BECAUSE HE LIVES

Easter 2009 – Mark 16:1-8
A pastor asked the children one Easter Sunday, Can anyone tell me what happened on the very first Easter? Little Johnny raised his hand, They killed Jesus, put him in the ground and after three days He came out of the ground.
That’s excellent! What happened next? And if he sees his shadow, there will be six more weeks of bad weather. One Sunday school teacher asked her class to finish the sentence, What Easter means to Me. One child wrote, Egg salad sandwiches for the next two weeks. More than a third of high school students in the U. S. do not know the reason for or the meaning of Easter. All four Gospels testify to one truth! Jesus Christ is Risen!
The issue is not if Jesus Christ is risen! The issue is what difference will the resurrection make in our daily lives? That is a question Bill and Gloria Gaither had to struggle with in their own life. They are Christian song writers. There was a period of time they hit a dry spell. At the end of the 1960’s America was going through the turmoil of the drug culture. The “God is Dead” theory was running wild and it was also the peak of the Vietnam war. As their son was born they were quite discouraged by what was taking place in the world around them. Many feel the same way in 2009. The power of the resurrection allowed them to face each day with hope! They wrote:

Because He lives I can face tomorrow, because He lives all fear is gone; because I know He holds the future and life is worth the living – just because He lives.  Today’s message is BECAUSE HE LIVES……
LIFE IS WORTH THE LIVING

Yes it’s true! Life is worth the living. As the women (2 Mary’s & Salome) came to the tomb they may have had a difficult time believing that life was worth living at the time. They were coming to the tomb to anoint Jesus body with spices. These were brought as an act of devotion and love. They had no expectation of a resurrection. Their hearts were filled with grief and their minds were filled with questions. Who will roll the stone away from the entrance of the tomb? What does life have in store for us? At times the very truth we want to so desperately to believe becomes clouded in our thinking by life’s loses (relational, financial, job related  etc…). 
On February 27, 1991, at the height of Desert Storm, Ruth Dillow received a very sad message from the Pentagon. It stated that her son, Clayton Carpenter, Private 1st class, had stepped on a mine in Kuwait and was dead. Ruth later wrote, I can’t begin to describe my grief and shock. It was almost more than I could bear. For three days I wept. For three days I expressed anger and loss. For three days people tried to comfort me, to no avail because the loss was too great. But three days after she received that message, the telephone rang. The voice on the other end said,    Mom, it’s me. I’m alive. Ruth could not believe it at first. When she did recognize his voice and he really was alive she laughed, cried, and felt like turning cartwheels. I’m sure none of you can even begin to imagine how I felt! 
Probably not! But there were two women who did. They came to an empty tomb. The angel said, You are looking for Jesus, who was crucified. He has risen! He is not here. Talk about turning cartwheels!
The first verse of the Gaither’s song says: God sent His Son, they called Him Jesus; He came to love, heal, and forgive; He lived and died to buy my pardon, an empty grave is there to prove my Savior lives. Paul said, We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life (Romans 6:4).  Jesus death and resurrection allows us to live a NEW life!. New speaks of life that has a fresh quality too it.  Think of the transformation that transforms a caterpillar into a butterfly. It becomes a totally new creature. So do we. Sins curse has been broken. We’re forgiven!
Think of sin and its effects as a motorcycle with a disconnected chain. The engine, sin, still has great power, but it can’t turn the wheels (our actions). The chain that drives the sinful activity of a believer has been disconnected. Our sinful motor is still there, and at times, we may re-engage the chain. The issue is not if we have power over sin. The issue is do we use the power over sin we have been given. That is new life thinking. New life thinking spills out into other areas of our lives as well. Let me contrast old vs. new life thinking: It’s impossible vs. All things are possible. I can’t go on vs. My grace is sufficient for you. I can’t figure this out vs. God will direct my steps. I can’t forgive myself vs. Jesus has forgiven me. I’m worried vs. Cast all your cares upon me. I can’t manage vs. My God will supply all your need. I feel all alone vs. I will never leave you or forsake you. I can’t do it vs. You can do all things through Christ. New life thinking lives daily in the power of the resurrection. We can soar or stay grounded in life!
A young soldier lost his legs in battle. Something died within this young man when he found he would never walk again. He refused to talk to anyone. One day another inmate of the hospital strolled in and sat down on a chair near the bed. He drew a harmonica from his pocket and began to play softly. After a few days he asked, Does my playing annoy you?  He replied, No I guess I like it!  One day the harmonica player was in a joyful mood. He began to tap dance. The soldier was not impressed. Why don’t you smile and let the world know you are alive? the dancer said.
The legless soldier said, I might as well be dead as in the fix I’m in. Man replied, So your dead. But your not as dead as a fellow who was crucified and He came out of it all right. Patient said, Oh, it’s easy for you to preach, but if you were in my fix, you’d sing a different tune. Dancer said, I know a 2,000 year old resurrection is pretty far in the dim past. So maybe an up to date example will help. He pulled up his pant legs to reveal two artificial limbs. He had learned new life thinking that comes through the power of the resurrection. Needless to say, the young soldiers own resurrection began that moment. It is new life thinking that makes life worth the living. Begins at the cross and ends at an empty tomb. Life is worth the living BECAUSE HE LIVES!

