Serxmon No. 591

THE RESURRECTICN WAS CENTRAL

A sermon delivered by Batsell Barrett Baxter on April 14, 1968 at
the Hillsboro Church of Christ, Nashville, Tennessee and heard over
radio station WLAC at 8:05 P. M.

In the center of ancient Athens, then the intellectual capital of the world,
there zose a high hill known as the Acropolis. It is visible from every part of the
city, actually dominating the entire city. Its sides were steep and its top flat.
On the top the ancients built their temples, The magnificent Parthenon, temple to
the patron goddess Athena, occupied the central position with lesser temples all

around it, Slightly to the west of the Acropolis was a lower hiil known as the
Aeropagus. The two hills were joined by a saddle through which people ascended to
the tops of both. The Aeropagus consisted of a mound of rock out of which seats
had been carved, Even the ascent to the top of the hill was by ancient stone steps
carved from the rock itself. No buildings crowned the top of the second hill, for
it was the assembly place of the ruling semate of the people,

Into this ancient scene walked the apostle Paul on his second missionary
journey. He was much impressed by the altars in the city itself and the temples on
the heights above., He spent his days preaching to the Jews in their synagcgues and
to the Grecians in their marketplaces. Eventually he was invited to ascend to the
Aeropagus and present his strange new teaching there., The account in the scriptures
is as follows: “Now while Paul watied for them at Athens, his spirit was provoked
within him as he beheld the city full of idols. So he reasoned in the synagcgue
with the Jews and with the devout persons, and in the marketplace every day with them
that met him. And certain also of the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers encountered
him, And some said, What would this babbler say? others, He seemeth to be a setter
forth of strange gods: because he preached Jesus and t+he resurrection. And they
tock hold of him, and brought him unto the Aeropagus, saying, May we know what this
new teaching is, which is spoken by thee?..And Paul stood in the midst of the Aero-
pagus, and said,
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Ye men of Athens, in all things I perceive that ye are very religious. For
as I passed along, and cbserved the objects of your worship, I found also an altar
with this inscription, To An Unknown God. What therefore ye worship in ignorance,
this I set forth unto you.” Then he proceeded to indicate that the only true and
living God was the God of heaven and that he had created the earth and all that ex-
ists upon it. He reached the climax of this portion of his sermon by pointing out
that man was the offspring of God, as he guoted the Athenian poet, “For we are also
his offspring.” Continuing, Paul preached, “Being then the offspring of God, we
ought not to think that the godhead is like unto gold, or silver, or stone, graven
by art and device of man. The times of ignorance therefore God overlocked; khut now
he ccmmandeth men that they should all everywhere repent: inasmuch as he hath ap-
pointed a day in which he will judge the world in righteousness by the man whom he
hath ordained; whereof he hath given assurance unto all men, in that he hath raised
him from the dead.”

Then came the reaction to the sermon, “Now when they heard of the resurrec-
tion of the dead, some mocked; but others said, We will hear thee concerning this
yvet again. Thus Paul went out from ameng them. But certain men clave unto him,
and believed: among whom also was Dionysius the Aercpagite, and a woman named Dama-
ris, and others with them.” (Acts 17:16-19, 22-23, 29-34),
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This is that Sunday of the year when the entire Christian world centers its
thoughts on the resurrection of the Lord. With some degree of certainty we can lo-
cate the resurrection on the yearly calendar. It is one of the few events in the
1ife of Christ that can be located as to the exact time of the year. The resurrec-
tion of Christ came at Passover time. Always the Passover is located on the first
Sabhath after the first full moon after the vernal equinox. Since we have the same
factors from which to calculate, we can discover the date in our time, too. March
21 designates the change from winter to spring, We wait for the first full moon,
then for the first Saturday, and the day following is the anniversary of the first
day of the week on which Christ was raised frem the dead,

The Resurrection Was Central

The early Christians preached the resurrection as a central part of the gos-
pel., All four gospel writers tell of Christ’s resurrection from the dead., Luke
puts it in these words: ”On the first day of the week, at early dawn, they came unto
the tomb, bringing the spices which they had prepared. And they found the stone
folled away from the temb, And they entered in, and found not the body of the Lord
Jesus. And it came to pass, while they were perplexed thereabout, behold, two men
stood by them in dazzling apparel: and as they were afrighted and bowed down their
faces to the earth, they said unto them, Why seek ye the living among the dead? He
is not here, but is risen: remember how he spake unto you while he was yet in Gali-
lee, saying that the Son of man must be delivered up into the hands of sinful men,
and be crucified, and the third day rise again. And they remerbered his words, and
returned from the tomb, and told all these things to the eleven, and to all the
rest,” (Luke 24:1-9).

