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“What Does Easter Mean? “ Luke 24:1-12; Rom. 8:1-4   

     Easter 2014 

But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they came to the tomb, 

taking the spices that they had prepared. 2They found the stone rolled 

away from the tomb, 3but when they went in, they did not find the 

body. 4While they were perplexed about this, suddenly two men in dazzling 

clothes stood beside them. 5The women were terrified and bowed their 

faces to the ground, but the men said to them, “Why do you look for the 

living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen. 6Remember how he 

told you, while he was still in Galilee, 7that the Son of Man must be handed 

over to sinners, and be crucified, and on the third day rise again.” 8Then 

they remembered his words, 9and returning from the tomb, they told all this 

to the eleven and to all the rest. 10Now it was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, 

Mary the mother of James, and the other women with them who told this to 

the apostles. 11But these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did 

not believe them. 12But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and 

looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; then he went home, 

amazed at what had happened. (Luke 24:1-12) 

 The title of this morning’s sermon is, “What Does Easter Mean?”  You 

may suspect that it doesn’t have anything to do with bunnies and eggs or 

baskets and pretty dresses and big dinners.  And you’d be right!  Of course, 

it has to do with Jesus’ resurrection from the dead.  That’s why we’re 
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gathered here this morning- to celebrate Jesus’ resurrection on that first 

Easter morning!  But what does Jesus’ resurrection mean to us today? 

 Well, one of the times resurrection has significant meaning to us is at 

funerals.  At those services, I always remind people that Jesus conquered 

death and promised that those who follow him would do the same. That is 

extraordinarily good news to those who have lost a loved one.  For it 

means that we will see our family members again in the future!  His 

resurrection is proof that death does not get the final word!  God does!  I 

know that this aspect of Jesus’ resurrection has been comforting to me this 

year as I grieve the death of both of my parents, who died around the first 

of the year.  Assurance of eternal life is certainly one of most powerful 

meanings of Easter. 

 In addition, during Jesus’ ministry on earth, he claimed that through 

him the kingdom of God, the reign of God, was breaking into the chaos and 

pain and suffering and injustice in this world.  His resurrection from the 

dead validates that claim, assuring us that God is actively at work in our 

world and in our personal lives, overcoming the powers of sin and death.  

For Jesus overcame those powers that were so obviously present at his 

crucifixion.  In the words of the gospel song, “I serve a living Savior; He’s in 

the world today.”  There is indeed hope for our world.  Jesus is alive and 

working in it.  That’s another important meaning of Easter. 
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 However, this morning I’d like to emphasize one other aspect of 

Easter.  Jesus’ resurrection assures us that our sins are forgiven and that 

the power of sin over us has been broken.  Listen to how the apostle Paul 

puts it in Romans 8.  

There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 

Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from 

the law of sin and of death. For God has done what the law, weakened by 

the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful 

flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, so that the just 

requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to 

the flesh but according to the Spirit. (Rom. 8:1-4)  I love that opening 

sentence:  There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in 

Christ Jesus.  

 During his time on earth, Jesus claimed the authority to forgive sins.  

This drove the religious leaders nuts!  “Only God can forgive sins,” they 

complained.  “How can we believe that you have the power to forgive 

sins?”  The resurrection demonstrates his power over both sin and death. 

 The power of Jesus over sin and death is also witnessed in the life of 

his disciple Peter.  Peter was an impulsive and fearless man, except when 

he was being fearful!  Remember the time Jesus was walking on the water 

on the Sea of Galilee?  Peter and the other disciples were in a boat during 

a storm when they saw Jesus approaching them, walking on the water!  
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Peter thought that looked like a lot of fun and asked Jesus to allow him to 

try.  “Sure,” said Jesus, “Come on in!” and Peter jumped out of the boat and 

started walking along toward Jesus.  That took some courage!  But then 

Peter got spooked by the winds and the waves all around him.  His faith 

wavered and he sank like a rock until Jesus grabbed him!  That’s Peter:  

Fearless, except when he gets afraid! 

 The lowest point in Peter’s life was four days prior to that first Easter 

Sunday.  He abandoned his friend Jesus when he needed him most- when 

he was arrested.  Out of fear he denied that he even knew Jesus!  When 

Jesus was executed the following day, Peter was a broken man.  The 

bottom had dropped out of his life.  He had devoted three years to following 

this man who he believed was God’s Son.  He was filled with hope that 

Jesus would lead his nation, Israel, to freedom from Roman occupation and 

that he would spend his life ruling with him.  Now all of that was down the 

toilet.  Jesus was dead.  And in a massive failure of character, Peter had 

abandoned him.  There was not even any hope of reconciliation with Jesus.  

He was gone.  So Peter was stuck with his galling failure, with no hope of 

making things right.   

