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‘FROM VISION TO VICTORY.’

Is.25:6-9.

This week out of curiosity I googled Easter Greetings and found some interesting ones.

‘Easter greetings from across the miles, wishing you a day of smiles!’

‘Here’s a hello from your Easter bunny, may your day be bright and sunny!’

Believe it or not there were ones which were much worse and yet I would hardly expect Hallmark to bring out a greeting that said anything about Jesus’ resurrection. I was however, surprised not to find one message suggesting that Easter celebrates a great victory for life.

Thinking about these Easter greetings it occurs to me that for so many the only Easter hymn they vaguely know is: ‘You’ll be the grandest lady in the Easter parade.’

If Easter is to be anymore than a dress parade headed by a bunny rabbit.

If this day is to be anymore than a once a year blowout for the people of God, then we must see our Lord’s resurrection from the perspective of God’s eternal purposes for his people, and to do that, I believe requires us to go back in time, centuries before Christ lived and died, to the vision of the prophet, Isaiah.

Out of a time of national defeat, humiliation and suffering Isaiah dared to proclaim a day when the Lord would triumph once and for all over the enemies of despair, doubt and death.
And the splendor of this ancient prophet’s faith can be appreciated only when we remember that for the greater part of their history the Jews had no real hope of immortality, or a day when tears and doubts would be wiped away by God himself!

Isaiah could only dream of the day when God’s purposes would be worked out.

Firstly, there is God’s victory over despair.
Isaiah dreams of a time when, ‘he will destroy on the mountain, the covering that is cast on all peoples.’

Every one of us knows what it is to have our hopes dashed (baseball, lousy start, Scotland, world conspires against us to beat us in cruel ways, Braveheart!)

Think about the disciples of Jesus. They had staked their lives on the truth that this man who met hatred with love would somehow be victorious over the powers of evil.

As they watched him dying on the cross all that they could think of was their despair, in seeing such a life of goodness, purity and love, being trampled to death by the forces of jealousy, greed and human ambition!

And what of us gathered here this morning looking out at a world torn apart by conflicts great and small?

What of us who experience hurtful and evil things in our own lives, to the point where we cry out with the Psalmist: ‘Where is our God?’
Are we not victims of the same despair which those all around Isaiah felt as the nation went down to ruin and it seemed as if evil had once again been triumphant.

Do we not long for the day Isaiah dreamed about when God will destroy, ‘this covering that is cast over all the peoples?’
You see if the story of Jesus had ended at the cross, it would seem to us today as if love was too weak a thing to survive in such a world as ours, as if God were powerless to do anything about the despair and disappointment that so often blocks our way.

But praise God that is not the end of the story!

For what we celebrate this morning is the glorious victory that Isaiah envisioned.

He envisioned not the power of the human being to find some clever way out of our problems, but the power of God, once and for all defeating the evil in this world. What we celebrate is the truth that in everything, God is at work for good to those who have the eyes of faith. 

Often we fall victim to despair because we demand immediate explanations for the evil that befalls us. Often we impatiently wonder where God is, and what he is doing in the midst of a crisis, forgetting that God’s purposes are worked out in his time and not ours.

With Christ’s resurrection, suddenly gloom was turned into joy.
News of death became news of life! Despair was turned into hope.

Secondly, he saw another great victory over the enemies of the human spirit.

Isaiah described the experience of doubt as, ‘a veil that is spread over the nations.’

Unbelief may be a better word here than doubt.
We all have doubts and we need to be honest about them, just as Thomas was. I have always been grateful that the Bible tells of at least one person who had the courage and honesty to say: ‘I will not believe it until I see it!’
That is healthy doubt at work, and as in the case of Thomas it often leads us into a deeper relationship with the living Christ.

The real obstacle to the human spirit is our unbelief. Our feeling that the power of God cannot possibly change our lives, a notion that we are set in our ways, our failures are too great.

For many years during the terrible conflict in Northern Ireland, there was a slogan painted on many walls in the midst of the most troubled areas. It asked the haunting question: ‘Is there any life before death?’