ALL FEAR IS GONE

The angel told the women to go and tell the disciples and Peter that Jesus was risen. Trembling and bewildered, the women went out and fled from the tomb. They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid (Mark 16:8). Having an encounter with an angel may cause the boldest of people to be fearful. Fear is part of our human condition!
Bill and Gloria Gaither experienced some fears about the world into which their son was born in the late 1960’s! 
Fears run wild in our society. A magazine article: Fear? What Americans Are Afraid Of Today revealed over 50% afraid of being in a car crash, having cancer, or inadequate social security. What’s on your list? It can range anywhere from making a mistake, failing, being alone, paying the bills to fill in your own blank______________!
During the American Civil War, Moorefield, West Virginia felt the force of the fighting. Since it was close to the border one day it would be under Confederate control, the next day Union control. In the center of town lived an elderly woman. According to the testimony of her pastor one morning several enemy soldiers knocked on her door and demanded breakfast. When the food was ready she said it was her custom to read the Bible and pray before the meal. They consented. She opened her Bible and began reading from Psalm 27: The Lord is my light and salvation - whom shall I fear? The Lord is the stronghold  of my life - of whom shall I be afraid? After she finished the passage she said, Let us pray!” While she was praying, she heard sounds of the men moving around in the room. When she said, Amen, and looked up, the soldiers were gone. She handled that whole situation with a calm assurance.

The second verse of the Gaither’s song says, How sweet to hold a new-born baby, and feel the pride and joy He gives; But greater still the calm assurance, this child can face uncertain days because He lives. Why can we have that calm assurance in the midst of life’s fears? Jesus said, I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world (John 16:33). Only Jesus can bring that peace to our lives. His peace brings a calm assurance to our lives. It is a peace that allows us to overcome the fears of this world. Whatever fears your still holding onto today. Bring them to Jesus. Receive His peace.

 A bumper sticker said, NO Jesus NO peace! KNOW Jesus KNOW peace. All fear is gone BECAUSE HE LIVES!

