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Sermon 18 April 2010 
 

Gregor Henderson 
 

John 21:1-19;   1 Corinthians 13:1-13 
 

“New life in resurrection” 
 

(This sermon was preached in Wesley Church Canberra, in a service which included 
the marriage of two church members, each previously married and divorced.) 

 
In three of the gospels we find accounts of the appearance of the resurrected Jesus 
to his disciples - in Matthew, Luke and John - and there are other references to 
resurrection appearances in the book of Acts and in first Corinthians. No two 
accounts are the same - but it’s interesting how across the resurrection narratives 
there are several common themes: 

• first of course, the resurrection appearances all attest to the reality of Jesus’ 
coming alive again; 

• second, they all show in one way or another the mystery of the resurrection 
and the difference in Jesus; he’s not recognised for a time, or he passes 
through locked doors, or he comes from heaven to a mountain-top; 

• third, eating a meal with his disciples crops up in several of the appearance 
accounts, at Emmaus, in Jerusalem, on the beach by the sea of Galilee; 

• fourth, in nearly every appearance, the risen Jesus commissions his disciples, 
gives them a task, a responsibility, whether individually or together; 

• and fifth, nearly every appearance concludes with a promise of God’s ongoing 
presence with Jesus’ followers, forever.  

 
What stands out most in the John 21 account we have heard today is the 
conversation between Jesus and Peter, and the beautiful way in which Jesus takes 
Peter to task, holds him to account, and grants to him the beautiful gift of God’s grace 
- forgiveness and a fresh opportunity to be a key leader of the early church. 
Remember how Peter, despite his great protestations that he would always follow 
Jesus and lay down his life for him (John 13:37), nevertheless, when Jesus was 
arrested and undergoing a hasty trial, had denied his relationship with him three 
times, had said he had nothing to do with Jesus, had said he didn’t even know Jesus. 
So three times the risen Jesus taxes Peter “do you love me?” What a gift of new life, 
new opportunity for Peter. What an expression of trust in someone whose 
impulsiveness and fear had led him a few days earlier to disown Christ. And three 
times the risen Jesus commissions Peter: “feed my lambs, tend my sheep, feed my 
sheep”, and then lastly a simple “follow me”.  
 
Friends, this is the gospel. This is the good news. Jesus came from God to show us 
what God is really like, to preach and teach and live for us the love and forgiveness 
of God - “grace upon grace” as John puts it in chapter one of his gospel.  
 
One of the most beautiful things about today’s wedding is that Dale and Esther have 
been given this new opportunity by God. Did you take in the first question they were 
asked? - “do you believe God has blessed and guided you, and today calls you into 
marriage?” Despite the fact that each of them has been married before, and those 
marriages ended in separation and divorce; despite the fact that neither of them, as 
much as I like them and respect them and love them, is perfect; and despite the fact 
that as for all of us their understanding of God, their faith in God and their knowledge 
of God’s desire for their lives is incomplete and partial; nevertheless God has given 
them this beautiful opportunity for a new loving relationship, a new marriage.  
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Throughout the Christian church, not least in the Uniting Church in Australia, we 
believe passionately that God is the God of new opportunities, of forgiveness, a God 
who understands our failures and while not enjoying them or approving of them, does 
give us the chance of new life. See how that is expressed in the official statements of 
the Uniting Church, about marriage, separation, divorce and remarriage. See how 
that statement refers to helping “people where appropriate to grieve, repent, grow in 
self-understanding, receive affirmation, grace and forgiveness;” and to “support them 
as they hear God's call for new life”. 
 
So today we rejoice and celebrate with Esther and Dale that God’s love is larger, 
wider, deeper than we can ever imagine, and that God’s love grants new life. 
 
