
Easter Festival Service April 12th, 2020 
 

Matthew 28:1-10 
His Cross.  His Grave.  Our Victory 

 
The man was on the very edge of battle.  He was lying flat on his back on top of a 7 
story high missle filled with rocket fuel waiting for ignition.  
 
On the morning of May 5th, 1961 our country was in the middle of a Cold War with 
the Soviet Union.  They were fighting for primacy in space…and the United States 
was losing.  People could do nothing but wring their hands with worry after the 
Soviets had launched Sputnik the satellite that could fly over our heads at any time. 
They could do nothing but despair when Russia launched Yuri Gagarin into space, 
the first cosmonaut.  
 
We were losing the space race…but more than that, it seemed like we were out of 
our league.  Our rockets?  They tended to blow up…a lot.  Even a couple weeks 
before this May morning we had successfully gotten a couple of rockets off the 
launch pad, but then they veered off course and we had to blow them up on purpose. 
 
And yet, here was this man…his name was Alan Shepherd…lying on his back above 
70 feet of explosives…trying to be the first American into space.  As the countdown 
ticked down, Americans held their breath because in a very real way their fate was 
tied to his. 
 
The author Tom Wolfe considered those early astronauts to be single combat 
warriors.  Are you familiar with that term?  He was referring to that age old practice 
where they used to have champions fight in the place of whole armies.  The two 
champions would battle and the outcome of their fight would determine the fate of 
the entire army.  Remember the story of David and Goliath.  Those were single 
combat warriors.  One man’s battle determines everyone’s fate. 
 
Men like Alan Shepherd were chosen to enter this battle as single combat warriors 
because they had the “right stuff”.  That was the title of Tom Wolfe’s book about 
them.  I mean, out of all the men in America, a very, very small few became those 
test pilots…the best of the best.  Of all the test pilots they invited 101 to be part of 
the astronaut selection program.  Of those 101, they chose 7 to be Mercury 
Astronauts.  And of those 7, they chose 1…Alan Shepherd…who had won the 
“right” and privilege to be sitting on top of those 70 feet of explosives on a rocket 
which according to our track record was just as likely to blow him up as it was to 
send him into space. 
 
As the countdown ticked down…just before launch…unsurprisingly, the engineers 
found a problem.  The fuel pressure’s too high.  We better scrub this launch.  This 
thing could blow up.  And then over the radio, they heard the voice of their single 



combat warrior.  With icy calm from the tip of the rocket, they heard Alan Shepherd 
say, “Light this candle.”  That IS the right stuff. Certainly for a Cold War, single 
combat warrior, that was the right stuff. 
 
But what if the enemy you faced were bigger than Goliath?  What is the enemy you 
faced were mightier than the Soviet Union?  What if the enemy you faced would 
hound you…would come for your loved ones and take them one by one…would 
come for you one day as certainly as the evening darkness falls each night.  What if 
the enemy you faced was death?  What kind of single combat warrior would have the 
right stuff to face down death?  
 
Not anybody I know.  Because if I know one thing it’s that death is the great 
equalizer.  No matter how much you run from it…no matter how much you don’t 
want it to be…death comes for all people. 
 
We know this, right?  Experientially, we know this.  Haven’t you lost someone close 
to you?  I was talking to a man in our area who said, four people he knew well…3 of 
them young…have died of the current pandemic. He showed me a cell phone video 
of another young man who made a video just a few days before his death.  Sounding 
healthy but battling in the hospital…three days later he was gone.  Maybe not in the 
current pandemic, but you’ve experienced that too.  The kind of thing where a loved 
one is there one day and the next they’re gone.  And you pull out your cell phone and 
their number is still there but if you call it, it just rings and rings.  Their facebook 
page is still there…but now frozen in time…at the day when the enemy came for 
them.  
 
And then it dawns on you that they’re really, truly gone.  And it just etches all the 
deeper that truth that one day the enemy is going to come for you too. 
 
Do you think that was on the mind of those women on their way to the tomb that 
Easter morning in Jerusalem?  They were drained…exhausted…emotionally tired.  I 
mean, think about what they witnessed.  The one who was so close to them was 
suddenly gone.  And they had watched him die.  They had seen him buried.  Now 
here they were on Easter Sunday morning walking to the grave with arms full of 
spices and hearts full of sorrow and disappointment.  Because all they were going to 
do was anoint a dead body.  That was certain.  They had lost him.  Death had even 
claimed the one in whom they put all their hope.  The only question on their mind 
was who’s going to roll away the great big stone that covered the entrance to the 
tomb.   
 
Then they got to the sight and something was wrong.  The guards were gone.  The 
stone was rolled away.  There was no body in the tomb.  And an angel appeared to 
tell them that Easter message that changes everything.  Christ is risen! He is risen 
indeed! The angel said, Do not be afraid! I know that you are looking for Jesus, 
who was crucified. He is not here. He has risen, just as he said. 