And that may be our question too, is it not?

Even more than life after death, we desperately want to know if there is any ‘quality life’ right now. Is resurrection just an experience that Jesus had in the long ago and far away? 

Or is that same power that raised Jesus to newness of life available to us to bring new life into the deadness of our human spirits?

Can this same power raise us above the destructive alienation that we experience in so many of our relationships at home, at work in school and among our neighbors?
Can this same power raise our lives from the deadly routines, the moral confusion, and the personal anxiety into which we have slipped?

Can lives really become new and better than anything we have ever known before?

The empty tomb was God’s glorious fulfillment of the day when the veil of unbelief is stripped away, and we know that the same power that raised Jesus can give us a whole new identity and a whole new life!

That is the offer the living Christ makes to us through his saving death on the cross, and we dare to believe it because Isaiah’s vision became the victory of our Lord over doubt and unbelief.

Even more importantly, thirdly Isaiah dreamed of the day when the living God would destroy the last great enemy of the human spirit, death itself.

‘He will swallow up death in victory, and the Lord God will wipe away tears from all faces.’

How often this is the stumbling block that keeps us from experiencing a real sense of victory in Christ. For centuries even God’s people, the Jews, labored, suffered, sorrowed and died without any expectation of life beyond death. 
Are we not like the wee boy who found his grandfather pretending to be asleep on the couch, so that he could avoid reading just one more story to the wee lad. The child finally lifted one of his grandfather’s eyelids and said softly, ‘Grandpa, I just know that you are in there!’

Is that all that we are doing?

Are we just pretending, hoping somehow that the grief and separation we feel so deeply will go away like a bad dream?

Thank God our faith in eternity is based not on pretense, but rather on the fact of the empty tomb and a risen, living Lord.

I can still recall a geography lesson from elementary school in which we learned that the southernmost point of Africa is a point that experiences tremendous storms. For many years no one even knew what lay beyond that cape, for no ship attempting to round it ever returned to tell the tale. Among the ancients it was known as the ‘Cape OF Storms’, and for good reason. But then a Portuguese explorer of the 16th century, Vasco De Gama successfully sailed around that point and found beyond the wild raging storms, a great calm sea, and beyond that, the shores of India. The name of that cape was subsequently changed from ‘the Cape of Storms’ to the ‘Cape of Good Hope’.
My friends until Jesus rose from the dead, death had been as it were the Cape of Storms on which all hopes of life beyond had been wrecked. No one knew what lay beyond that point until, on Easter morning Jesus defeated our last great enemy. Suddenly like these explorers of long ago, we can see beyond human death to the hope of heaven and eternal life with the Father. More than that, we dare to believe that we shall experience in our own human lives exactly what the Son of God experienced in his, for the risen Christ says to us: ‘Because I live you shall live also.’
This is the core of the Easter faith.
This is the conviction that changed those hapless disciples into an Easter people who went forth to turn the world upside down with their bold faith.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the great German pastor and theologian who was imprisoned by the Nazis during WW 11, was executed on April 8 1945. That very day he had conducted a service for his fellow prisoners, completing his message only a few moments before the guards came to lead him away to his execution. His scripture text that morning was:

‘Blessed be the Lord and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy, we have been born anew to a living hope, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.’
As Bonhoeffer was led out to die, he turned to his fellow prisoners and said:

‘This is not the end, but for me the beginning of life!’

The real joy of this day is not found in the gaiety and excitement of another Easter Sunday. The real joy is in knowing that the God who revealed a vision of his great victory over despair, doubt and death to the prophet centuries ago, has indeed kept his word.

In the living Christ we can live without despair, even in a chaotic world like ours.
In the living Christ we can live in the faith that the same power which raised our Lord from the dead can set us free to become new persons in him.

In the living Christ, we can face even the experience of death, knowing that it is only the beginning of life eternal.
Isaiah ended his prophetic vision with the words:

‘It will be said on that day, lo this is our God, and we have waited for him that he might save us.’

Let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.

AND TO GOD BE THE GLORY.

 AMEN.