Now, let me add an important rider to all that. Without taking back anything I’ve said 
about God’s gift of new opportunity for Dale and Esther, I must acknowledge that not 
everyone receives the same gift. Many people whose marriages have ended in 
failure, and many single people for that matter - maybe even many widowed people - 
would love to find that God is leading them to a new relationship of love and 
commitment and joy such as Dale and Esther have received. Yet it hasn’t happened, 
and may never happen. But I believe, passionately, that God does offer us gifts of 
new life, opportunities for some new purpose in life or some new learning or some 
new contribution we can make, whatever our marital status, our age, gender or 
situation. And the new opportunity from God will always reflect God’s love, God’s 
forgiveness, God’s grace - and a call to follow Christ with fullness of faith and 
discipleship. God is always, every day, calling us to receive his love and guidance, 
his gift of newness of life.  
 
Today then, rejoice with Peter in the new life offered to him by our risen Lord. Rejoice 
today with Esther and Dale in the new life God has brought to them. And rejoice 
today in the forgiveness, grace and love, the new life, God is constantly offering to 
every one of us.  
 
To the glory of God. Amen. 
 
 
 

DECLARATION OF PURPOSE, FROM THE MARRIAGE SERVICE OF THE 
UNITING CHURCH IN AUSTRALIA 

 

Marriage is a gift of God and a means of grace.  
In the life-long union of marriage we can know the joy of God, 
in whose image we are made, male and female. 
 

Marriage is founded in God’s loving nature,  
and in the covenant of love made with us in Christ.  
Husband and wife, in giving themselves to each other in love, 
reflect the love of Christ for his Church. 
 

In Christian marriage, wife and husband are called  
to live together faithfully, and to love each other with respect, 
tenderness and delight. The companionship and comfort of marriage 
enables the full expression of physical love between husband and wife. 
 

They share the life of a home and may be entrusted  
with the gift and care of children. They help to shape a society  
in which human dignity and happiness may flourish and abound.  
 

Marriage is a way of life that all people should honour; 
it is not to be entered into lightly or selfishly, 
but responsibly and in the love of God. 
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N and N are now to begin this way of life 
that God has created and Christ has blessed. 
Therefore, on this their wedding day,   
we pray that they may fulfil God’s purpose  
for the whole of their lives. 

 

From Uniting in Worship 2, 2005 
 
 

UNITING CHURCH STATEMENT ON MARRIAGE 
 

1. Marriage 
Marriage for Christians is the freely given consent and commitment in public and 
before God of a man and a woman to live together for life. It is intended to be the 
mutually faithful lifelong union of a woman and man expressed in every part of their 
life together. In marriage the man and the woman seek to encourage and enrich each 
other through love and companionship. 
 
 
In the marriage service 

• the woman and man make a public covenant with each other and with God, in 
the company of family and friends; 

•  the couple affirm their trust in each other and in God; 
•  the Church affirms the sanctity of marriage and nurtures those who pledge 

themselves to each other in marriage and calls upon all people to support, 
uphold and nurture those who pledge themselves to each other in marriage. 

 

Where sexual union takes place the partners seek to express mutual delight, 
pleasure and tenderness, thus strengthening the union of their lives together. 
 

In marriage, children may be born and are to be brought up in love and security, thus 
providing a firm foundation for society. 
 
2. Separation, Divorce and Re-marriage 

•  An inability to sustain the marriage relationship breaks the commitment to be 
together for life and may be painful for the couple, the children in their care, as 
well as for parents, friends and the Church community. 

 

•  In cases of the irretrievable breakdown of marriage, the Church acknowledges 
that divorce may be the only creative and life-giving direction to take. 

 

•  The Church has a responsibility to: 
(a)  care for people, including children, through the trauma of the ending of a 

marriage; 
(b)  help people where appropriate to grieve, repent, grow in self-understanding, 

receive affirmation, grace and forgiveness; 
(c)  support them as they hear God's call for new life. 
 

•  The grace and healing of God are available to people who are divorced, which 
may free them to marry again. 

 

Adopted by the 8th Assembly of the Uniting Church in Australia, 1997 
 
 
 
 


