ETERNAL GLORY
“Where’s Thy Victory, Boasting Grave?”
Romans 4:25; Acts 2:24
If you were with us last week you know that we launched a new sermon series.  Entitled “From Death To Eternal Glory,” we’re tracking what happened to Jesus from the cross to his exaltation.  In the process, we’re also drawing a parallel between the process he experienced and what happens to us in our journey from death to heaven.
We began by looking at the great and final sacrifice of Jesus on the cross.  We said that all of the sacrifices offered under the Old Testament law were insufficient to appease God’s wrath and perfect justice.  The animal sacrifices couldn’t draw the worshiper closer to God.  They couldn’t fully and completely remove the worshiper’s sin and guilt.  And the Old Testament sacrifices were external; they had no power to transform the worshiper’s heart.

What all those sacrifices did was look ahead, foreshadowing the ultimate sacrifice that Jesus would make on the cross.  By submitting to the Father’s will and shedding his blood, Jesus accomplished the perfect, once-for-all-time offering that gives us intimate access to God, that fully removes our sin and guilt, and changes our heart.

This morning we move from death to life, from atonement to resurrection.  Let’s turn to our first Scripture reading, Romans 4:25.

We said last Sunday that without the crucifixion and the substitutionary death of Jesus there’s no Christianity.  It’s essential to our faith that Jesus died on the cross in our place, taking the punishment for sin that should’ve been ours.  The same holds true for the resurrection.  Christ’s triumph over death is the cornerstone of salvation history.  Without the resurrection, there is absolutely no Christianity.  The apostle Paul wrote in 1st Corinthians 15:13-14…if there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised either.  14And if Christ has not been raised, then all our preaching is useless, and your faith is useless.  There cannot be a Christian faith without the resurrection of Jesus.

The resurrection of Jesus proves his divinity and guarantees our own resurrection.  Look at our Scripture reading: 25He [Jesus] was handed over to die because of our sins, and he was raised to life to make us right with God.  Paul’s imagery for being handed over in this verse pictures a criminal being remanded to his punishment.  Jesus was delivered up as our substitute to serve the sentence of death that our transgressions deserved.  And he was raised to life to provide the justification before God that you and I could never attain on our own.


Ninteenth century theologian Charles Hodge wrote: “With a dead Saviour, a Saviour over whom death had triumphed and held captive, our justification had been forever impossible.  As it was necessary that the high priest, under the old [covenant], should not only slay the [sacrifice] at the altar, but carry the blood into the most holy place, and sprinkle it upon the mercy-seat; so it was necessary not only that our great High Priest should suffer…but that He should pass into heaven to present his righteousness before God for our justification...”  In other words, the resurrection of Jesus was absolutely essential to prove that God had accepted his sacrifice on our behalf, and that we have indeed been made right with God.

Paul declared in 1st Corinthians 15:17…if Christ has not been raised, then your faith is useless and you are still guilty of your sins.”  If Jesus didn’t rise from the dead, then sin won the victory over Christ and therefore continues to be victorious over us.  If Jesus remained dead, then when we die, we too will remain dead.  If Christ didn’t defeat death, his own death was useless―our faith in him is useless―and God still holds our sins against us.  If Christ wasn’t raised by God, then he didn’t reconcile us to the Father, he didn’t redeem us from the penalty of our sin, he didn’t bring about the forgiveness of sins, and he didn’t provide the one perfect sacrifice for all time.

If all of those things were true, then his death would be nothing more than the heroic death of a noble martyr, the pathetic death of a madman, or the execution of a fraud.  All humanity would be damned and heaven empty of all but God and his holy angels.

But God did, in fact, raise Jesus from the dead!  Our Scripture reading assures us, Jesus was handed over to die because of our sins, and he was raised to life to make us right with God.  Christ’s death did pay the price for our sins and his resurrection demonstrated that Jesus had offered the full satisfaction for sin that God’s holiness demands.

Now let’s turn to our second Scripture reading, Acts 2:24.  Christ’s resurrection proves his power over the supreme penalty for sin, that is, death.  The grave could not hold Jesus because he conquered death, and that conquest grants eternal life to every person who puts their faith in him.  In Acts 2:24, Peter declared, 24But God released [Jesus] from the horrors of death and raised him back to life, for death could not keep him in its grip.  Death was powerless to hold Jesus for a couple of reasons.

Death couldn’t contain Jesus because he possessed divine power.  Jesus was, is, and will always be… the resurrection and the life (John 11:25) who, only by dying could…break the power of the devil, who had the power of death, as Hebrews 2:14 tells us.  Satan’s power to kill us had to be broken in order that we might be brought to God.  So in his resurrection, Jesus robbed Satan of his supreme strategy.  Death can be a powerful weapon, but God has a weapon that is more powerful―eternal life―with which Jesus destroyed death.

This has been beautifully stated by Charles Wesley in his 1739 Easter hymn “Christ the Lord Is Risen Today.”  The third stanza says ‘Lives again our glorious King,  Alleluia! / Where, O death, is now thy sting?  Alleluia! / Once he died our souls to save, Alleluia! / Where's thy victory, boasting grave?  Alleluia!  Where’s thy victory, boasting grave, indeed!  The greatest thing we had to fear―death itself―has been stripped of its power over us.

