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Easter

See the unseen Christ…

and celebrate God’s gift of life at its best

Introduction

Some men were cowering in fear, 

afraid – it seemed – of their own shadow.

Others were shuffling along aimlessly, 

wandering what to do.

The women were crying, 

unable to stop the tears or control the sobs.

But – within 50 days – everything had changed!

It began with the women.

They stopped weeping, started to laugh…even dance for joy.

The men – duh! – were a bit slower.

But they eventually abandoned their self-made prison,


then found courage and strength to perform feats they never dreamed possible.

What happened?  Why the dramatic change?

It was a person…


a person who did what no other person had ever done: 

walk out of a grave.

It took 50 days…but the truth began to sink in –


Jesus Christ was back; he was with his followers once again.

For the past 50 days, we’ve been trying to re-capture the feeling of Jesus’ original followers.

We’ve been trying to see Jesus with us…


to discover how his presence can change us.

We’ve been trying to imagine what our response would be


if the one who can do more than we can ever imagine



were to walk through those doors…and saunter down the center aisle.

You know as well as I do that the presence of Jesus would affect us.

I have learned that even my presence can affect people.

I have discovered – over the years – 

that when I play golf or crew in sailboat races

people with me are transformed.

As soon as they realize that I am a pastor,

they immediately change their language.

“Spice” words all of a sudden become nice words.

When we know that the risen Christ is always with us,

we become different people…we become better people.

We worship him enthusiastically;


we serve him eagerly.

We listen to every word he says;

we tell him everything that’s on our hearts.

We learn to love others as he has loved us;


we even delight in introducing him to others.

All of that…and this, too.

When we realize that the risen Christ is still with us today,


we discover how to live life at its best.

This, then, is what we will explore today:


living life at its best.

Living life at its best – the life God has designed for us

Life at its best.

What does that mean?

Let’s listen to what people on the street are saying

[VDO clip: “What in your opinion is life at its best?”]

Life at its best?  Not really.

What you heard was a description, 

not of the best life, but of the good life…



the good life that is the dream of so many North Americans.

Jesus, however, offers a better life –


a life that includes much of what we call good…but more.

You don’t believe me?

Well, let’s hear how a pastor named Paul 


describes the life that God has designed for us.

1) A life with power

After he thanks God for people who were already living a good life


-- people who were getting along well with God and other people --



Pastor Paul prays that these people move on…and up.

“I keep asking …God,” he writes, 

I pray that…you may know…his incomparably great power for us who believe” [Ephesians 1:17-19]
Living life at its best, then, means living life with power.

Power? Yes, power.

The thought of power may seduce us;

but it can also frighten us, can’t it?

We perhaps agree with the statement made by a British historian:


“Power…corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

But being powerless also can corrupt.

If you feel helpless, hopeless…


if you feel that there is no way out,



you can easily succumb to a life of despair and desperation.

10 days ago, I had a long lunch with a young man.

He told me that he had started drinking in 4th grade 

and doing drugs a few years later.

He said he tried to quit several times, even went to a rehabilitation center.

But, at age 21, he was still addicted;


he felt that there was nothing he could do;



he was ready to give up.

In a final attempt to get a better life,


he told me that he turned to God and “his incomparably great power”.

The rest is history.

Since that day 12 years ago, the demon has been off his back.

Today, he will tell you – as he told me –


of the power that God used to change his life.

This past week, I was reading a report from a church 

that – last year – took the same journey we are concluding today.

In that church, a father and his teen-age daughter experienced the power of God.

Years before, the girl had rebelled…and the father had reacted.

For months, they waged a war with each other;


then, they just stopped talking to each other.



both had concluded there was no hope.

On the last Sunday of their church’s 50-day spiritual adventure,


both walked to the front of the church…separately.

But once there, they turned to the same God.

When they started to return to their seats,


they walked side by side, then arm in arm.

As they sat down together (the first time in years),

the father – with tears in his eyes – said

“It doesn’t get any better than this!”

No, it doesn’t get any better than that!

Where in the world can you match what God can do in the lives of people?

God has power – “great power”.

This is no ordinary power.

This is power that changes the worst of times to the best of times.

 “That power,” says Pastor Paul, “is like the working of (God’s) mighty strength,


which he exerted in Christ and raised him from the dead.” [Ephesians 1:18-19]
This is the power that brought Jesus back to life!

And God makes it available to ordinary folk such as you and me.

No wonder Pastor Paul once said 

that he wanted to “know Christ and the power of his resurrection” [Philippians 3:10]
No wonder he wants us to know that power, too.

He wants you and me to know that God has power…

power to change our circumstances –



to solve our problems, even to heal our diseases;


or power – as the pastor himself learned – power to change us –



to provide strength even in our weakness…the strength to endure.

Pastor Paul wants all of us to know that God uses “his incomparably great power”


either to get the problem off our back



or to give us a stronger back.

The pastor also wants us to know 

that God does not give this power to just anyone.

He reminds us that it is solely for the use of “us who believe” [Ephesians 1:19]
That’s why he prays…


prays that people like you and me will know this power of God 



-- not know about, but know --

 that is, have a “first hand experience”

 with God and what he can do in your life and mine.

As I prepared this message,


I paused to speculate – not in the stock market –



but about God’s “mighty strength”,

I wondered what would happen in my life today


if God answered Paul’s prayer for me.

I dreamed of how I would be different…how life would be better


if God exerted the mighty strength that he used to raise Christ from the dead…



if God used that strength to raise my ordinary life a notch or two.

And I resolved to go for it.

I urge you to do the same.

Take the time, later today, to imagine…

imagine what would happen to you and yours



if God answered Paul’s prayer in your life.