I CAN FACE TOMORROW

As the women came to the tomb they were confronted with a sobering reality. Death is part of the human condition. 
Most people don’t think much about death except at funerals. A pastor was reminding his congregation one Easter about this very truth. He said, What a fearful thought that every member of this congregation is going to die. One gentleman had a disbelieving smile on his face in the front pew. After service the pastor asked, It seemed you were struggling with the truth that every member of this congregation is going to die. Man replied, Pastor I was not struggling but relieved. You see. I am not a member of this congregation. Death is a sobering reality that each of us must face in life. Those who are not prepared the sting of death will show no mercy! 
The women and disciples would learn later that the empty tomb would leave them with hope in the midst of deaths sting. That hope is revealed in verse three of Gaither’s song.  And then one day I’ll cross the river; I’ll fight life’s final war with pain; and then as death gives way to victory, I’ll see the lights of Glory and I’ll know He lives. For the Christian our whole life is one of preparation seen in the light of the hope of the resurrection from the dead.
A family was driving on vacation and a bumblebee flew into the car. One of the children was deathly allergic to bee stings, in fact he had nearly died from one. The doctor warned that another one may prove fatal. Of course the boy became hysterical. The quick – thinking father pulled off of the road and caught the bee in his hand. The boy relaxed. But after a moment, with a grimace on his face the dad let the bee go. Once again the boy became upset and jumped into the backseat trying to get away from the bee. But the dad calmed him saying, Don’t worry son. You don’t have to be afraid. The father showed his son the palm of his hand that was beginning to swell, and revealed the stinger. It’s okay. Now all he can do is buzz. This is what could have killed you, but I took the sting away.
Paul said, The last enemy to be destroyed is death.. Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O Death, is your sting? The sting of death is sin…but thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the lord, because you know that your labor in the lord is not in vain (I Corinthians 15:26; 55-58).  That last enemy DEATH has been destroyed! The sting  was taken for us by Jesus Christ rising from the dead. Our tomorrow is filled with hope!
What is it that separates Jesus from all the other religious leaders of the world? It’s that death stepped aside for Him and not them. To this day, hundreds of millions of people put their faith in Muhammad, Buddha or Confucius, but they all died centuries ago. Not one of them rose from the dead – none even claimed that they would come back from the dead. Of all the great spiritual leaders who walked the earth, Jesus is the only one who died and then rose again from the dead. A Buddhist in Africa was converted to Christianity. They asked this Buddhist why did you 
change your faith? Here’s what he said: If you are walking along and came to a fork in the road and two men were there, and one was dead and  the other was alive, which man’s directions would you follow?
In Phoenix, Arizona, a 26-year-old mother stared down at her 6 year old son, who was dying of terminal leukemia.
But she still wanted her son's dream to come true. She took her son's hand and asked, Billy, did you ever think about what you wanted to be once you grew up? Mommy, I always wanted to be a fireman when I grew up. Later that day she went to her local fire Department in Phoenix, Arizona, where she met Fireman Bob. She explained her son's final wish and asked if it might be possible to give her 6 year-old son a ride around the block on a fire engine. Fireman Bob said, Look, we can do better than that. We'll make him an honorary Fireman for the whole day. He can come down to the fire station, eat with us, go out on all the fire calls, and give him a real uniform!
With all the love and attention that was lavished upon him, Billy lived three months longer than any doctor thought possible. One night all of his vital signs began to drop dramatically and the head nurse called the Fire Chief and asked if it would be possible to send a fireman in uniform to the hospital to be with Billy. The chief replied, We can do better than that. We'll be there in five minutes...Will you please do me a favor? When you hear the sirens screaming and see the lights flashing, will you announce over the PA system that there is not a fire?' It's the department coming to see one of its finest members one more time. And will you open the window to his room? About five minutes later a hook and ladder truck arrived at the hospital and extended its ladder up to Billy's third floor open window and 16 fire-fighters climbed up the ladder into Billy's room. With his mother's permission, they hugged him and held him and told him how much they LOVED him.  With his dying breath, Billy looked up at the fire chief and said, Chief, am I really a fireman now?  The chief said. Billy, you are, and the Head Chief, Jesus, is holding your hand. With those words, Billy smiled and said, I know, He's been holding my hand all day, and the angels have been singing. He closed his eyes one last time. We can face tomorrow BECAUSE HE LIVES!
The tomb is empty. Jesus Christ is risen! What does that mean in your life? If you would die today do you know where you would spend eternity? The simple Gospel is this. Sin separates us from the love of God the Father. All have sinned. Sins wage is death. Jesus is the bridge that brings us back to the Father. He lived a perfect life. Became sin for us. Shed his blood on the cross. Proved He had conquered sin, death, and hell by rising from the dead. To every repentant heart (I’m sorry )there is forgiveness of sin, hope for tomorrow, and a purpose for living today. The key is faith. By grace we have been saved through faith. (Eph. 2:8-9). Every day becomes a preparation day!
Begin and close each day during the next 21 days with the chorus to BECAUSE HE LIVES! At the end of that 21 days see if you can detect some changes in your life! I’m going to light a candle. This candle is like the love that God has for each one of us and all people. It is also like eternal life because the candles flame can’t be blown out. Watch and see what happens as I blow the flame out (use trick candle)! In a few moments it relights! The love of Jesus can’t be blown out! Because He lives I can face tomorrow, because He lives all fear is gone, because I know He holds the future and life is worth the living – just because He lives.  AMEN!
