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Let Your Heart Take Courage       2020
Psalm 27:1-3, 13-14        Matthew 28:1-10, 16-20

Psalm 27:1-3, 13-14 (NRSV)

The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The Lord is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid? When evildoers assail me to devour my flesh— my adversaries and foes— they shall stumble and fall. Though an army encamp against me, my heart shall not fear; though war rise up against me, yet I will be confident. 
I believe that I shall see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living. Wait for the Lord; be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the Lord!
 Matthew 28:1-10, 16-20 (NRSV)

After the sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to see the tomb. And suddenly there was a great earthquake; for an angel of the Lord, descending from heaven, came and rolled back the stone and sat on it. His appearance was like lightning, and his clothing white as snow. For fear of him the guards shook and became like dead men. But the angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid; I know that you are looking for Jesus who was crucified. He is not here; for he has been raised, as he said. Come, see the place where he lay. Then go quickly and tell his disciples, ‘He has been raised from the dead, and indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him.’ This is my message for you.” So they left the tomb quickly with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his disciples. Suddenly Jesus met them and said, “Greetings!” And they came to him, took hold of his feet, and worshiped him. Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.”

Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”



     When we read the passage from Matthew, did you notice


        how many times fear is mentioned in the Easter story?

At the tomb, the guards were shaken and frightened, "like dead men".


The religious leaders were so afraid of Jesus and his teaching

   that they were willing to lie and even murder to be rid of him.
Pilate, the Roman governor, was so frightened by the crowd,


       that despite having proclaimed Jesus    innocent,



  yet he still condemned Jesus to be flogged and crucified.
            On the night of his arrest, in fear, the disciples all ran away,
  
       and 3 times Peter  fearfully   denied  that he even knew Jesus.

     And when the women got to the tomb on Easter morning, 
        the angel’s message began by urging them, “do not be afraid”.
Clearly, fear was an important factor driving the Easter story.
The truth is,   unrestrained fear      can be one of the most powerful, 
    one of the very destructive forces and driving influences that

              can cause us to miss seeing the good & wonderful of this world.


       Today our gathering for worship on Easter is virtual,



  because of an unprecedented danger of disease in our world.
Many of us are frustrated, under stress, struggling and anxious

    about economic woes & concerns, the health of vulnerable love ones,


and many uncontrollable unknowns as we long for  life-normal …

… and none of us knows what might be lurking in the days ahead.

So perhaps now more than ever we need to hear, to believe and to heed

    the angel’s  and Jesus’ admonition,   not to be fearful and afraid,


         for like a deer blinded & paralyzed by oncoming headlights,



            fear can hold us back and tragically  keep us from



      the full and abundant life that God intends for us…
…  for to be fear-driven  is not how God  would have us to live.

The women who came to the tomb on that first Easter morning


 had seen the gruesome horror of Jesus brutalized and killed,


     and hadn’t come expecting or even hoping for any good news.

But the point of the resurrection  is that God wasn’t done yet.


The tomb was empty because Jesus had been raised from the dead,


    which meant that there was hope,  




      and as the women at the tomb were told:  vs. 5-6



the angel said to the women, "Do not be afraid; I know that you are looking for Jesus who was crucified.  He is not here; for he has been raised, as he said. 

Continuing, vs. 10


Jesus said to them, "Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me."

The message, the joy and promise of Easter is that God’s gracious love

    and healing purpose  have conquered human sin, hatred, envy & evil,




so don’t be afraid, for there is nothing real   to fear.
  
      The admonition, “do not be afraid”



shows up in some form    more than 70 times in Scripture,
   so maybe it’s something God want us to notice, to know and to trust.

Psalm 27 explains why we shouldn’t we be afraid, vs. 1,

The LORD is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? 


      The LORD is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?

* God is my light - that shines into the darkest areas of my life,


which exposes and reveals, as it brings healing and new life.

* God is my salvation – my hope, my cleansing, support and restoration,


my rescue, my victory, my joy and peace that makes me whole.

* God is my stronghold – literally, 'the power and strength of my life'


my safe and secure place, where God protects and sustains me.

If we know and trust that truth   about the character & nature of God,
  as the psalmist asks, 'why should I fear?  and of what should I be afraid?
       Now the Bible is not saying that because we know and trust God,
           we are spared from life’s difficulties, trials or troubles,

 but the promise is,


that the Lord will never abandon us to face troubles on our own,


    but ultimately, will sustain and bring us through to victory,



     because God will accomplish some good, growth & blessing,




even when our world seems to be crashing down around us.