Imagine how God would make you different…your life better.

I can assure you that you really will have to stretch your imagination.

For as you imagine, remember what Paul says:


God can do “more than all we ask or imagine” [Ephesians 3:20]

Living life at its best


means living life with the power – God’s power – turned on.

And that power is available for all of us who believe.

As the father who was reunited with his rebellious daughter said,


“It doesn’t get any better than this.”

Or does it?

2) A life with hope

That pastor named Paul not only prays that Christians live with power,


he also prays that they live in hope.

“I pray also…,” he says,

“I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened that you may know the hope to which he has called you.” [Ephesians 1:18]
During the past year, some of us lost a loved one –


a spouse, a parent, a good friend died.

This year, more of us will say “good-bye” to a close friend or relative.

One day, friends and relatives will bid farewell to you and me as well

It seems that


we either are walking to the cemetery with the lifeless body of a loved one,


or we are waiting for our loved ones to walk our lifeless body to the cemetery.

We may want to avoid this subject – death –


but the subject will not avoid us.

The death rate in these United States is very high:


100 out of 100 Americans will die.

If you are 60, death is certainly in your future.

If you are only 16, death can still surprise you.

And it seems so final, doesn’t it?

We remember the last words our loved one said…

the last thing our loved one did.

Then we pay our last respects.

And it’s over.

“Open your eyes,” says Pastor Paul, “it’s not over!”

“Open your eyes…and “know the hope to which he has called you.” [Ephesians 1:18]
The best is yet to be.

You haven’t seen nothing yet, says the pastor,


you haven’t seen nothing until you see 

the “riches of his glorious inheritance” [Ephesians 1:18]
Only those who have gone before us…


only the spouse, the parent, the good friend who have gone to be with the Lord…



only those people can truly say:




“It doesn’t get any better than this!”

No wonder that pastor named Paul once said 

that “to die is gain…to depart and be with Christ…is better by far” [Philippians 1:21,23]
He wants us to be able to say that as well.

He wants us to “know the hope to which God has called you.” [Ephesians 1:18]
This hope – like the power that God offers us – is based on Jesus’ resurrection.

“Because I live,” says Jesus, “you also will live.” [John 14:19]
And this hope – like the power – is not for just anyone.

Again, it is only for the use of those of “us who believe”.

What was it that Jesus said?


“I am the resurrection and the life.  

He who believes in me (there’s that word “believe” again)…

He who believes in me will live even though he died;

and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” [John 11:25-26]
We often say that loved ones who died trusting in Jesus are in “a better place”.

That’s not entirely accurate, you know.

They’re not in a “better place”; they’re in the best place.

But in what place does that leave us?

In what place does that leave any of us 

who are left staring at an empty place at the dinner table?



any of us who are left feeling an empty space beside us in the bed?

I would like to share with you a few words 

written by a pastor named David Branon.

A little more than a year ago, 


his daughter – a beautiful teenager -- was killed in a car accident.

I don’t think that there is any grief on planet earth greater than this:


parents having to bury their own child.

I have not yet experienced that kind of grief,


but I have sat with those who have.

And just being with them breaks my heart.

Listen to what David Branon recently wrote:


“Death is a fearful visitor, snatching away people who are precious to us…

Death can be devastating: it can sap our energy, … overwhelm our soul…steal our joy 

and challenge our assumptions about life’s purposes. …

We walk through a deep valley…

Yet…Yet in that valley, under the shadow, we can say to the Lord, “You are with me”.

His loving arms never let us go.

He is always with us.

Slowly at first, but most assuredly,…he leads us…he leads us out.”

One day, we will die and – if we believe – be with Jesus in heaven.

Until that day, though, Jesus is with us on earth.

He is especially near and dear whenever we feel we are walking alone…

when we are walking through – what the poet called –



that “valley of the shadow of death”. 
That’s why a grieving David Branon could say…


that’s why all of us who believe can say:



“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,



I will fear no evil, for you are with me.” [Psalm 23:4]
This is the “hope” – says Pastor Paul – “to which God has called you”…and me

Living life at its best, then -- 


also means living life with that kind of hope:



never hopeless…always hopeful.

Conclusion

I know that many of us are already living the good life.

That, after all, is the American dream.

But are you living life at its best?

Are you living with the power turned on 

and the light of hope burning brightly?

It all depends on what you do with a person – 

that person named Jesus Christ?

He already has come for you.

He came to live for you…to do all those things God expected you to do.

He came to die for you…to suffer all the punishment God expected you to suffer.

Then he rose…rose from the dead.

This Jesus has come for you…


and now comes to you.

He is here this morning.

What are you going to do with him?

You may know all about him,


but he’s not interested in that…he’s not interested in your mind.

He only wants one thing from you and me – you hearts.

Have you given him your heart?

Before you answer that question, 

let me tell you what happened to me at Niagara Falls.

As I stood on the Canadian side of the falls,


the sight and sound of all that rushing water made me look for a rest room.

I found one nearby and used it.

When I turned on the water faucet to wash my hands,


only a trickle came out.

How ridiculous, I thought!

I could see and hear the rushing water of the falls,


but I could only get a trickle from the faucet.

How ridiculous!

But not was ridiculous as this:


beside you and me on this Easter Sunday stands the risen Christ;


he has the power to change your life today;


he can give you a bright hope for the future.


how foolish it would be to ignore him and what he can do for you


how ridiculous it would be to try to stumble through life – and struggle with death –



all by yourself.

Beside you stands the risen Christ.

Give him your heart…


and he will give you a life…a life that is the best, on both sides of the grave.
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