
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The First Sunday after Easter


psalter:
Psalm 103
1st lesson:
Isaiah 43:1-12
2nd lesson:
John 20:19-31
The Firstfruits of Them That Slept
"And when (Jesus) had said this, he breathed on them, and saith unto them, Receive ye the Holy Ghost."

"He breathed on them." These words echo the description in Genesis of God's creation of Adam: "And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul." (Genesis 2:7)
Saint Paul wrote of the Risen Christ as the last or second Adam, and said that He was a "quickening" or "life-giving" spirit (1st Corinthians 15:45). As someone explains this verse, "Christ completes and carries forward God's creative work." Or as the prophet Ezekiel said in his vision of the valley full of dry bones, "Thus saith the Lord God unto these bones; Behold, I will cause breath to enter you, and ye shall live." (Ezekiel 37:5)
Saint Paul contrasted the old life without Christ with the new life in Him, in these words: "As in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive." (1st Corinthians 15:22) "In Adam all die" – in these words, we see the well-known and inevitable tendency of human beings, when left alone without any guidance, to fall into sin. Today, much of society has unfortunately left itself alone as far as Christian teaching and morality are concerned, and we see the unhappy results all around us.
In a life without Christ, a person becomes like the skilled worker who makes idols, and who is described in the Wisdom of Solomon: "His heart is ashes, his hope is more vile than earth, and his life of less value than clay: Forasmuch as he knew not his Maker." (Wisdom 15:10-11a) Saint Paul assures us that all who come to Christ will be made alive in Him, the Life-giver. But the maker of idols forgot Him Who had "inspired into him an active soul, and breathed in a living spirit" (Verse 11b). Wisdom may be speaking of God's work in the natural creation, but there is a strong hint of more than that.
Saint Paul says that the new life we receive from Christ must come in its proper sequence: "Every man in his own order: Christ the firstfruits; afterward they that are Christ's at his coming." (1st Corinthians 15:23) The word "firstfruits" was a reference to the handful of stalks produced when the sickle was first put to the standing grain. This handful had to be offered to God before the reaping could begin, or the new harvest be used as food. It was a recognition of God as the true owner of the land, and the source of its products (Deuteronomy 16:9-10). In 1st Corinthians 15, Paul goes on to discuss the character of these "fruits" or results of the Resurrection; and to do so, repeats two questions he had been asked: "How are the dead raised up? and with what body do they come?" (Verse 35).

To answer, he uses the analogy of a seed, which must in effect die to produce a new plant. A person sows "bare grain," and "God giveth it a body" of the resulting plant, as it pleases Him. The natural body is like "bare grain," and the risen body like the plant that grows out of the seed. There is a connection between the two, as there is between the seed and the plant.

There are of course differences between the natural and risen bodies, which Saint Paul brings out in a series of dramatic contrasts. "It is sown in corruption; it is raised in incorruption." Or, as this affirmation can also be rendered, "What is sown is perishable; what is raised is imperishable." Saint Paul continues: "It is sown in dishonour: it is raised in glory: it is sown in weakness; it is raised in power: It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body."
These contrasts can also be applied to our Lord in His experience of death and resurrection. The apparent dishonor and weakness of the Crucifixion stand in contrast to the power and glory of His Resurrection. Before His Death, He had a natural body subject basically to the same limitations as ours; after His Resurrection, He had a spiritual body completely at the command of His spirit, but a part of it also.

We are like Adam, "of the earth, earthy," formed of the dust of the earth, and sharing Adam's fate: "Dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return." (Genesis 3:19) As a part of the human race, we carry his image, Saint Paul reminds us; but because of Christ, and because we are His, "We shall bear the image of the heavenly."

"Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God," the Apostle declares. Our corruptible natures cannot be heirs of incorruption. But we aren't left in this sad condition. "Behold, I shew you a mystery," he says; "we shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye." This will be "at the last trump; for the trumpet shall sound," writes Paul, "and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed. For this corruptible must put on incorruption, and this mortal must put on immortality." Death will be "swallowed up in victory." We will share in our proper order in the victory of Christ, "the firstfruits of them that slept." In fact, through our Lord we have already begun to share in that new life given us in Him and in His Church, so we can join with Paul in exclaiming, "Thanks be to God, which giveth us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ." (1st Corinthians 15:57)
After Saint Paul had founded the church in the city of Thessalonica, and then had gone on to evangelize elsewhere, some of the members of the congregation had died. Not only were those still alive feeling the normal grief for the deceased, but they were upset because they were afraid that these departed members would be left out when Christ returned in glory. They expected that return at any moment. But their founder reassured them that they were not to grieve as those without hope in God, because "if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so them also which sleep in Jesus will God bring with him." As this verse has been paraphrased, "The death and resurrection of Christ guarantee the resurrection of Christians."

In terms of this Sunday's New Testament lesson, Christ, as it were, breathes on us, thus giving the Holy Spirit, and setting us already in that new life which he brings; which will reach its fullness in the resurrection of the dead, when we will be translated into that new realm of the imperishable spiritual body, a state of "uninterrupted communion with the risen Lord," as someone has described it.

"Comfort one another with these words" about the Resurrection, Paul urged the Thessalonians. To the Corinthians – and certainly also to us – he ended his message on the Resurrection with this encouraging admonition: "Be ye steadfast, unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch as ye know that your labor is not in vain in the Lord."
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