Another reason why death couldn’t hold Jesus was because of the divine promise.  John 2:18-22 records the follow conversation: 18But the Jewish leaders demanded, “What are you doing?  If God gave you authority to do this, show us a miraculous sign to prove it.”
19“All right,” Jesus replied.  “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.”
20“What!” they exclaimed.  “It has taken forty-six years to build this Temple, and you can rebuild it in three days?”  21But when Jesus said “this temple,” he meant his own body.  22After he was raised from the dead, his disciples remembered he had said this, and they believed both the Scriptures and what Jesus had said.  On several occasions in the gospels Jesus foretold his death and resurrection.  Jesus himself, who is the Truth―the incarnate God who cannot lie―promised that he would rise from the dead.

And, death couldn’t hold Jesus because of divine purpose.  God planned for his people to be with him for eternity.  But in order for that to happen, they needed to go through death and come out the other side.  Jesus was the one to blaze that trail for us.  He promised in John 6:37-40 that he would raise up all of God’s people and lose none of them, but bring them all to heaven.

By demonstrating his ability to conquer death―a power belonging only to God himself, the Giver of life―Christ established beyond all doubt that he is God the Son.  The resurrection is proof that Christ’s sacrifice was acceptable to God to atone for sins, and as God, he has the power to conquer death and raise the dead.

I said last week that what Jesus did, and the process by which it happened, reflects what happens to us.  Jesus is our example and the path that we follow.  Now none of us will be crucified nor would such a death provide salvation for anyone.  Jesus made the once-for-all sacrifice that replaced the old covenant of legal obligations.  But he did die and that’s something every one of us must also face.

We can’t attain perfection and the glories of heaven until we leave this physical body behind.  In his great chapter on the resurrection of Jesus in 1st Corinthians 15, which I’ve already mentioned several times this morning, Paul stated, Our earthly bodies are planted in the ground when we die, but they will be raised to live forever.  43Our bodies are buried in brokenness, but they will be raised in glory.  They are buried in weakness, but they will be raised in strength.  44They are buried as natural human bodies, but they will be raised as spiritual bodies.  Jesus couldn’t be exalted to the right hand of the Father without first dying.  There’s no resurrection without a crucifixion beforehand, no new life without death.  And for you and I there’s no transition to eternity in God’s presence without passing from this life.  It’s not something we look forward to; it’s not something we want to happen.  But it does.  For the Christian, death marks the end of our time of trial in this life and the beginning of our complete, holy perfection in heaven.


Christians face this inevitability with the assurance that Jesus has gone through it all before us.  His resurrection is the template that we follow.  Because he was raised, we too shall be raised to eternal life.  First Corinthians 15:20-23 tells us, 20But…Christ has been raised from the dead.  He is the first of a great harvest of all who have died.  21So you see, just as death came into the world through a man, now the resurrection from the dead has begun through another man.  22Just as everyone dies because we all belong to Adam, everyone who belongs to Christ will be given new life.  23But there is an order to this resurrection: Christ was raised as the first of the harvest; then all who belong to Christ will be raised when he comes back.  Christians know that this world is not our permanent home.  We’re merely passing through, pilgrims on the journey to a greater place.  Jesus promised, 2”There is more than enough room in my Father’s home.  If this were not so, would I have told you that I am going to prepare a place for you?”

It’s no coincidence that the fifteenth chapter of 1st Corinthians and the beginning verses of John 14 are frequently used at funerals.  Both reinforce the promises of Jesus and assure us that the death of our physical bodies is not the end.  Christians look forward to a bright, glorious day when we’re made perfect, reunited with our loved ones, and stand complete in the presence of the living God.

The fourth stanza of “Christ the Lord Is Risen Today” says, ‘Soar we now where Christ has led, Alleluia! / Following our exalted Head, Alleluia! / Made like him, like him we rise, Alleluia! / Ours the cross, the grave, the skies, Alleluia!’  The resurrection of Jesus is a non-negotiable of the Christian faith.  It cannot be remade, reinterpreted or rejected.  It proves that God found the sacrifice of Jesus acceptable.  It proves that we’ve been justified and made right with God.  It proves that God keeps his promises.  And it proves that our faith will one day be rewarded when we too pass from death to eternal life, just as our loved ones who’ve died in Christ have discovered.
Let us pray: Heavenly Father, we praise you, our Great and Awesome God.  We glorify you for your almighty power that raised Jesus Christ from the dead.  We thank you for your great plan of salvation for us through Christ’s life, death and resurrection, paving the way for us to have new life with you.  All praise to you for your great love.  Thank you for giving us a Lord, a conqueror, a victor, redeemer, a deliverer and a friend in Jesus.

We confess our endless need for you.  We ask that you renew our hearts, minds and lives for the days ahead.  We pray for your refreshing covering over us that we may be obedient to your will and walk in the way of Jesus.  Keep your words of truth planted firm within us, and help us to remain focused on what is pure and right.  Give us the power to be obedient to your commands.  May we reflect your peace and hope to a world that so desperately needs your presence, love and healing.  Thanks be to you, our God and Father, for Jesus Christ, our precious and indescribable gift.  Amen.
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