 
Just as he said.  Ladies, this was ALL according to the plan.  This was the whole 
reason Jesus came to earth.  This was the whole reason he took on flesh and blood. 
It was the whole point of his ministry, his miracles, and his mission.  He came here 
to defeat that great enemy called death.  And those ladies were looking in the wrong 
place because they were looking where a loser would be.  But Jesus was NOT.  He 
has risen, just as he said. 
 
They heard those words and the Holy Spirit started to stir in them the belief in those 
promises and on the Sunday morning, that chant of Easter victory began to build in 
the hearts of Jesus’ followers.  Death, where is your sting? Grave, where is your 
victory? The sting of death is sin.  But thanks be to God he gives us victory 
through our Lord, Jesus Christ. 
 
Have you ever heard that expression that people say?  That death is just a part of the 
circle of life.  You live, you die.  People who are grieving at a funeral sometimes say 
that.  Death is just a part of living.  None of us actually believe that.  Because it’s 
hogwash. It’s just not true.  Dying is the most UNNATURAL thing a human can do. 
Because God never created us to die.  He made you to do that thing we all want to do 
deep down.  To live and to live and to live…forever. 
 
But sin changed that…the sin of our first parents, Adam and Eve…the sins of your 
hands and your minds and your mouths this past week…the sin that’s been in our 
hearts since they took their first beat. Sin like that pays a wage.  And the wage it pays 
is death.  Sinners die.  It is as simple as that.  And sin is what makes death hurt.  It’s 
what makes it so unnatural.  It’s what makes it the final indignity.  Because sin is 
what gives death its sting.  Because death is a clear statement that you are a sinner 
who cannot and shall not stand before God in your sin…now or in the next life. 
 
And no matter what we try to do, we cannot take away the sting of death, because we 
can’t do ANYTHING about our sin.  We’ve CONVINCED ourselves we can.  We 
come up with all those ways we’re going to work with our sin.  We’re going to 
promise to never do that thing again.  We think that if we feel badly enough about 
what we’ve done, somehow that’s going to lessen our guilt.  We think maybe if do 
enough good things, God’s going to let the bad stuff slide. 
 
Well, you know what, brothers and sisters, that’s not the way God works.  You 
cannot take care of sin by feeling badly enough or by trying to cancel it out.  No, sin 
needs to be paid for.  
 
You and I … we can’t do it. 
 
So God sent someone who could.  Someone with the right stuff.  The one man out of 
all men who could be the hero that we needed.  Truly God.  Truly man.  Holy in 
every way and yet human in every way.  God sent him here to be our single combat 



warrior in the battle with death.  He would be our champion.  God would tie up our 
fate with his. 
 
So God says to you, you will not suffer for sin.  He will.  He will bear the cross.  It 
will be his grave.  And so Jesus…that one man out of all men…found himself on that 
Friday we call Good…lying on his back on the top of a wooden cross…with his arms 
outstretched waiting for the battle to begin.  And there on that lonely hill, the best of 
men died for the worst…for you and for me…but he did in our place.  And God 
gathered up all the sins of our hands and our minds and our mouths and he placed 
them on the Son.  And he punished him with all the hell that I deserve.  And Jesus 
paid for every bit.  Then he said, It is Finished!  Sin is paid.  Guilt is gone. 
 
Do you see what that means?  It means that guilt you carry…that shame that weighs 
you down…those regrets you wish you could take back…God says they’re gone. 
The God of heaven and earth says I have forgiven your wickedness and will 
remember your sins no more.  And now not even death can hold you because it’s 
been swallowed up in victory.  How could that be?  Because when Jesus died, sin 
was paid for.  Death has no sting.  On Easter Sunday morning, the whole world got 
to see it. Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. 
 
So on May 5th, 1961the countdown ticked off and they lit that candle.  That rocket 
boomed Alan Shepherd 150 miles straight up into space.  It didn’t blow up.  When 
he splashed down safely, the whole country was listening, gathered around radios 
and television sets.  When they heard his all clear sign…he said a phrase that 
instantly entered the American idiom…he said everything is A-OK…when they heard 
that everyone let out a sigh of relief because their fate was tied up with his.  And his 
victory was theirs.  In fact, that flight’s credited with giving President Kennedy the 
confidence to set the program and make the declaration that American would set men 
on the moon within the decade…making that declaration just 20 days later to 
Congress.  When Alan Shepherd came home, America threw the ticker tape parade 
and they cheered for this man, because he was their single combat warrior.  When he 
won, so did they. 
 
The act of a single man meant victory for an entire people.  I’m glad you’ve joined 
us today…whether in person or online.  Because today is the day we celebrate the 
warrior who stepped into battle in our place.  Jesus Christ went to the cross in your 
place.  And he rose from the grave to defeat death forever.  The act of a single man 
means victory for us all.  Thanks be to God he GIVES us the victory through our 
Lord, Jesus Christ. 
 
But now he promises you that those loved ones…they aren’t lost.  There’s something 
waiting.  They’re waiting for you to taste the victory.  Waiting for you to join the 
song of triumphant chant.  Death, where is your sting?  Grave, where is your 
victory?  Because we have a champion.  His cross.  His grave..  Our victory.  Christ 
is risen!  He is risen indeed. Alleluia! Amen. 


