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The First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia April 21, 2019 
Rev. Dr. Baron Mullis Isaiah 65:17-25; 1 Corinthians 15:19-26; John 20:1-18 

Redemption 

If I were to begin with a somewhat rhetorical question, why are you here? my hunch is that 
the answers would be rather varied.  “The doors are unlocked.  Of course, I’m here…” 

A few might say, “It’s Sunday.  Shouldn’t we be in church?” 

Some very honest person would probably reply, “Don’t be pedantic.  We all know what 
you’re digging around for.  It’s Easter.” 

But if we were to go a little deeper, if we were to ask instead, “Well, why does Easter 
matter?  Why is it so important to Christians?” 

What then?  Does your answer change?  Clearly Easter must bear some ongoing importance 
in the Christian faith… why else on this day, with everything that is going on in our lives, with 
all of the strains and conflicts that pull us from worship - on this day - most Christians stop and 
say, “Even if I am pulled away every other Sunday of the year, it is important that I should be in 
worship on this day.”  Why is that? 

I don’t mean by these questions to undermine the importance of Easter in any way, but 
what will we be left with after the strains of the music have faded and the scent of the lilies has 
wafted away for another year? 

Asking the same question in the last century, theologian Karl Barth offered this observation 
about Easter:  

“What is Easter?  The Bible answers: resurrection, resurrection of Jesus from the dead; and 
all that means: the living God, forgiveness of sins, the empty tomb, conquered death – in a 
word, Jesus is victor.  But really, are these answers?  Answers which we understand, with 
which we may do something?  Are these clear, plain, understandable words, from which light 
streams forth?  Are they not rather hard to understand, hazy words, which follow one another, 
which only involve us in deeper enigmas?  May we not say to ourselves, ‘We have had enough 
of these old questions, these enigmas of life, which daily puzzle us?  We do not care to deal with 
these old, nor with these newer, greater questions.’”1  

Certainly, plenty of people have drawn those very conclusions, have had enough of these 
“old questions.”   

Sociologists tell us that we have exited the “Constantinian era” when folks showed up at 
church just because church was there.   

                                                
1 Barth, Karl.  Jesus is Victor in A Chorus of Witnesses, Long and Plantinga, eds.  (Eerdmans: Grand Rapids, 1994)  p74 
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Maybe one of two of you wandered in because you like good architecture and wanted to see 
the stained glass from within.  Or maybe some folks heard the choir and knew it would be the 
best music in town.  But really, I suspect most of us are are here today because you felt some 
deep need to be here.  So, let me press the question: why do you feel that need? 

May I take a guess?   

I believe we come out of a deep need to be reminded that there is such a thing as redemption.   

Our reasons are as varied as our lives.  Some of us need to encounter redemption because of 
our own errors: We know we are responsible for deceptions, missed opportunities to reconcile, 
infidelities to ourselves and to others.  Or perhaps our need to encounter redemption may come 
from someone else’s mistakes: a messed up and missed childhood, racism, homophobia, 
economic disadvantage. I could go on, but you get the idea.  Life happens, and things get 
broken.  In theological language, we call that sin. 

Things get broken and we need to know that they can be made right.  There are any number 
of reasons we might need to encounter redemption this morning.  There are as many reasons as 
there are people here that we need to be reminded that goodness exists, but when we come to 
the end of them all, we are faced with every bit as much an age-old question as Barth faced.  We 
are faced with the struggle between sin and redemption.  We are faced with brokenness and the 
need to see it made right.   

So, this Easter, why don’t we use our time this morning to look at what redemption means 
theologically?  Then, let us consider what redemption might mean for us practically. 

Here is a classical definition of redemption: 

“Redemption means quite generally restoring or saving or getting back.  So understood, it is 
an idea that is at the heart of many religions, the difference among them being how that from 
which men [WE] need to be redeemed is conceived and how, therefore, they [WE] can be 
redeemed.  Characteristic of Biblical religion is the idea of sin as rebellion against the will of the 
creator and the corresponding idea of grace and forgiveness.”2 

So classically, redemption means that something that is broken gets fixed.  Something that is 
wrong gets made right.  But how does that happen?   

Atonement refers to the way that something that is broken gets fixed.  Drawing from the 
writings of the New Testament, particularly from Paul, various theologians in every age have 
sought to understand how the death of Jesus has anything to do with the redemption of the 
world.  A common answer goes something like this: after the fall, we (that is humanity) all 
deserve death for our disobedience to God.  Jesus stands in for us on the cross, and God is 
satisfied with the substitution.  You’ve probably all heard this version, and it is deeply rooted in 

                                                
2 Harvey, Van.  A Handbook of Theological Terms.  (Touchstone: NY, 1964) p201 
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history.  It was most fully expressed by Anselm of Canterbury and later modified by Thomas 
Aquinas.  It was the operative model of atonement of Calvin and his contemporaries and it is 
deeply a part of our theological roots.   

But there is a potential problem with that understanding that later theologians came to 
grapple with.  Aquinas and Anselm had a feudal understanding of lordship, and if we apply 
that type of lordship to the Easter message, it makes Jesus to be out to be our friend and God to be 
vindictive.  Martin Luther found that such an understanding, far from making him love God, 
made him hate God. 

