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Let’s pray… 
 
Introduction 
 If you were here last Sunday – Palm Sunday – you know that we began to enter 
into the story of the last week of Jesus’ earthly life.  And we’ve been living inside this 
story all week.  We started last Sunday by seeing ourselves in the crowd of Passover 
pilgrims who hailed Jesus’ arrival to Jerusalem with loud Hosannas, but were only 
praising him as the Messiah that they demanded that he be instead of the Messiah that he 
was.  It felt painfully familiar.  And that was just the kick-off of a week-long experience, 
a week of finding ourselves at every turn of the story, of feeling the emotions represented 
in the story. 

Toward that end we had a special Maundy Thursday service reenacting the events 
of the Last Supper; a Good Friday service viewing a film portrayal of the Crucifixion; 
and a Holy Saturday prayer meeting waiting in silence, discouraged, dismayed, feeling 
the confusion of it all swirling around in our souls.  Many people have also been fasting 
this week with only water the last two days in order to physically experience a little bit of 
the suffering and seriousness of Good Friday and Holy Saturday, building their 
anticipation of Easter and food.  Today will truly be a celebration.  And going along with 
all of this, we’ve been reading through Mark’s account of this week in the mornings and 
evenings. 

And after reading this morning’s passage – the ending of Mark’s Gospel – you 
may still have a lingering sense of puzzlement and shock.  You’ve been through what 
Mary Magdelene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome had been through.  You’ve 
seen Jesus killed and buried.  And now his tomb is empty and a person is there saying, 
“‘You are looking for Jesus the Nazarene, who was crucified.  He has risen!  He is not 
here.  See the place where they laid him…’  Trembling and bewildered, the women went 
out and fled from the tomb.  They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid” (Mk. 
16:6-8).  That’s how it ends.  Mark doesn’t tie it all together for his readers, but leaves us 
dangling, reflecting, pondering,… recovering.  It’s abrupt, isn’t it?  So abrupt that a 
scribe several years later decided to try to write an ending to it to make it resolve more 
neatly.  Some of your Bibles may have that in there with a note saying something to the 
effect of, “This was added later.” 
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Hopefully this morning, if this exercise has worked, you’ve felt the emotions of 
the women, wondering if it’s all true, wondering what it means.  You’ve thought about it 
and you’ve come to church to hear more; to be reassured.  Well there is more.  It is true.  
Christ is risen indeed.  The other three Gospels, unlike Mark, tell more about Jesus’ post-
resurrection appearances.  The book of Acts which we’re going through as a church right 
now tells more about the impact that Jesus’ death and resurrection had on his followers.  
And the letters found in the rest of the NT, mostly from Paul, unpack the theological 
implications of the Christ event more for us, interpreting what it all means. 

We’re going to look at what Paul wrote to the Corinthians in chapter 15 of his 
first letter to them today.  It’s a great chapter that deserves a more thorough study, but I 
just want to focus on a few select verses, centering on the assertion found in v. 17 – “If 
Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile.”  That word there for futile is a form of the 
same word the Greek translation of the OT uses to translate the word from Ecclesiastes 
that we render in English as “meaningless.”  Have you ever read the book of 
Ecclesiastes?  It begins with the cheery words, “Meaningless!  Meaningless!...  Utterly 
meaningless!  Everything is meaningless” (1:2).  And what follows for all the next 11.5 
long, bleak chapters is an existential lament of life “under the sun,” penned some 2,500 
years ahead of Jean-Paul Sarte or Albert Camus, the famous existentialists of the last 
century. 

It was good for us to feel the weight of darkness present in the story of Christ’s 
death and in our hearts this week.  And the unresolved ending of Mark’s Gospel is 
poignant because it’s honest.  There is a presence of futility and meaninglessness, despair 
and purposelessness in this world and if Jesus just died a senseless death and to cap it all 
off his body was stolen, it would be too much to take.  Paul is confirming in 1Cor. 15 that 
if that’s all that happened, if that’s all there was, then life would truly be an absurd 
tragedy.  But that’s not all there is.  Something else has broken into this world of 
meaninglessness.  A light has pierced the darkness.  Jesus came back to life, conquering 
death and evil and sin and futility.  He really is risen!  We can shout for joy and live with 
hope.  Life is not completely bleak.  That’s what today means. 

Paul is very clear about this in the first 8 verses of chapter 15.  He wants to 
remind the people in Corinth of the historicity and dependability of the gospel/good news 
– that “Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was 
raised on the third day according to the Scriptures” (vv. 3-4).  He then appeared back 
from the dead to several people.  The physical, living, breathing, eating Jesus was seen 
and touched by Peter and the Twelve.  But not just a small group of his followers, but by 
over 500 people at one time, who Paul is quick to point out were still living at his writing 
and could corroborate the story.  Then Jesus went and found his brother James, who 
previously thought him to be mad (cf. Mk. 3:21, Jn. 7:5).  James saw him alive and gave 
the rest of his life to this divine, half-brother of his, becoming a leader in the church in 
Jerusalem.  Finally, Paul points out, Jesus appeared alive to him a few years later on the 
road to Damascus and Paul, the great persecutor of the church, gave his life to testifying 
to the reality of Jesus’ sacrificial death and the resurrection that validates it.  In other 
words, this is not the stuff of legends or fairy tales or just a nice cultural story providing 
us with a good excuse to get together with family and eat ham.  This is not wishful 
thinking.  Paul is citing historical, eye witness evidence to back-up his claim that Jesus 
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really did rise from the dead… physically.  On the morning of the first day, Sunday, he 
came back to life. 

