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Giving It Up: Death Sunday, 4/16/17 

1 We’ve been on a journey these past weeks, preparing our hearts for Easter by 

reflecting on our need for God’s grace and our hope in resurrection. Many of us have given  

things up: Chocolate, coffee, and even Facebook. We’ve also been giving up things that are 

even harder: our anxious desire to control the people and circumstances of our lives; our 

rigid expectations of what our future holds; our feelings of superiority over other people and 

the ways they can poison our relationships; the feelings and attitudes regarding others that 

frames them as enemies instead of brothers and sisters; the best energy of our lives, poured 

out for others instead of hoarded for ourselves; our need for popularity and the approval of 

people. This morning, we’re giving up one last thing: death itself, and all our fear along with 

it. What does it mean to give up death? Our first answer to that question comes from the 

resurrection of Jesus, as we continue reading from the Apostle John’s account in chapter 20, 

picking up in verse 11. {Read John 20:11-18, NLT} 

2 Try to put yourself in Mary’s place for a moment, by imagining what witnessing 

resurrection might look like today. Yes, I know that Jesus was buried in a rock tomb with a 

stone rolled over the entrance, but these days, if there’s not a cremation, we still dig 

rectangular holes in the ground and bury the bodies in caskets. Imagine that three days after 

attending the funeral and graveside service of a close friend, you return to the cemetery, 

early in the morning, to place flowers on the grave. What would you think if you found an 

empty grave? Wouldn’t you assume that some twisted person had dug up the casket and 

stolen it, body and all? Would you pull out your cell phone and dial 9-1-1? It apparently 

didn’t matter to Mary that she had heard Jesus talk, repeatedly, about rising from the dead, 

or that she had even seen him raise his friend Lazarus from the dead. Giving up death is 

shockingly incomprehensible; the stuff of science fiction zombie shows like The Walking 

Dead. So at least a part of what it means to give up death is to accept that the deaths of the 

ones we love, and even our own deaths, are not the end of the story. If you can hear that as 

good news, say “He is risen!” 

It’s common to hear people, even pastors, talk about resurrection as if it was only a 

metaphor. There are of course many ways in which God raises us to new life every day, and 

well get to those in a minute, but first I want you to remember that the tomb was empty. 
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Where did we ever get the idea that resurrection means that we turn into ghostly, 

disembodied spirits that invisibly float off to heaven? Jesus didn’t leave his bones behind for 

21st century archeologists to discover. Jesus was raised from the dead, completely, and given 

a new resurrection body. That means that we also will be raised from the dead, and given a 

new body, different and yet somehow still ours, made perfect through the powerful love of 

God. If you can hear that as good news, say “We will rise!” 

 3 As hopeful as our future resurrection will be, there’s still more good news that 

springs from Easter morning for those who are willing to receive it. I’m talking about the 

resurrection power that comes through the Holy Spirit and God’s people, the Church.  

 There’s long been talk in our culture about the death of the Christian Church in 

America. Mainline denominations are shutting down churches faster than they are opening 

new ones. Although that’s beginning to change in Minnesota for the United Methodist 

Church, it remains true that fewer and fewer people are searching for what they need in life 

by attending conventional Sunday worship services in church buildings. Partly that’s 

because the church hasn’t done a very good job of speaking to people’s lives in 

contemporary ways. Partly it’s because the church hasn’t demonstrated in clear ways what it 

has to offer. We are the body of Jesus Christ, we hold the keys to hell and death, and we are 

the Temple of the Holy Spirit. Any nonprofit can feed the hungry or provide daycare. Don’t 

get me wrong, those are great ministries, but Jesus has given us, his church, the mandate and 

the power to offer new life to those thirsty for living water. So if you’re one of those 

wondering this morning if church is really worth it, consider this. The church isn’t about 

buildings or committees or denominations. The church is about Jesus, and together, we are 

the church, the Body of Christ. We need each other in order to be a complete body. We need 

each other to both serve and be served. We need each other to both speak to God and to hear 

from God. We need each other to witness to the life-giving power of the Holy Spirit. We 

need each other to give up death and live resurrection lives. You can certainly be a believer 

in Jesus by yourself, but even the devil believes in Jesus. If you want to discover the life-

giving power of the Holy Spirit, you have to become a follower of Jesus, and that means 

being part of the larger Body of Christ. 
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4 Let’s look at some of the concrete ways that giving up death for resurrection leads to 

new life in the Body of Christ. When we give up death and become a follower of Jesus, we 

can trade our despair for comfort. “Comforter” is actually one of the names that Jesus uses to 

describe the Holy Spirit. When we commune with God in prayer, or together at the 

communion table, God speaks to our hearts, sometimes with words of assurance, and 

sometimes in ways that words can’t express. We take comfort not only in the hope of our 

future resurrection, but also in the presence of each other, our brothers and sisters in Christ, 

and in the presence of God’s Holy Spirit, who burns in our hearts and understands us more 

deeply than we understand ourselves. We take comfort from God’s Word, the Holy 

Scriptures, the Bible. God’s Word is a vivid testimony of God’s power and enduring 

faithfulness, God’s love for each one of us and God’s plan to free us for joyful living today.  

