“By Grace I am What I am”
I Corinthians 15:1-11
4 April 2010

You may have noticed something a bit unusual hanging around my neck. Well, that’s my cholesterol medication, which my doctor told me I need to “take every day.” Now you might come up to me after church, take one look at that, and say, “Why you ignorant hillbilly, don’t you know anything? The medicine won’t do any good unless it gets inside you! Hanging around your neck, it’s practically useless!”

This morning we’ve heard Easter hymns and prayers, even a beautiful special from our faithful choir; but, none of it will do any good if we’re just around it. Instead, we’ve got to let the message get inside us, and in this passage, Paul shows us how.

This is one of the earliest accounts we have of Easter. Did you know that the Apostle wrote these words a full decade ahead of the earliest gospel account?

Even more importantly, Paul in this passage teaches us some of the ways we can let the Easter message get inside us, where it can bring healing and wholeness.

For example, we can leave the past behind.

Did you notice the list of those to whom Jesus appeared after his resurrection? The first one is Cephas, and do you know who that is? It’s the Aramaic version of good old Peter, the man who denied him three times! On Thursday, some of you may have been here for the Living Last Supper presentation. If so, you saw Howard give an Academy Award-level performance of another disciple who betrayed him, named Judas. I can’t prove it, but I’m absolutely convinced that if Judas hadn’t given up in despair, he too would have received a special mention. Judas’ big problem wasn’t his sin; it was giving up that anything could ever be done about it. 

And don’t we all? There was a time when I used to go for a jog in my neighborhood. When that happens, every dog along the way has to voice an opinion as you come into its territory. Now the secret was to show no fear, and 99% percent of the time there was never a problem. There was one breed that I dreaded more than any other—the killer Chihuahua. These pests would follow you for a whole block, nipping at your heels and the back of your legs. Sometimes they would even jump up and try to take a chunk out of your derrière. All the while, the owner would be running down the street, yelling, “Now stop that Peanut! Be nice to the man!” (Why are Chihuahuas always named “Peanut”?) 

To me, that’s a good picture of what happens with our failures. We’re trying to leave them behind, but they insist on following us around, nipping at our consciences, loudly reminding us of our unworthiness.
Yes, we all walk around with a growling “guilt Chihuahua” clamped to our rear ends. The Good News of Easter is that we can begin again. Paul himself could have despaired when he thought about how he had persecuted the church of God. Instead of guilt, however, the final word to him was grace. He speaks of himself as one “untimely born,” and not expected to live; but by getting the healing message of grace inside himself, he could now say, “by the grace of God, I am what I am.”

Another way to get the Easter message inside us is to view death, not as the end, but as a “sleep.” 
Notice that Paul speaks of Jesus appearing to over 500 people at one time. Now that’s quite a miracle; but I think the even greater miracle is the way he speaks of the ones who have died in the twenty or so years since—he says that “some have fallen asleep.” Is this just a euphemism—a way of speaking about something unpleasant in a more pleasant way? Or does it reflect something deeper?

I think it reflects something deeper. The late John Claypool tells the story of a little boy who was dying of cancer. As a way of diverting his attention, his mother would spend a great deal of time reading to him. One day he surprised her by asking, “What’s it like to die, Momma? Does it hurt?” Not knowing how to answer right away, she made a pretext of needing to check something in the kitchen. While there, she prayed that God would give her some way to answer his question, and lessen the fear she saw in his face.

“In that moment, the kitchen became a holy space, and an answer was supplied. She dried her tears and went back in and said, ‘You asked me a minute ago what it is like to die. Well, do you remember, before you were sick, how you used to play outdoors all day? You would come in, eat supper, and then sit down on the couch in the den to watch television and fall fast asleep. The next morning you would be surprised to wake up in your bed with your pajamas on. What you did not know was that your big brother, who loves you very much, had gently picked you up and taken you upstairs, put your night-clothes on you and tucked you in. That is what it is like to die. You go to sleep in one room of God’s house and you wake up in another; and the way that you get from one place to the other is in the strong arms of our loving Brother, Jesus Himself.’ This image settled deeply into the lad’s understanding and, a few weeks later, when it came time for him to make the Great Transition, he did so without fear.” 
That’s the promise of what can happen to us as well. I read one time about a man who was raised in a place frequented by thunderstorms. The sky would turn a sickly green, and the clouds would begin whirling with crackling thunder and flashing lightening. What would he do? He would rush off to Grandma’s arms, and snuggle deep into her lap. There he just knew that nothing could ultimately hurt him, as he buried himself deep in her tight grip. 

And I say to you all that there’s powerful medicine at work here on Easter; but it won’t do any good if you just hang it around your neck, or wear it like a pretty spring dress that only touches the surface. Instead, I want to encourage you and me to take that message deep into our lives and souls. There it can be a powerful medicine that can help us with the regrets of the past as we learn to shake off that yapping Chihuahua of guilt. And it can help us face the Great Transition—both our own and that of loved ones—knowing that in Jesus, death has lost its sting, and is just falling asleep.
Happy Easter to you all! He is risen! Hallelujah!
© 2010 Rev. Dr. Stephen A. Sanders
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