Then Paul goes on to explain in v. 12 and following how Jesus’ resurrection 
proves that there is a resurrection of the dead, there is life after death.  If you claim that 
there is no life after death – that we die and then that’s it, our bodies are eaten by worms 
– then that has to mean that Jesus couldn’t have risen from the dead, his body 
decomposed and was eaten by worms.  And if that’s the case, go home.  Why bother 
coming here on Sunday when you can be golfing?  I should find another job where I can 
get richer than I can as a pastor.  As Paul says in v. 32 – “If the dead are not raised, ‘Let 
us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.’”  This whole Bible is a lie.  The apostles were 
carrying on the biggest sham in human history.  It’s all worthless.  And then all that’s left 
is the meaninglessness of life.  Those who have died are just dead as we soon will be.  At 
best, Christianity is an opiate deadening the pain with some deluded fantasy.  And if 
that’s the case, that’s pretty pathetic.  Legends and fairy tales don’t really do anything but 
trick our minds and give us empty hope. 

If God is dead, as Nietzsche declared, then we should throw off all hints of a 
Judeo-Christian moral straightjacket and unreservedly indulge our “will to power,” as he 
put it.  Why not trample the weak, be rapacious, be daring, be a superman?  Why not 
combat the ancient acknowledgement of meaninglessness with the ancient Epicurean 
embrace of pure hedonism?  The Epicureans, in defiance of life’s meaninglessness, lived 
by the motto – “Eat, drink, and be merry.” 

Not everyone can live with Nietzsche’s or the Epicurean’s solution and so in 
every human culture people have grasped for some weapon to combat the ensuing 
meaninglessness.  For many it has been religion, in the sense that I defined it a few weeks 
ago – rituals and rules kept in an attempt to feel good about oneself and to earn one’s 
salvation.  With the Enlightenment, religion fell out of favor and Science became the 
answer to the world’s problems – medicine, machinery, experiments, exploration – all 
contributed to a sense of human progress.  The Romantics who saw the coldness of 
empiricism and Reason, found a surrogate for God in art, nature, the imagination. 

But an interesting thing happened at the beginning of the last century and 
especially after the Great War, it started to become clear to many that modernity wasn’t 
working to eliminate the gnawing sense of futility that perpetually haunted humanity.  
Life expectancy was on the rise, but life had no more purpose.  In fact, some could argue 
it had less.  We spent our days cooped up in a factory filling our quotas on some 
assembly line.  Darwin’s theories had only further reduced our human existence to 
meaninglessness, producing a cold, austere, dehumanizing naturalism.  World peace was 
proving elusive as the carnage of a World War haunted people’s memories and shattered 
the false ideal of progress.  And aesthetics couldn’t mask the ugliness; art could only give 
it a voice.  Some embraced Marxism as the answer, but that proved to be lacking too.  
People began again to realize that finding purpose “under the sun” was like waiting for 
Godot – it never came.  The 20th century philosopher Bertrand Russell wrote this: 
 

Man is the product of causes which had no prevision of the end they were 
achieving; …his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his 
beliefs, are but the outcome of accidental collocations of atoms; …no fire, 
no heroism, no intensity of thought and feeling, can preserve an individual 
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life beyond the grave; … all the labours of the ages, all the devotion, all 
the inspiration, all the noonday brightness of human genius, are destined 
to extinction in the vast death of the solar system, and …the whole temple 
of Man’s achievement must inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a 
universe in ruins.1 

