The Resurrection of the Body

I went to see Ray Talley this week.  She mentioned that she turns 99 in May and that she is blessed with great health – only has to go the doctor for checkups.  Of course she had trouble holding on a conversation because of her hearing and she was sitting in her wheel chair because she couldn’t get up.  And got me thinking – no matter how great our health might be, no matter how well we take care of ourselves and how great our genetics might be, eventually we have to face the decline of our bodies.

We are an aging congregation.  Our members, our friends, our families, our neighbors…we’re getting old and slowly our bodies no longer work like they used to.  Whether from cancer, from a fall, from heart problems, from diabetes, thyroid problems, aching joints, surgeries…we have lots of problems and we have lots of pain in our bodies.

Jesus had a big problem with his body too.  He was dead.  His heart stopped pumping blood through his veins, his lungs stopped processing oxygen, his nerves stopped transmitting electrical signals, his digestion stopped breaking down food, his thyroid stopped producing the right hormones…he was dead.  In John 19, when they pierced his side, what came out?  Blood and water.  That’s because when you die and the blood stops moving, all the blood cells settle out and so the liquid part just becomes water.  John made sure to record that to confirm that Jesus was really dead but it really is a very concrete reminder of what happens when we die – the energy, the movement, the life leaves the body and at that very instant it begins to decay irreversibly.

But Jesus didn’t stay dead, did he?  No, he was raised!  And in Luke, when the risen Jesus came before the disciples, they thought that they were seeing a ghost.  Jesus takes extra care to demonstrate that he is not a ghost.  He invites the disciples to touch his flesh and bones and then he asks for something to eat and eats some fish.

Jesus goes to great lengths to prove to everyone that he is not a ghost but has truly been raised in the flesh.  Somehow, by some miracle of God’s power, on Easter morning, Jesus’ heart started pumping blood through his veins and the water and the blood cells got mixed together again.  Somehow, Jesus’ lungs started expanding and contracting and inhaling oxygen and exhaling carbon dioxide again.  Somehow, Jesus’ nerves starting transmitting electrical signals to his muscles so that he could move them again.  Somehow, Jesus’ stomach started breaking down food into energy and waste so that he could eat the fish.  Somehow, the decay that had begun on Good Friday was reversed on Easter morning.

This is what we mean when, in the Apostle’s Creed we say, “I believe in the resurrection of the body.”  What we mean is that Jesus was not just a ghost, but that he was a living, breathing, eating, sweating, growing human being in the flesh.  Jesus was raised in a body.

Now I don’t know why some God chooses to heal some people by miracles, some people by modern medicine, and why he chooses not to heal some people.  I don’t think I will ever know that and I suspect that none of us ever will.  I can absolutely understand why people get mad at God when it seems like bad things happen to good people.  I will not stand up here and tell you that if you pray hard enough or if you believe strong enough or if you act a certain way God will heal you or your friends or family.  God is God and his wisdom is beyond our understanding.

But I do know this – when it comes to problems of the body, when it comes to health issues, when it comes to illness…God wins.  Maybe in this life, sometimes in the next life, but God always wins.

Just as God has defeated sin by the empty cross and just as God has defeated death in the empty tomb, God has defeated cancer, God has defeated heart arrhythmia, God has defeated diabetes, God has defeated broken bones, God has defeated vertigo, God has defeated thyroid problems, God has defeated Alzheimer’s…God has defeated every illness of the body – even the decay of death itself.

Now keep in mind that this is not a license to treat our bodies poorly.  Remember that Christ still had the scars when he was raised.  He didn’t get a new body, but his old body was made new.

I will not tell you not to worry about your health of the health of your friends…first of all because that’s impossible, but second of all because I think that worry shows how much we care.  But I will challenge you to trust God.  Trust that God is not fickle or arbitrary, trust that God is not mean or malicious, trust that as we suffer in our bodies and as our friends suffer in their bodies, Christ suffers along with us, having all too great a knowledge of what it means to suffer in the body.  But above all trust that God, whether in this life or in the next…wins.  Trust that cancer loses, that liver disease loses, that arthritis loses, that hearing loss loses, that aches and pains lose…trust in the resurrection of the body.

And know, brothers and sisters, that while we are still here on earth, we are the body of Christ.  Christ proved his power by inviting the disciples to touch him and eat with him.  Christ challenges us to show the power of his resurrection by touching lives and breaking bread with those who need his power in their lives.  The resurrection of the body is not just something God gives us; it is something we give to one another.  The hope, the promise, and the peace of knowing that God wins.

So trust in God for the resurrection of your body and the resurrection of the body of your friends and family.  And trust in God that as the body of the Christ, we have the power to bring resurrection into the world.
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