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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Death is simply an ugly reality.  It doesn’t matter how rich or poor, young or old, healthy or out-of-shape, godly or wicked you are.  It didn’t matter that the widow had fed Elijah.  It didn’t matter that the widow at Nain had already lost her husband and now had no one to take care of her.  It didn’t matter that Steve Jobs had built an impressive technology company, giving us iEverything and even strove to keep pornographic material away from the technology.  Death is merciless.  It knows no compassion.  It is the great equalizer.  We all must face the reality that no matter what we do on this earth, no matter how hard we try to avoid it, we will all reach the end of the time that God has appointed for us in this world.  The life and legacy we seek to create for ourselves pass into the history books largely unnoticed by the rest of the world.   
What is this thing called death that rips loved ones apart in a matter of seconds, leaves parents and children alike grieving, that is so painful when we experience it for ourselves and yet is able to rake in millions of dollars in the movie theaters as a form of entertainment?  Death, as St. Paul says, is the wages of sin.  Your earthly life will end. Because you were born of flesh and blood your body has been subjected to corruption and decay by the sin of your first parents that you inherited.  And what is sin, any sin, other than a rejection of God?  Sin is the expression of our corrupted heart that we would rather live without God – finally that we want to be our own god.  We think we know good and evil and so we want to decide what is good for us and what is bad.  We want to live for our own pleasure.  We run around thinking that our life was given to us for our own benefit – so that we can drink until we can’t see straight, shoot ourselves up with hallucinogenic drugs, cast lustful looks on our neighbors’ wives and daughters, burn with anger against our neighbor because of some petty offense against us, stand in the corners uncovering the sins and weaknesses of our neighbor so that we can feel better about ourselves, scratch and claw together every thing shiny and pleasing to the eye that we can get our hands on whether we actually need it or not, walk around in a constant state of worry and unrest because our life isn’t everything we want or think it should be.  All these are a rejection of God.  And rejecting God is a rejection of life because God is life.  

Last week we heard Jesus’ words to the Father from John 17 “And this is eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.”  Not a simple academic knowledge but faith – believing and trusting in the Holy Trinity for all good.  Life is communion with the Holy Trinity – sharing in that eternal fellowship that is defined by eternal and selfless love.  Anything other than that is death.  There simply is no life apart from God.  Yes, you may be walking around, eating, breathing, but apart from Christ you are dead, spiritually.  Apart from being born again through the waters of Holy Baptism, and being adopted as a beloved child of the heavenly Father through the forgiveness of all your sins, you cannot enter the kingdom of heaven, the kingdom of life.  Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood in the Holy Communion, you will have no life in you.  
There is no comfort for the dying apart from Christ.  We can try to tame death and make it less cruel by trying to convince ourselves that death is natural, that it is a part of life.  But life and death are contrary to one another.  If life is God, death is the absence of God.  This is what it means that when Adam and Eve rejected God’s Word, they lost God’s image – they separated themselves from God.  That is hell – eternal separation from God our heavenly Father, where we will enjoy none of His protection, none of His blessing, none of His love and mercy.  

