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            CELEBRATING THE VICTORY OF JESUS

          

        

      

    

    
      Most Christians and churches celebrate the season of Easter, which on many church calendars starts on Easter Sunday (Resurrection Sunday) and lasts fifty days to Pentecost. Some call this season Eastertide.

      During this time, we remember Jesus’s resurrection from the grave (Easter Sunday); forty days later, his return to heaven (Ascension Day); and ten days after that, the Holy Spirit filling Jesus’s followers (Pentecost). In this devotional, we’ll celebrate all three as we look at the biblical story that spans these fifty days.

      Some people praise Jesus as the suffering Savior and others applaud him as the risen Savior. He is, of course, both our suffering Savior and our risen Savior.

      Jesus suffered and died for all the wrong things we have done—and will do. In doing so, he serves as the ultimate sin sacrifice to end all sin sacrifices.

      When Jesus rises from the grave, he proves he has mastery over death. He no longer needs to die, and we no longer need any more sin sacrifices. He died once to save all people, throughout all time, for all their shortcomings. In doing so, he makes us right with Father God.

      His resurrection confirms the finality of what he did.

      His resurrection also marks a new covenant between God and us. It replaces the prior covenant instituted in the Old Testament. By dying and rising from the dead, Jesus is victorious. He changes everything.

      This book celebrates his glorious victory. It begins with him rising from the dead, then his return to heaven to intercede for us, and later the arrival of the Holy Spirit to guide us and remind us of all Jesus said and did.

      We’ll open our remembrance with a recap of his sacrificial death on the cross for our sins (Prologue) and move directly into his resurrection on Easter Sunday (Day 1).

      Yet much happens between his death and resurrection, so we’ll spend six days looking back at these events (Day 2 through Day 7). Then, starting on Day 8, we’ll cover what happens after he rises from the dead, marking his return to heaven on Day 40 and the Holy Spirit’s arrival on Day 50.

      Along the way, we’ll incorporate Old Testament prophecy to expand our understanding of what Jesus did. As we do, we’ll also tap our imagination to better see things from the perspective of Jesus and his followers.

      The Bible records this in the four biographies of Jesus—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—as well as in the book of Acts. Since the apostle John gives us the most content for these events in his narrative, we’ll focus on his account and weave in the other authors’ passages as needed. After that, we’ll switch our attention to the book of Acts to complete our exploration.

      May God speak to you during this Easter season.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: THE DEATH OF JESUS

          

          TODAY’S PASSAGE: JOHN 19:28–30, WITH MATTHEW 27:45–54, MARK 15:33–39, AND LUKE 23:44–48

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Focus verse: Jesus said, “It is finished.” With that, he bowed his head and gave up his spirit. (John 19:30)

      

      

      

      Together, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John combine to record seven things Jesus says on the cross as he dies.

      One of them is, “My God, why have you forsaken me?” At this moment, Father God has turned his back on Jesus so his Son can complete his mission on his own. This is as it must be.

      His last words are, “It is finished.” With that, Jesus drops his head and surrenders his will to live, releasing his Spirit.

      Jesus is dead.

      He dies in our place on the cross, serving as the ultimate sin sacrifice to end all sin sacrifices. In doing so, he fulfills what he came to do and what he told his disciples would happen—on three separate occasions.

      At the time of his death, three things occur.

      First, the curtain in the temple rips from top to bottom. This suggests that God starts the split from above, something no person could do while standing on the ground. This symbolizes that through Jesus’s death all people can now enter the holy of holies and approach God directly. They no longer need a priest to serve as their intermediary.

      Next, an earthquake occurs, and tombs break open. The bodies of many holy people rise to life. We don’t know who they are or how many, only that they lived holy lives. Were they martyred for their faith? Did they live in faithful expectation of Jesus? How long had they been dead?

      Third, the centurion, who sees what happens—along with the guards standing watch—says, “Surely, he was a righteous man.” What a profound testimony. And it comes from a non-Jew, a nonbeliever.

      We can hope the experience forever changed the centurion, just as it can forever change us.

      

      Questions: What do you think about the things that happened when Jesus died? Which of the details of Jesus’s death most affects you?

      

      Prayer: Jesus, thank you for loving us so much that you died in our place for our sins to make us right with Father God and allowing us to spend eternity in heaven.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 1: EASTER SUNDAY: HE HAS RISEN!

          

          TODAY’S PASSAGE: JOHN 20:1–18

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Focus verse: Mary Magdalene went to the disciples with the news: “I have seen the Lord!” (John 20:18)

      

      

      

      Jesus dies. His body is prepared for burial and his human shell is placed in a tomb. A large stone seals the entrance.