Did you come here this morning with despair in your heart? Each day you awake and 

remember your place as a beloved child of God and a part of the Body of Christ, you can 

trade the dry despair of life’s disappointments for the comfort and hope you find in the 

resurrection power of Jesus. It’s impossible to discover that on your own. The Body of 

Christ is God’s plan for breathing new life into your weary soul. 

5 We can give up death by discovering and creating holy community. Community is 

one of those things that everyone is claiming to create these days. Facebook calls itself an 

“online community.” The “NextDoor” app allows neighborhoods to organize and 

communicate electronically. Alchoholics Anonymous and Weight Watchers form 

communities around their specific needs and goals. But the church forms communities that 

are unique from all others, because instead of gathering around our own needs and 

preferences, we gather around Jesus. Only in the church are its members called to die to self, 

like a kernel of corn planted in the ground, only to rise again in due season with new life.  

Do church communities serve the needs and interests of its members? Sure, they do. 

But the primary reason for their existence is to glorify God by serving the world in love.  

Are church communities perfect Of course not. Raise your hand if you’re perfect. No takers? 

Guess what. YOU are the church. Don’t be surprised to find sinful, hypocritical people in the 

church, because we have met the enemy and we are them. But the flip side to our 

imperfection is that God has a soft spot in his heart for broken, hurting people. Jesus said, 
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“Healthy people don’t need a doctor—sick people do. I have come to call sinners, not those 

who think they are already good enough.” The community of the Church is a community of 

broken people. That means there’s a place for everyone, and lots of room for Jesus to bring 

healing and grace.  

 6 Let’s get a little more specific about the life-giving power of Holy Spirit, the most 

misunderstood person of the Holy Trinity. One way we know that the Holy Spirit is living in 

our hearts is that we’re all breathing today. The gift of breath is a gift of God’s Spirit given 

to everyone, regardless of their faith. Another manifestation of God’s Spirit is that inner 

voice that encourages you to do what is right and convicts you when you’ve done something 

wrong. What you might not realize is that the Holy Spirit wasn’t given to us just so that we 

can be healthy and holy individuals. God gives us specific spiritual gifts and spiritual fruit 

that are designed to be used in the service of others, in community.  

 How can you possibly experience love apart from another? How can you possibly 

understand love in the fullness of God’s desire without following in the footsteps of the one 

who showed us what love likes like, Jesus Christ? Joy, peace, patience, kindness- all the 

things we want more of in our lives- God offers them to us, but with one small catch. We 

can’t order the Fruit of the Holy Spirit online at Amazon, have it delivered to our doorstep 

the next day through Amazon Prime, and then open the box and enjoy it in the isolation of 

our living rooms. The fullness of God’s spiritual gifts is discovered and lived out in the Holy 

community of the Body of Christ, the church. 

 7 Finally, we can give up the death of an aimless life by aligning our lives with the 

purposes of Jesus. Haven’t you suspected that there’s more to life than making money and 

spending money? If you’re wondering what your life is all about, the church is where you 

can begin to answer that question. And if you’re not wondering what your life is about, you 

should be. Each of us has a God-inspired need to be part of something larger than ourselves. 

You can discover that purpose and begin to live it out when you abandon your aimlessness 

and receive the inspiration of God’s mission for the Body of Christ.  

 8 The church was never intended to be a place where you come only when it’s time to 

die.  We are a resurrection people, alive with the Holy Spirit and following in the footsteps 

of our risen leader, Jesus. We are a people of life-giving prayer. This morning we’re kicking 
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off a new prayer that we’ll be sharing in worship each Sunday between now and Pentecost, 

June 4. This prayer is a bold one, asking God to break through our old attitudes and habits to 

bring the fullness of resurrection life to our church. You’ve all received a copy of this prayer 

on a card that you can carry with you or put on your refrigerator. If we missed you, there are 

more cards in the lobby. Each week you’re invited to focus on a different phrase of the 

prayer. For this week, the phrase is “Break Through and Inspire.” If you’re our guest today 

and belong to another worshipping community, feel free to substitute the name of your own 

community in the place of ours. 

  On Sunday, April 30th we’ll worship all together in one special service at 8:15, as we 

hear the results of our year-long discernment process of where God is leading us into the 

next several years of resurrection life. If you’re our guest today and you’re curious, we’d 

love to have you join us for that. Please join me now in praying our Spring Breakthrough 

Prayer. 

  Holy Spirit, break through and inspire the people of Buffalo United Methodist 

Church in new ways.  

 9 Open my heart to receive and share the extraordinary love of God with a renewed 

vitality.  

 10 I joyfully surrender to your Spirit. Amen. 
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