The problem with an understanding of atonement where God only stands on high judging 
and Jesus stands beside us protecting us from judgment is that it is incomplete, and so it is 
unbiblical.  That version of God doesn’t sound much like the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
the good shepherd of the 23rd psalm, the God who watcheth over Israel and neither slumbers 
nor sleeps.  It makes God into a cosmic bully - just waiting to pounce on us for not being good 
enough.   

I suspect that many folks who have walked out of church, never to return, walked out 
because they couldn’t believe in a God like that.   

We need a better model. 

I saw just such a model this past week in the unlikely place of the fire in Notre Dame.  We 
all watched in shock and sadness as flames engulfed the spire, and then the roof of the 
cathedral.  We waited to see if the old church could be saved. 

And then we found that the heroic actions of the firefighters had indeed saved the grand old 
Cathedral.  It turns out that the firefighters had a plan if such a disaster occurred.  Relics were 
saved and the walls and towers were still standing.  Who wasn’t moved by that photo of the 
cross still standing behind the altar amidst the charred and broken pieces of the roof?  A friend 
of mine wrote, “There are many things to grieve about the fire yesterday.  I sense one of the 
unspoken reasons is Notre Dame seemed timeless, and seeing her in flames reminds us of our 
own impermanence.”3 

The way those firefighters rushed to Ile de la Cite to save the burning cathedral is a parable 
of the grace of God.  Far from standing aloof, demanding sacrifice, God rushed into humanity 
and took the risk of human frailty for the sake of fallen creation, with all of the consequences it 
entailed.  Rather than demanding sacrifice, God was the sacrifice.  Again, Barth reminds us that 
God decides for God’s own self how God wants to be in the world, and God decided from the 
foundation of the world to be on our side.  God decided to save us.  And the question for us, for 
you and me, is what are we supposed to do with this information?  Does the gospel call us to become 
reporters?  Are we journalists of the resurrection?   

                                                
3 Ken Evers-Hood, Facebook on 4/16/19 
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Yes.  Yes, we are.  But more than that, the resurrection calls us to become disciples.  To see 
that God’s heart was so great that God took the brokenness and hurt on to God’s own being.  
The Gospel calls us to be disciples, to risk letting the heart of God beat within us.   

When we understand that atonement is something that God did for us, not something God 
demanded of us, then we are freed to respond in joy to the good news of Easter: Facing the 
destruction of God’s way in the world in the death of Jesus on the cross, God has brought 
redemption with the simple words, he is not here, he is risen.   

How might our lives be changed by believing in the resurrection of Jesus Christ?   

The Gospel writer John believed that believing in Jesus changes lives.  Believing in Jesus changes lives 
because we see how very much God loves us, and we know what we are worth – indeed, that we are worth 
dying for. 

Knowing this, we can understand that it’s not so much that we’ve been saved from 
something, as we have been then saved for something! 

Redemption is God making the broken world right.  Redemption is God pouring God’s very 
own self into all of the pain and hurt of creation in order that it may be made whole.  It is God 
freeing humanity to have a heart for God and for each other.  That’s the practical point of 
redemption – we are freed – and we are called, to have a heart for each other and for God.   

And this is no passive calling, it is an active calling.  Indeed, Paul declared that in Jesus, God 
was reconciling the world to God’s own self, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us!   

What is Easter?  It is God getting our attention.  It is God calling us to let the heart of Christ 
beat within us.  It is God working in each of our own lives so that we may be transformed as we 
participate in the transformation of the world.  It is to see in Jesus the very heart of God, and to 
know that in his resurrection lies the hope our own.   

A number of years ago, my friend Nora Tisdale told a story of a young man in the church 
her husband served.  His heart was failing.  He was put on a transplant list to await a suitable 
donor whose heart would give him a new life.  Late one night, the call came.  Another young 
man had been killed in a motorcycle accident and his parents, wanting to give the gift of life 
and made the generous but difficult decision to offer his organs for transplant.  The young man 
needing a heart was rushed into surgery and the transplant was successful.  After a year or so, 
he began to wonder about the family of the man whose heart was now keeping him alive.  So, 
he contacted the hospital where the transplant had taken place and asked if they might be 
willing to write to the parents of the deceased man to ask if he might meet them.  They agreed.   

After some initial awkwardness they began to chat.  The parents shared the pictures of their 
son who had died, and the man who had lived showed pictures of his children to them.  As 
their visit neared an end, the young man hesitantly asked,  

“Would you… would you like to hear your son’s heart?” 
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The mother said yes.  And so, unbuttoning his shirt, the man pulled out a stethoscope he 
had brought with him.  But the woman brushed aside the stethoscope and put her ear to the 
man’s chest.  After listening a moment, she said, “There is no sweeter sound than the sound of 
my son’s heart beating in you.” 

And so, this Easter, God’s answer to the brokenness of the world is, “There is no sweeter 
sound than the sound of my son’s heart beating in you.” 

In the name of the Father, and of the son and of the Holy Ghost, Amen.   