 
 Can you hear Qoheleth’s words echoing – “Meaningless; meaningless; everything 
is meaningless?”  Many people in the last century or so have put their finger on this 
vanity, this meaninglessness, this futility, this Void, and described it with such 
perceptive, unabashed clarity that it nearly drives one to the precipice of suicide.  It’s 
pretty bleak.  And I credit them for seeing things as they are, that is apart from God.  But 
the postmodern Americans of today assent to this type of worldview lacking truth, 
despising meta-narratives, suspicious of authority, devoid of cohesive meaning, but have 
backed away from the precipice of suicide by numbing the pain again, dealing with it this 
time through unbridled materialism, for the most part.  We find temporary meaning by 
being consumers and one can only imagine what will happen when the global economy 
as we know it today, fueled by exorbitant debt, crashes or runs out of steam and people 
are again brought face to face with the crippling reality of meaninglessness. 
 And if the story of Jesus had ended on Holy Saturday, we would have to accept 
the futility of this world and simply resort to drugging ourselves up with sex and sleep 
and stuff just to pass the time until we die.  But, Nietzsche was wrong.  God is not dead, 
nor doth he sleep!  He is alive!  Christ is not dead!  He is risen!  “But Christ has indeed 
been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep” (v. 20).  Life’s 
meaninglessness was brought about through one man, Adam.  Through him sin – the 
source of futility – and death entered the world.  But through one man, namely, Christ, a 
new order has been initiated.  We all belong to Adam as humans and experience life 
“under the sun” stained by sin – both our sin and others’ sin.  But those of us who 
identify with Christ have begun to live in a different reality. 
 If Christ was not raised, then the cross was ineffective, nothing more than the 
tragic death of an idealistic young man.  Paul says we would still be in our sins, destined 
to live in a world gone awry without any way out.  But since Christ has been raised, 
everything he said about his death (being a ransom for many and all that) is true!  Our sin 
was paid for on the cross; for those who believe in Jesus, their sin is atoned for, taken 
care of.  The resurrection validates the effectiveness of the cross. 
 The resurrection also represents the in-breaking of the future.  Paul says Jesus was 
the firstfruits of what is to come for all those who trust in his saving death.  What does 
that mean?  Firstfruits are the first sample of grain from the harvest.  So this means that 
God is going to do something grand, something cosmic to right the wrongs, to solve the 
problems of death and decay and entropy and injustice and sin and meaninglessness; to in 
essence re-create this world and us, to make all things new.  And Jesus, in his 
resurrected/immortal body, is the prototype; the firstfruits.  What God promises to do for 
those who belong to him at the end of time, he has done for Jesus in the middle of time.  
This end-time, golden age, new era has penetrated into our current tainted and fallen era 
with the resurrection of Christ. 

“The dawn of a new age has broken.”2  Eternity has entered time.  The new 
creation has begun.  The kingdom of God is established.  The resurrection of the dead has 
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started.  “Christ, the firstfruits [has been made alive]; then when he comes [again], those 
who belong to him [will be made alive].  Then the end will come, when [Christ] hands 
over the kingdom to God the Father after he has destroyed [every] dominion, authority 
and power [in the universe that has rebelled against God].  For he must reign until he has 
put all his enemies under his feet.  The last enemy to be destroyed is death” (vv. 23-26).  
Jesus started that reign when he came and is reigning now.  Jesus has come and inflicted 
a mortal blow to death by his death and initiated the age to come by his resurrection and 
he currently sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty while the mopping up 
operations take place.  He will come again to once and for all banish death by raising to 
life all those who belong to him so they can live happily ever after with the Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit in perfect peace.  There may be tragic scenes and indeed apart from faith 
in Christ human existence would be a tragedy in the worst degree, but for those who 
belong to Christ it is a comedy with a happy ending. 

In the meantime, we still die and we still live with some of the lingering effects of 
sin and futility, but since Christ has been raised from the dead death has had its stinger 
removed; we can live in the reality of his reign now, the present future.  I wish I had a 
camera with me at the time and that I knew how to use it, …earlier this week I saw a 
sight that, in my mind, portrays this reality poignantly.  Bright bursts of yellow daffodils 
surrounded by cracked concrete and set against a rusting chain-link fence with garbage 
blown up against it.  I’m fascinated with these kinds of scenes – the juxtaposition of 
beauty and ugliness.  That’s what we live in right now, but, ladies and gentlemen, cosmic 
spring has sprung, the flowers have budded and a never ending summer is just around the 
corner where all the trash will be cleaned up.  We live in the new order that Christ 
inaugurated by his resurrection and therefore we have hope amidst hopelessness; we have 
purpose amidst purposelessness; and we have meaning amidst meaninglessness.  Life in 
this world is not futile because Jesus has been raised from the dead and a new world 
order free of meaninglessness has arrived on the scene and we now live within this 
reality.  Easter is the only antidote to the emptiness of life.  Praise God! 

In church history, Easter Sunday has often been a time to baptize new converts 
and welcome them into membership in Christ’s body – the church.  We have the privilege 
today of doing just that.  You will witness the baptism of two new members of our church 
and what a great visual picture this is of what Christ has achieved by his death and 
resurrection!  Raechelle and Hubert will come and share a little bit of how Christ has 
provided meaning for their lives where nothing else could do it, how God has forgiven 
their sins on account of the cross, and how on account of his resurrection from the dead 
they have experienced new life – the beginning effects of the new creation that has 
broken into this old, fallen creation. 

And then they will be baptized and I want you to picture this tank up here as a 
coffin.  When they go down into the water it’s like they’re dying and being buried.  When 
they buoyantly pop up it’s like they’re coming back to life – a beautiful symbol of what 
happened when they were joined to Christ by faith: they were crucified with Christ and 
were born again into eternal life through Christ’s resurrection.  Romans 6:4 – “We 
were… buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised 
from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.”  Raechelle 
and Hubert mystically participate in Christ’s death and resurrection.  They are new 
creations in Christ, washed clean by his blood. 
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Benediction 
May you experience the meaning of living in the shadow Christ’s cross and empty tomb. 
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find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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