Fear is a crucial, central & revealing element of the Easter story,



that helps us understand    the meaning and significance



     of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ…
  … and that evil and fear     were crushed by hope and new life in God.
Just look and see what God has done, as Paul describes, 1 Cor 15:54~57


   Death has been swallowed up in victory. Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting? The sting of death is sin, … but thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Easter resurrection means that God's love, promises and presence


change and redefine everything about life and how we live,


    and how we can deal with our fear, and all that confronts us.

      Consider how Easter changed the behavior of Peter & the disciples,

 who had denied Jesus 3 times and fled the Garden of Gethsemane…
… once they had encountered the risen and resurrected Jesus Christ.

Peter and the disciples had been hiding for fear of their lives,

   but after the resurrection and their encounter with Jesus,

      in the same Jerusalem   where Jesus had been crucified, 



they stand with Peter who boldly declares,  Acts 2:23~49




Jesus, this man, …  you crucified and killed  … This Jesus   God raised up, and of that all of us are witnesses.  Peter said to them, "Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven;  and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit…”

       Clearly, the disciples and Peter had gotten past their fear.
And like Peter and disciples, we don’t have to live fear,
    or as Jesus explained, live in dread for what happens when we die,

Luke 12:4-8


I tell you, my friends, do not fear those who kill the body, and after that can do nothing more.  Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies?  Yet not one of them is forgotten in God's sight.  Do not be afraid; you are of more value than many sparrows.  And I tell you, everyone who acknowledges me before others, I will acknowledge before God.
The resurrection of Jesus Christ demonstrates 

that God's love is even stronger than  death and the grave,


    meaning that when we die, by grace there is something more,


    which gives us renewed hope  over our every worry and fear.

Now if this promise was only the assurance of our eternal salvation,

    the resurrection would still be incredibly good news ----


           in that   regardless of whatever happens in this life,



      a sure, eternal & wonderful reward awaits us when we die …

… and that alone would be reason enough to dispel fear in this life.
But as we read earlier in the Psalm, vs. 13,

        I believe that I shall see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.

the land of the living is now, it’s not just something that is yet to come.

     The psalmist is sure & certain in God,  now   in the trials of today.

Our hope is far more than just a long and distant promise of heaven

for Jesus has also promised to be with us now, here and today,


present with us in whatever our current situation in life …
…& that truth empowers hope  over any fear that might make us tremble.

Consider the truth of what Jesus has promised in vs. 20


"And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age."

I am with you, always, even when you reach the end of your rope.


      I am still with you, even when you’ve reach


  
  the end of your strength, courage and tenacity.
I will still be with you even when
    your confidence, your vigor and your determination all end,


     yes, even though discouraged,  I’ll always   still be with you.
I am with you when you face upheaval, danger, turmoil and trouble.
      I am with you when everything is going wrong, headed toward disaster.
I am with you always and forever, with you   even past the very end.
Sometimes amid tragedy I’ve heard, "So, where is God in all this?"
    or in bitter complaint, "No loving God would allow this to happen."

But the truth is, if we look,    we’ll see & feel God's presence & power

    far more   amid our life’s trouble, destruction and disaster

     then we noticed     before when everything was easy and calm.

God's power & promises are present not just during the good times,

 
       but it’s our hope and strength  through times of terror & fear


           with the power to sustain us all through this mortal life.


Easter celebrates God's presence that comforts and enables us


  to live in hope beyond all our fear, pain and loss in this world,
and to live in hope,   beyond all tragic appearances of death & defeat.
 

Jesus came, died, and rose again from the dead

     that we might have life more abundantly, now and forever more ---


and this is our hope   and the truth that sustains us


       that nothing can ever separate us from the love of God.
      I believe it though I can’t prove it,

           with any empirical or scientific data that Jesus really arose.
I do still marvel at the fundamental changes in me and my own life,


    when the transforming truth of God’s gracious love & promises,



become real, present and personal to me, redefining my life.

By the power of the resurrection as demonstrated through Christ,


God has revealed his power to redeem and to save us, 



which gives us renewed hope over our every worry and fear,



   restoring to us the abundance and blessings God intends…

… as we sing sometimes on Easter, 



"You ask me how I know he lives?    He lives within my heart."
Jesus touches us where we live, his gracious presence gives us hope.


His love empowering us to let go of our fearful and broken pasts,

 

freeing us and releasing us from whatever fear restrains us



    to live a future that is filled with promise, joy and hope.

And today, maybe more than ever we need the hear afresh and again,

    do not be afraid, for he is risen…     he is risen indeed!




Our Lord knows all about our struggles and suffering,




  and by his gracious love, his victory is our victory.

Friends, indeed Christ arose,  and that changes everything.

So once listen once again to our call to hope and mission: vs. 6~20




Do not be afraid … for he has been raised.    And Jesus said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, …   And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”


