
The older I get, the stranger I find it that the world seems to make a much bigger deal of Christmas 
than it does of Easter.  Whether or not you are a Christian, it’s pretty hard to avoid Christmas in 21 st 
century Britain.  And while many of the things that people associate with Christmas have been 
thoroughly secularised, whether it’s Father Christmas, or a Christmas pudding, there can’t be many 
people in Britain who aren’t at least vaguely familiar with a Christmas carol or two, and who don’t 
encounter an image of a baby in a manger or shepherds watching their flocks at some point during 
the Christmas period – the Christian message is still there even if partly obscured.  Easter is a 
different matter, though, because apart from a double bank holiday and maybe a few chocolate 
eggs, it would be quite easy for Easter to largely pass you by, for all the impression it makes on our 
national culture.  I suspect it is probably only a minority of the British population who will give any 
attention at all to a cross, or to an empty tomb, over this Easter weekend, or who will ever have 
encountered all the wonderful Easter hymns, such as the two we’ve already shared in this morning.

Perhaps the difference in the extent to which the two festivals have been absorbed into secular 
culture should not be surprising, because superficially the Christmas story is a nice heartwarming 
tale about a cute baby and some farmyard animals and some slightly inappropriate presents - funnily
enough, most popular retellings of the Christmas story leave out the genocidal activities of King 
Herod.  Christmas can be reduced to a nice cosy story that people find it easy to relate to, something
that brings light to dark winter days.  It’s very hard though to do anything to sanitise the story of 
Easter week, because torture, violent death, and cold stone tombs don’t translate so well into 
cheery greeting cards… but then we come to the resurrection, the culmination of the narrative, the 
point which the rest of the Christian story, Christmas and all, has been leading up to.

Clearly Christmas is important – after all, without Christmas there could be no resurrection – but it’s 
really just the beginning of the story.  In some ways Christmas is a bit like the first 15 minutes or so 
of a film when they introduce the main characters and set up the plot… the film won’t make sense 
without it but if you stop watching after the first 15 minutes you’ll have very little understanding of 
what the film is trying to tell you.  You’ll be missing out on the main message which the director 
intended – but this is really where much of our culture seems to leave Christianity – on the 12 th day 
of Christmas with the baby Jesus in the stable alongside a pile of gold, frankincense and myrrh.  We 
know that God has come to earth as a baby – but to what purpose?  What has it accomplished?

Christmas doesn’t make a huge amount of sense unless we follow the story through to Easter week, 
but we still have to be careful we don’t leave the cinema too early.  Certain strands of Christianity 
have a tendency to check out at the end of Good Friday, with Jesus dead on the cross – the 
crucifixion portrayed as the culmination of the story.  We had an invitation posted to us this week by
some of our neighbours encouraging us to attend an online event on Easter Saturday which would 
be a ‘memorial of Jesus’s death’ – but with no mention of the fact that he was subsequently raised 
from the dead, which seemed rather odd to me in what was presumably an attempt at evangelism.  
This focus on the crucifixion is often coupled with rather dubious doctrines of penal substitution 
suggesting that the self-sacrifice of a merciful Jesus is the only way to placate the anger of a wrathful
God - but quite apart from the fact that is not scriptural to make Christ merciful and God wrathful – 
it also rather overlooks the point that this is not the end of the story.  Checking out after the 
crucifixion is like leaving the film at the point where the hero has been trapped by the bad guys in 
the act of helping his friends escape.  It’s not the end of the story – and if you leave at this point you 
are missing out on the final denouement when the film finally all makes sense.  Because just as you 
can’t fully understand Christmas without Easter week, so too you can’t fully understand the 
crucifixion without the resurrection – and so I would argue that actually it’s the resurrection which is
the most important part of the Christian story, and it’s really important as Christians to remember 
and appreciate this.  