      But this isn’t the end. In many respects, it’s the beginning. Three days later, he rises from the dead. Here’s what happens:

      After his death, Jesus’s body is laid hastily in the tomb before the start of the Sabbath. With the Sabbath now over, Mary Magdalene heads to the tomb early the next morning, while it’s still dark. When she arrives, she’s shocked at what she sees. The stone that blocked access to his tomb is no longer there. This isn’t what she expected.

      She runs to tell Peter and John (the disciple Jesus loved) what she assumes happened: “They’ve taken Jesus’s body from the tomb, and I don’t know where they put him.”

      Peter and John run to Jesus’s grave. John gets there first and peers inside. When Peter arrives, he goes right in. The burial cloths are there, but Jesus’s body is gone. Seeing for themselves, they believe what Mary said—that his body is gone—and they leave.

      Mary, however, stays at the tomb, tears flowing. She sees two angels inside. They ask her why she’s crying. “They’ve taken my Lord away, and I don’t know where they moved him.”

      Jesus—now very much alive—walks up behind her. “Why are you crying?”

      She assumes he’s the gardener and asks where he moved the body.

      Jesus calls her by name. “Mary.”

      She turns to him and cries out in relief.

      Jesus tells her to go and tell the disciples he’s alive and will soon return to his Father in heaven. In doing so, Jesus tasks Mary to deliver the most important message throughout all history. “Jesus is alive! He’s risen from the dead!”

      Though her culture doesn’t accept a woman’s testimony, Jesus doesn’t care. Mary will serve fine as his messenger.

      This makes her the first missionary to tell others the good news about Jesus.

      We call this day Easter when we celebrate his resurrection from the tomb. A better label is Resurrection Sunday.

      On this first Resurrection Sunday, Jesus is victorious over the finality of death. This proves his mastery over the grave. Through this resurrection power he provides, we, too, can rise from the dead. And if we follow Jesus, we will.

      Then we’ll live with him and Father God forever.

      

      Questions: What can we do to celebrate what Jesus did when he died and rose again? How can we best tell others about him?

      

      Prayer: Jesus, may we celebrate your victory over death when you rose from the dead. May we tell others the good news.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 2: THE WOMEN AT THE CROSS

          

          TODAY’S PASSAGE: JOHN 19:25, ALONG WITH MATTHEW 27:55–56, MARK 15:40–41, AND LUKE 23:49

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Focus verse: Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother, his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. (John 19:25)

      

      

      

      In our biblical narrative we don’t move directly from Jesus’s death to his resurrection. There’s much that happens between these two events. We’ll spend the next six days looking at them. We start with the women at the cross who keep vigil with Jesus as he suffers and dies.

      John names four of them: Jesus’s mother, Mary; his aunt (Mary’s sister); Mary, who’s married to Clopas; and Mary Magdalene.

      We expect Jesus’s mother, Mary, to be there, as any mother would. She couldn’t prevent his suffering and can’t ease his pain. But she can support him by being present. Sometimes the best way—the only way—to care for someone when they suffer is to be present. Mary does that for her son.

      Mary’s sister, Jesus’s aunt, is there too. This is the only time the Bible mentions her. Is she there for Jesus or for her sister? Either way, we applaud her caring nature.

      Next is Mary, the wife of Clopas. The Bible gives us no more information about either of them. We may bristle at Mary’s identity being tied to her husband, but it could be more a notation of convenience rather than significance, since there are many women named Mary in the New Testament. Regardless, Clopas does nothing noteworthy in the Bible, but his wife, Mary, does. She valiantly keeps watch as Jesus suffers and dies.

      Scripture tells us that Jesus cast seven demons out of Mary Magdalene. Regardless of how we understand this, we know Jesus made her life much better. In response, Mary Magdalene shows her gratitude by following Jesus and helping support him.

      Matthew and Luke don’t tell us the names of the women standing watch, but Mark names three. He repeats Mary Magdalene. He adds Mary the mother of James and Joseph, along with Salome, though the Bible tells us nothing more about either of them. Specifically, Mark says these three women followed Jesus and tended to his needs.

      And they keep watch as Jesus dies.

      These women had come with Jesus from Galilee, his hometown, and cared for him. This might have been practical concerns, such as food, or they may have also provided financial support for him and his disciples. Regardless, they played an integral role in his ministry, even though they weren’t counted as disciples.

      This is a reminder that a ministry needs a leader, followers, and supporters to succeed. Though we rightly think the most about Jesus and secondarily his disciples, these women play a key role. But they stay in the background, mostly unseen and seldom recognized. Yet without them and their support, Jesus’s ministry would not have done as much as it did.

      

      Questions: How do you function best as a leader, as a follower, and as a supporter? What can you do to better help your spiritual leaders?

      

      Prayer: Jesus, may we follow you throughout our lives. Show us how we can best support your ministry.
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