We march on in this life under the shadow of death, never knowing when it will take us.  Some of us have lost children to death.  Many of us have lost parents, siblings, other relatives and friends to death.  And how many of us have said that we simply feel dead inside?  In so many ways, we are the young man in the coffin.  The death of our bodies is not a question.  Science and medicine will never be able to conquer death, no matter how hard they try.  They couldn’t save Steve Jobs.  They couldn’t save Michael Jackson.  And they can’t save you.  But Jesus has.
Life and death have contended in that combat stupendous, as the ancient hymn puts it.  As I read this text it reminded me of one of those old western movie showdowns at high noon.  The good guy and bad guy slowly walk toward each other.  One of them will die and one of them will live.  There ain’t room for both.  Light and darkness cannot peacefully co-exist.  Life and death are not yin and yang, needed by one another, equal halves of the whole.  You are either dead or you are alive.  Jesus has gone out to meet you in your death, to conquer the death that holds you captive and to bring you life, His life.  
What happened that day outside the city gate of Nain, is the very battle that Jesus came to fight.  He saw that your sin had trapped you into death, not just the death of your physical body, but also your soul.  He saw you slowly marching toward hell and He had compassion on you.  No one else could help you.  You were dead in your sin and your trespasses.  The dead young man certainly couldn’t help himself – he could not choose to be alive.  It didn’t matter how much the mother was grieved – she couldn’t bring him back to life.  And all the well-wishing and sympathy of the crowd were of no help either.  God alone, the One who is Life, and the One who creates life, must bring each of us back to life.  He alone can take up shield and buckler, wage the war against sin, death, and hell, and rescue us from our enemies.  
This is what God does.  Driven by the very nature of who He is, love which desires to give itself to another, God first created all things.  He made you because He wanted to bestow His blessings on you, to care for you, to love you.  The question is often raised, “Pastor, why did God create us if He knew what would happen?”  Love.  It is a love that in our sin we simply cannot understand.  What greater love can there be than to create something that you know will turn on you and hate you and before it even happens, know that you will give that which is most precious to you over to death in order to save it?  And it is this love that drove Jesus, toward the city gate, to confront death and destroy it.  God does not desire your death or the death of any sinner and so He sent Jesus, His only-begotten and faithful Son, into this world as it was being consumed by death, to put an end to our death march.  Of course, the victory at Nain was only temporary.  The young man’s life would end again.  The battle had been won, but the war raged on.  If death was to be defeated, if you and I were ever going to be freed from eternal death and restored to our Creator and Father, the punishment which our sin earned us must be paid.  Someone else must take our place and endure our punishment.  Behold, the Lamb of God, that taketh away the sin of world.   Jesus was led outside Jerusalem, away from the presence of God, where He willingly claimed your sin and the death you had earned as His own.  Lifted up high on and stretched out upon the cross, Christ received the true death that we all deserved – the abandonment of the Father.  Ironically, the victory over death had to come through death – the death of the Son of God.
Death has lost its sting because Jesus died in your place.  His death is your death.  Yes, what Jesus endured was rightfully yours but out of His great compassion and mercy He took it as His own.  When Jesus died, all humanity died with Him.  The death of the Son of God, was the death of Death itself.  Death no longer has any claim on you because it claimed Jesus.  In His holy, innocent, sufferings and death, Jesus has received all of God’s wrath against your, and therefore has already died your death.  Your own coffin is now simply a bed where your body will be laid until it is raised in perfection when your Savior returns.  Your soul will go to be with Christ in eternal life, never to taste death again.  It is as we sing in that wonderful hymn, “Baptized into the death of Christ, they (those who believe and are baptized) are a new creation.”  In your baptism, you have been made one with Christ, so that what is true of Him is true of you.  He died once for all and claimed the victory in the battle for your soul.  In His resurrection on that glorious Easter morning, Christ has shattered the chains of death that held you, bursting forth from the grave alive.  Death cannot hold life.  You are forgiven.  You are free.  You are alive and will live for ever.  Even your physical death is not death.  It is just a falling asleep.  You who have been baptized into Christ may now rest in peace for you will be laid to rest in peace at the end of this life.  Jesus has taken all your sin and uncleanness, He has stopped your funeral procession and has said to you “Be raised!  I have already died.  You will live forever with me.”
Does the grave terrify you?  Do you fear it because your life has been less than exemplary?  Are you haunted by the sins of your youth?  Do you tremble because you know the depth of your sin and you doubt whether thee is hope for you?  Be raised.  Jesus has died and now lives and your life is safely hidden with Him in heaven where moth and rust, sin and guilt, cannot destroy and thieves cannot break in and steal.  

My prayer for you this and every day is that of St. Paul – that by His Holy Spirit you may be able to see and comprehend with all the saints the breadth and length and height and depth of God mercy and presence so that whether you find yourself in the midst of trial and suffering or great joy, you may see and cling to Christ, who has brought you from death to life, conquered death, and will bring you to know in all its fullness and joy eternal life in the fellowship and communion of the God of life.