The resurrection is the moment when Jesus reveals the full power of what he has done, when he 
demonstrates that the worst that can happen to someone in the world, the ultimate power and 
weapon of evil – death – is powerless in the face of the love of God.  This is what Jesus has 
demonstrated by what he experienced in the first Easter week.  Because on Good Friday it seemed 
that the power of evil had triumphed – evil had taken a sinless man, someone who had done no 
wrong, and seen him tortured, humiliated, and brutally killed.  And if things ended there, what kind 
of horror would that present to the world – that even the most innocent person was not safe from a 
degrading death?  However good the cause, it’s a pretty sobering conclusion.  But of course the story
does not end there.  And so on the third day Mary and the disciples, in the depths of their sorrow, 
suddenly, inexplicably find the tomb opened, the body disappeared – and find that Jesus had done 
something that until then the world thought impossible – he has overcome death, he has gone 
beyond it into a new life, a new world, a new creation, where death is defeated and where life 
without its fear can begin.  And more than this, it’s not just Jesus who can enter into this new life – 
it’s a new life and a new world which everyone is invited to share.  This is the incredible, world-
changing message of Easter.  This is the message that gradually dawned on Mary, on Peter and on 
the other disciples on that first Easter Sunday and in the days that followed.  They have finally 
understood the full magnitude of the mission undertaken by the man they had followed for all those
months – the true message of the Son of God.  The message proclaimed by the voice that spans the 
years, speaking life, stirring hope, bringing peace to us – for he lives, Christ is risen from the dead.

We’re here on Easter Sunday – we’ve followed the story through to its conclusion – and we’ve found
a happy ending to outdo all happy endings – so does it matter that most of our society stopped 
paying attention at the end of the first scene?  Maybe we could keep the ending as a wonderful 
secret only available to those in the know, like one of those cult films that a few people rave about 
but most people have never even heard of.  Well, I’m sure you won’t be surprised to hear me say 
that this would be to spectacularly miss the point, not least because we are still not actually yet at 
the end of the story – but it does seem that some of the earlier Christians may have had similar 
thoughts.  Certainly for example it took Peter quite a while to realise that Jesus’s message of hope 
was intended for every person in the world, rather than a select few – but just before we 
encountered him in the reading from Acts that we heard earlier, he had come to realise the true 
universal nature of what Jesus had done, and so we found him in Acts chapter 10 telling the Gentiles 
in Caesarea about Jesus – that Jesus is the Lord of the whole world, of every single person in it – that
everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.  The certain hope which
Jesus brings that we can share in his new life and his new creation, of only we accept his invitation – 
and so can every other person in the world.  

I’ve been finding it a struggle to have the confidence to find hope recently in relation to some 
aspects of our current situation, hope that soon we’ll be able to meet our families again, hope that 
we might be able to have people round to lunch, hope that I might be able to take my boys on a bus 
ride.  I think partly it’s that I don’t want to hope too much, because I don’t want to have to cope with
the disappointment when my hopes are dashed.  But the resurrection hope which Jesus offers is not 
like that.  We need have no fear that the hope brought by Jesus’s resurrection will be dashed, if we 
accept his invitation. Because the hope Jesus brings is not the kind of hope where we try to persuade
ourselves that things might somehow turn out ok despite all the evidence to the contrary.  Jesus’s 
hope is something much more definite – because the resurrection gives us the certain hope that evil 
is conquered, death defeated, and that we are invited to share in new life with Jesus, along with 
every other person in the world.  And Peter’s words remind us that this invitation is indeed for 
everyone – and that it’s up to us to share it – to stop people leaving the story at the end of the first 
scene.  I may not have agreed with the emphasis of the invitation that came through my door this 
week – but I do agree with its intention, insofar that this year more than ever there are many many 
people who are in urgent need of the kind of hope that Easter can provide.  Peter’s words are 



reflected in the four alls of Methodism – that all need to be saved, all can be saved, all can know 
they are saved, all can be saved to the uttermost – here again is the resurrection message.  So as we 
sing the Easter hymns, as we rejoice in Jesus’s resurrection, let’s remind ourselves of their full 
implications, and try to live our lives in response to them over the coming year – to try to share the 
Easter hope in a world where many people need some hope that they can rely on.  Because while 
Easter Sunday only lasts for a day, the resurrection message is one that should be central to our 
lives, and to our message as a church all year round.  For we are raised with him.  Death is dead, love
has won, Christ has conquered.  And we shall reign with him, for he lives, Christ is risen from the 
dead. 
Amen.


