III. “Re-ascending!”
A. But Jesus was not to be relegated, like all those who had gone before, to the shadowy depths of the place of the dead.  This is the very Son of God who died an earthly death for the sins of all whose loving-assault has flung wide the gates.  And as God raised Jesus from the dead we understand that Jesus was the first of many who walked through those bounds leading a great procession of those who heard the Good News and received Jesus as their savior.
B. The Apostle Paul in his first letter to the Corinthian church says, “Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the first-fruits of those who have fallen asleep” (15:20).  Jesus is the pioneer, or first to be resurrected, raised from the dead!  He was not simply brought back to human-life, but his raising is the capstone of God’s victory over death and Satan, and he takes on a new resurrection body!
C. Again, C.S. Lewis so eloquently and revealingly explains, “In the Christian story God descends to re-ascend.  He comes down; down from the heights of absolute being into time and space, down into humanity; down further still, if embryologists are right, to recapitulate in the womb ancient and pre-human phases of life; down to the very roots and seabed of the Nature He had created.  But he goes down to come up again and bring the whole ruined world up with Him!” (Mere Christianity)
D. This is the heart of the Good News of what God has done for us and in us through his Son, Jesus Christ!!!  We indeed know and serve a risen Savior who embodied the love, grace, and power of God in human form and whose resurrection sealed God’s victory over Sin, Death, and Satan. Jesus continues to seek and save today!  Given this, the “best” news ever spoken, how can we keep from singing????!!!!
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“He descended to the dead. The third day he rose again.”
I Peter 3:18-20; 4:6 (NRSV)
18For Christ also suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you to God. He was put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit, 19in which also he went and made a proclamation to the spirits in prison, 20who in former times did not obey, when God waited patiently in the days of Noah, during the building of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight people, were saved through water.
6For this is the reason the gospel was proclaimed even to the dead, so that, though they had been judged in the flesh as everyone is judged, they might live in the spirit as God does.

I Corinthians 15:3-8 (NRSV)
3 For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures,4and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, 5and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. 6Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have died. 7Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. 8Last of all, as to someone untimely born, he appeared also to me. 
“God’s saving action in Jesus Christ, fulfilled in his death and resurrection, reaches the depths and breadth of all creation and time offering hope, and salvation to eternal life to all!”
I. Descending….!
A.  The Gospel writers, the Apostle Paul, the early Christian evangelists, and later the compilers of the Apostles’ Creed who embraced their message are passionate and meticulous in their efforts to help their hearers grasp the subtleties and nuances of what God has indeed accomplished for them through God’s Son, Jesus Christ.
B. Having begun their testimony to the creating God and affirming that Jesus Christ is indeed his only Son, our Lord ….conceived by the Holy Spirit…born of the virgin Mary…suffered under Pontius Pilate….was crucified, dead, and buried, confirm that Jesus was a man, fully God yet fully human, who indeed lived on earth at a particular time and place. The authors of the creed now reveal that God’s actions in sending him to earth to suffer and die was not an end, or ultimate failure, but all in God’s purpose to rescue and save God’s people.
C. These two articles of the Apostles’ Creed are the tipping-point on which all of Jesus’ life and teaching converge and all our belief and faith hinge!  First, Jesus’ willing sacrifice on the cross for the sins of every human that ever lived, or will live, is confirmed by the witness that Jesus was indeed “active” after his earthly death. He continued his rescue mission even in the depths of Sheol, the place of the dead, offering “good news” of forgiveness, belief, and salvation to all who had gone before. Second, that Jesus had done something that had never been done before and God was about to raise him from the dead, opening death’s door and forever transforming the whole of creation and relationship with God!
II.  To the Depths…!

A. The writers of the creed want to give their readers what amounts to both a macro- and micro- view of God’s actions in the person of Jesus Christ.  The God’s-eye view or cosmic level of what God did in Jesus affects all of creation and humanity, not just linearly forward from the time of Jesus’ coming. The statement, “He descended to the dead”, gives witness that God’s redemption extends to all humankind from the beginning of time and affects the very physics of life and death.
B. Jesus’ death was indeed an offensive, not defensive, maneuver in God’s defeat of sin and death.  From seeming defeat on the cross Jesus becomes the savior of humanity (all creation) in dying for the sins of all and then doing what had never been done before.  In what some have termed, “The Harrowing of Hell”, Jesus descended to the dead to offer the Good News of forgiveness and salvation to all who had gone before, forever breeching the boundaries that had separated humans from experiencing full relationship with God.  
C. C.S. Lewis writes, “When Christ becomes man…..the effect spreads through all mankind. It makes a difference to people who lived before Christ as well as to people who lived after Him.  It makes a difference to people who have never heard of Him. It is like dropping into a glass of water one drop of something which gives a new taste or a new color to the whole lot….the difference He has made to the whole human mass is just this; that the business of becoming a son God, of being turned from a created thing into a begotten thing, of passing over from the temporary biological life into timeless “spiritual” life, has been done for us! We individuals have to appropriate that salvation.  But the really tough work—the bit we could not have done for ourselves—has been done for us!” (Mere Christianity)