You notice in this reading that the women had come to the tomb to ancint the
dead body of Christ. They and the other disciples saw him die and saw him buried.
At that point their hopes vanished and they gave up 1heir expectations of his es-
tablishing a kingdom. When the women brought the news of the empty tomb to the
&postles, Peter and John disbelieved and ran to the tomb to see for themselves,
Peter entered first, then John. Later John wrote, "Then entered in therefore the
other disciple also, who came first to the tomb, and he saw, and believed, For as
yet they knew not the scripture, that he must rise again from the dead.” (John 20:
8-9).

Peter Proclaimed It

Once they were convinced, however, that Christ had risen from the dead the
disciples began to declare it everywhere they went as a cornerstone of their Chris—
tian faith. In order to notice the degree to which they made it a central part of
the faith let us look at several passages of scripture. For example, in the select-
ing of an apostle to take the place of Judas, Peter said, "Of the men therefore that
have companied with us all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and went out among
us, beginning from the baptism of John, unto the day that he was received up from
us, of these must one beccme a witness with us of his resurrection,” (Bcts 1:21-22),.
A little later when Peter preached the first full gospel sermon as the church began
on Pentecnst, he spoke of one of David’s prophecies of the coming Messiah and then
said, "He foreseeing this spake of the resurrection of the Christ, that neither was
he left unto Hades, nor did his flesh see corruption.” (Acts Z:81).

B little later we read in Acts 4:1-2, “And as they spake unto the pecple,
the priests and the captain of the temple and the Sadducees came upcn then, being
sore troubled because they taught the pecple, and proclaimed in Jesus the resurrec-
tion from the dead.” Still later in Acts 4:33 we read, “And with great power gave
the apostles their witness of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus.

When Paul wrote to the Romans he described the act of baptism in terms of
Christ’s burial and resurrection-in these words, "Or are ye ignorant that all we who
were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were buried there-
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fore with him through baptism into death: fhat like as Christ was raised from the
dead through the glory of the Father, so we also might walk in newness of life, For
if we have become united with him in the likeness of his death, we shall be also in
the likeness of his resurrection.” (Rom. 6:3-5).

When Peter came to write his first epistle, immediately after the salutatiom
he opened the letter with these words, "“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ, who according to his great mercy begat us again unto a living hope by
the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.” (I Pet. 1:3). In speaking of our
salvation involving baptism, Peter also said, “Which also after a true likeness doth
now save you, even baptism, not the putting away of the filth of the flesh, but the
interrcgation of a good conscience toward God, through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ.” (I Pet, 3:21).

Your Faith Is Vain, Unless.ass

These are just a few of the evidences that the apostles and other disciples
preached the resurrection from the dead as a cardinal principle of Christianity.
Nothing was more significant, as evidenced by their emphasis upon it, than the fact
that Jesus had been raised. The crucial nature of this fact is seen in an important
paragraph from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians. Paul wrote, “Now if Christ is
preached that he hath been raised from the dead how say scme among you that there
is no resurrection of the dead? But if there is no resurrection of the dead,
neither hath Christ been raised: and if Christ hath not been raised, then is our
preaching vain, your faith also is vain, Yea, and we are found false witnesses of
God; because we witnessed of God that he raised up Christ: whom he raised not up,
if so be that the dead are not raised, For if the dead are not raised, neither hath
Christ been raised: and if Christ hath not been raised, your faith is vain; ve are
yet in vour sins. Then they also that are fallen asleep in Christ have perished.

If we have only hoped in Christ in this life, we are of all men mest pitiable.”
Cur hope of life eternal depends upon Christ’s resurrection.

From this dismal picture Paul then turned to the brilliant light of the re-~
surrection. He continued, “But now hath Christ been raised from the dead, the first
fruits of them that are asleep. For since by man came death, by man came also the
resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be
made alive. But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits; then they that are
Christ’s, at his ceming.” (I Cor, 15:12-23).