 And then Sunday came!  The women came running with some 

incredible story about Jesus’ body being gone.  That he was alive once 

again.  Could it be true?  Remember what happened next.  But Peter got 

up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by 
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themselves; then he went home, amazed at what had happened. (Luke 

24:12)  Peter was desperate to believe, so he ran to see for himself.  

Perhaps his years spent in following Jesus had not been in vain after all.  

Perhaps his failures and sins could really be forgiven.  Perhaps he could 

even get a chance to say, “I’m sorry,” and maybe be reconciled with his 

friend, Jesus.  If only Jesus were alive! 

 Later, when Peter had returned to fishing on the Sea of Galilee, 

Jesus appeared to him and other disciples on the seashore, where Jesus 

prepared breakfast for them.  After speaking to all of them, he pulled Peter 

aside.  Then and there, Peter experienced forgiveness from the Risen 

Christ and Jesus gave him a mission- to care for Jesus’ followers.  Peter 

became a whole new man!  In fact, the next time we see Peter is in the 1st 

and 2nd chapters of Acts where he is boldly and fearlessly preaching 

publicly about Jesus in spite of fierce opposition, something he continued to 

do until he was finally put to death by the Romans about 30 years later.  

The fear and guilt were gone.  Being forgiven of his sins by a living Savior 

changed Peter forever. 

 Do people need that kind of forgiveness today?  Do you?  I think so.  

Early in the morning of Jan. 1, 1982, seventeen year-old Kevin Tunell, who 

had borrowed his older brother’s ID, bought some alcohol and got drunk.  

As he was preparing to leave a New Year’s Eve party near Washington, 

D.C., his friends urged him not to drive, but Kevin insisted, “Nothing will 
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happen to me.”  He drove off in his family’s Chrysler station wagon.  On 

the way home, he lost control of the car, crossed the double yellow line and 

smashed head-on into a blue VW driven by eighteen year-old Susan 

Herzog.  Kevin escaped with a few bruises, but Susan was killed instantly. 

 He pled guilty to involuntary manslaughter and drunk driving.  He was 

sentenced to three years probation and one year of community service, 

which he spent telling others about the perils of drunk driving, something he 

continued to do for years.  I met Kevin when we invited him to speak at our 

youth group in Northern Virginia.  Understandably, Susan Herzog’s family 

did not feel this was sufficient punishment.  They filed a civil suit against 

Kevin for $1.5 million, but then they unexpectedly agreed to settle for the 

maximum amount Kevin’s insurance company would pay plus $936.00.  

Why that amount?  Susan had been alive for 936 weeks when she was 

killed, and the settlement specified that Kevin had to pay the $936.00 in 

one dollar increments on Friday of every week- the day that Susan had 

died.  936 weekly reminders- eighteen years worth- of what he had done.  It 

was the family’s way to assure that Kevin never forgot Susan and what he 

had done.  Kevin agreed. 

 From the outside, it still may have appeared that Kevin had gotten off 

easy- after all, there was no jail time- but as the years went by, the burden 

of guilt became too much for Kevin to bear.  After seven years, he fell 

behind in his payments and the Herzogs dragged him back to court.  He 
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presented them with two boxes of pre-written checks, dated each week 

through 2001, a year longer than required.  The Herzogs refused to accept 

them.  Speaking to the judge, the tearful young man admitted that the 

agonizing guilt he felt each time he filled out a check had become 

unbearable.  He said, “You get to a point where you kind of snap- and you 

say, it hurts too much… I used to, like, lie in bed, and if I heard…noises, I 

used to think Susan was going to come to visit me.”   

 Now I don’t want to get into a discussion about the rightness of the 

sentence.  The Herzogs insist that they were not being vindictive, that they 

only wanted Kevin to remember their daughter every week.  And, clearly, I 

feel for this family and their loss.  There is no excuse for what Kevin did.  

But this story does make clear the kind of burden that our sins and failures 

can place upon us, and the horrible effect that can have.   

What kind of burdens are you carrying around?  Failures that haunt 

you?  A marriage that fell apart?  A job or career that didn’t work out?  Kids 

who didn’t turn out the way you hoped?  Addictions to alcohol or other 

drugs?  People you have treated badly?  Perhaps you wonder about your 

part in these failures and or perhaps you know exactly what your part was.  

Human beings like the Herzogs may demand an accounting for our sins- 

that’s justice.  But the Good News of Easter is that God doesn’t.  Your sins 

have been paid in full.  There is no condemnation to those who are in 

Christ Jesus.  No condemnation!  That’s grace. 
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 And that’s a very important part of what Easter means.  No 

condemnation.  The debt has been paid in full!  The slate is wiped clean.  

Our part is simply to accept what God has done on our behalf.  To trust in 

the work God has done for us, that we couldn’t do ourselves.  To believe 

and receive God’s forgiveness.  That’s the Good News of Easter! 