Human Creeds Agree

Not only do we find in the Bible evidences of the central emphasis upon the
resurrection of Christ, but we also find it in the creeds written by religious lead-
ers in the early centuries., For example, in the Apostle’s Creed, known also as the
Roman Symbol, it is included. Perhaps we ought to say that this creed cannot be
traced back to the time of the apostles, nor even nearly to their day, but certainly
was in existence before the fourth century., It reads, "I believe in God Almighty
and in Chri st Jesus, his only Son, our Lord who was born of the Holy Spirit and the
Virgin Mary, whe was crucified under Pontius ’{late and was buried and the third day
rose from the dead who ascended intoc heaven and sitteth on the right hand of the
Father when he cometh to judge the living and the dead...”

Similarly, the Council of Nicea in its Nicene Creed of 325 A. D,, included
the resurrection, “We believe in ocne God tie Father All-Soverign, maker of all
things visible and invisible; and in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of Ged, be&ot-
ten of the Father, only begotten, that is, of the substance of the Father, God of
God, Light of Light, True God of True God, begotten not made, of one substance witn
the Father, through whom all things were made, things in heaven and things on the
carth; who for us men and for our salvation came down and was made flesh, and beczite
man, suffered and rose on the third day, ascended into the heavens, is coming to
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judge the living and dead...” The writing of these and other human creeds was unnec-
essary, for the Bible itself is all the creed that Christian needed. However, I
have quoted these two key creeds to show that throughout this ancient period of time
the resurrection was considered central.

They Stalked Their Lives

The resurrection of Christ is the crucial matter in Christian faith. The
apostles staked their lives on it. They left homes and families, goods and reputa-
tion, and eventually suffered martvrdom because of their faith in Christ’s resurrec-
tion, They were eye witnesses of the resurrected Lord., They had seen him alive,
they saw him die, In agony they watched him die, on the cross and then watched as he
was buried in the tomb. A period of despondency followed until on the first day of
the week he began to appear to them again alive. Mary Hagdalene saw him, then the
other women. He appeared to the ten apostles in an upper rcom, then one week later
he appeared to the eleven in the same place. He ate breakfast with seven by the Sea
of Galilee, He walked with two on the way to Emmaus. He appeared to Peter alone,
He was seen by five hundred brethren at cne time in Galilee, There were other ap-
pearances and then finally he ascended from the presence of the eleven on tcp of
the Mount of Clives.

As eve-witnesses they were willing to stake everything they had or were on
the factuality cf his resurrected presence. Soon after the church began they were
arrested because they “proclaimed in Jesus the resurrection from the dead.” The
text further says, “And they called them, and charged them not to speak at all or
teach in the name of Jesus. But Peter and John answered and said unto them, Vhether
it is right in the sight of God to hearken unto you rather than unto God, judge ve:
for we cannot but speak the things wiiich we saw and heard.” (Acts 4:2, 18-20).

Shortly thereafter the Sanhedrin arrested them again for preaching Christ,
The text then reads, We strictly charged you not to teach in this name: and kehold,
ye have filled Jerusalem with your teaching, and intend to bring this man’s blood
upon us. But Peter and the apostles answered and said, We must ocbey God rathex than
men, The God of our fathers raised up Jesus, whon ve slew, hanging him on a tree,
Him did God exalt with his right hand to be a prince and a Savior, teo give repent-
ance to Israel, and remission of sins. £And we are wiitnesses of these things; and sc
is the Holy Spirit, whom God hath given to them that ocbey him.” (Acts 5:28-32).

Saul of Tarsus was a brilliant young Jewish lawver. He had studied at the
feet of Gamaliel and was extremely zealous in his persecution of Christians. Then
on the Damascus road the Lord appeared unto him and Saul came to believe that Christ
was the Son of God. His whole life was changed. He became an apostle and ultimate-
ly died as a martvr for his faith, It was from his pen that we have read more exter-
sively in this message than frcm the pen of any other of the apostles. He, who knew
all of the arguments that the high priest and the others gave for not believing in
Jesus, came to be the foremost proclaimer of the risen Christ,

Conclusicn
The resurrection of Christ is crucial. DBecause Christ was raised from the
dead, we kncw that he is nc mere man, but rather the divine Son of God. He is wor-
thy of henor, respect and worship. We must obey his commandments, 1f we expect to
reach heaven,

May I close with the words which Christ spoke to Martha on the occasion of
her sorrow at the death of her brother lLazarus. Jesus said, "I am the resurrection,
and the life: he that believeth on me, though he die, vet shall he live; and whoso-
ever liveth and believeth on me shall never die, Believest thou this? She saith

unto him, Yea, Lord: I have believed that thou art the Christ, the Son of God, even
Tm +had Acmath dndba Fha rrarnlAd O Taln 1198 9270



