April 16, 2006

Pastor: Richard Pfeil

Come Alive This Easter!

John 14:19; 2 Corinthians 5:15 (MSG)

I know it had to be strange in the disciples’ ears. I find it still strange today. Here is what Jesus says, “In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you are going to see me because I am alive and you are about to come alive.” Other translations  say, “Because I live you shall also live.” We get the first part; the second part I am not sure.  I am sure the disciples said, “What does he mean we are ‘about to come alive’? We are already alive. What is he talking about?”  We get the first part. We think that Easter is about “Because I live.” It’s talking about Jesus’ resurrection. That’s why we celebrate Easter! But that’s just part of Easter. That’s only half the story. 

We forget the second half. Jesus promised, “you are about to come alive.” “Well, that means eternal life. We get to live forever. That’s talking about heaven. That’s our future hope! I get that,” we assume. But that is just half of the meaning of the phrase “eternal life.” “Eternal” refers to the duration of that life- it is forever! The word “life” though refers to the quality of that life Jesus offers us—a quality of life that is vastly different from what we have known up to the moment we asked Christ into our lives.  John 10 captures the description of the life Jesus offers us well. It says, “My purpose for coming here is to give life in all its fullness.” Meaning, Christ came to help people come alive. That’s the part we miss. We think of the physical resurrection and we focus on the events of the resurrection, but we leave out the part that involves us. We celebrate our resurrection or the potential for our resurrection, thinking it is a future event and we miss out on what Jesus offers us right now. He offers us a better life than we can imagine!  Scripture says, “Jesus included everyone in his death, so that everyone could be included in his life, a far better life than people could ever live on their own.” 

That’s what I want to focus on this morning—“the better life” God offers us.  I have been around the White Clay region for a while now. I am going on my sixth year and I have preached at other suburban churches. There is something I know about suburbanites, and that is, we are living a good life. Am I right? Are you living and experiencing the good life? You have good homes, don’t you? You have good families, good looking families. Look at each other for a second. You have good looking families (okay most of them are good looking. Some of them look a little bushy this morning. It is early I know). You have a good job, don’t you? Some of you are doing far better than you have ever imagined. You think, “I could  pinch myself. Life is going great. I am experiencing a good life, far more than I ever imagined when I was young. At one time I wondered if I would make it, but here I am. Thank you Lord!” Your health is pretty good, isn’t it? We are experiencing the good life, but if I were to tell you there’s something better, would you want it? Sure you would. Everyone wants to improve their lot. We are experiencing “the good life,” but Jesus talks about a better life. What if, as good as it is, there was actually something better. Wouldn’t you want it?
I was visiting someone at the hospital and we were talking about restaurants. I was making sure Charlie was going to get some good food that night. I mentioned Olive Garden. I love Italian food. How many of you are Italian food lover’s? Yes, and Olive Garden for me is great food. When I said this, the guy I was talking to responded, “Well, for moderately priced food. It’s not like fine dining” Now I come from Western Pennsylvania. In Western PA, Olive Garden is fine dining! But he was a corporate engineer. (We won’t hold that against him). I understood what he was saying. He’s experienced better. When you experience better there is no going back to Olive Garden. 
All of us were raised on oatmeal and strained foods as babies. All of us have eaten strained carrots, peas, and meat. Have you ever looked at strained beef lately? Thank God I didn’t know what I was eating at the time. But I graduated to other food, better foods. Didn’t we all? First we reached the level of SpaghettiosTM.  Man, there was nothing better, as a kid, than SpaghettiosTM. But then I discovered something even better than that - Happy MealsTM. Happy MealsTM  -man there was nothing better than Happy MealsTM (or at least I thought)
Then I matured and I discovered finer things. I discovered Appleby’s, Cracker Barrel, and Red Robin. Then we discovered Olive Garden! Since then I have experienced international foods and real fine dining. When you experience fine dining is there any going back to strained carrots? How many of you are going to go back to strained carrots? Not me! Why? Because I have experienced something better. If you experience what’s better, there is no going back, not even to what’s ‘good.’ 

There is something else I learned about this good life. I know what it takes to acquire it. There are three secrets about the good life. We know these, but we just don’t talk about them a whole lot. They are very true, though. Obtaining the good life is exhausting. I can’t tell you how many people I have talked to who are just tired. You think about adding just one more thing, even at church, and the heart starts to palpitate; you feel you are going into cardiac arrest. You can’t put out any more. You are exhausted. All you want to do is just crash. So you grab dinner from Wendy’s (or somewhere fast), turn on the tube, and veg out. 

Exhaustion leads then to emptiness. There are a lot of people who have a lot to live on, but not a whole lot to live for. Our schedules are full, but our hearts are empty. This emptiness leads to enslavement. People feel trapped- trapped in their job, trapped in their lifestyle, trapped in the rat race -and they just want to get out of it. But they can’t because of debt. They are trapped in a relationship that they neither can get on with nor get out of. They are trapped by people’s expectations, trapped by the desire to acquire, trapped by guilt and fear and worry and anger. Have you ever experienced any of these? Have you ever been exhausted? Are you empty?  Ever feel enslaved? What is the cure? What will help? What is the answer?

 The answer is what Jesus calls the better life. You are here, I believe, for a reason. I think God has divinely planted you here to hear what he has to offer. What is involved in this better life - the result of Easter morning? Before we go there let’s just pause for a word of prayer and ask for his Spirit’s guidance. 

Heavenly Father you are the author and the giver of life. You are the breath that we breathe. You have given us everything. You have given us your Word. Lord open our hearts, open our minds, and help us to be willing to hear what you have to offer us a better life. Help us to come alive this Easter. We pray this in Christ’s name. Amen.

What does Jesus have to offer? What is this better life that he mentions? First, it is a life of meaning, a life full of meaning. The greatest tragedy in life is not death. I went over to a person’s house just yesterday and was talking about their parent’s passing. They said they had experienced two awesome events in their life. The first was the birth of their children, which was a miracle. The second was the passing of their mom. It was a “good dying,” the person was at peace with God. Their slow release from the body of this life was a gracious and hopeful event. They knew the Lord and knew where they were going. So they went to sleep at peace—total peace. It wasn’t a tragedy. It was more like a graduation or retirement; it was filled with peace and hope. I think the greatest tragedy in life is the fact that there are tons of people who are walking around lost, not knowing what on earth they are here for. They do not know why they are here or the whole purpose for life. They have nothing to live for. 
Now let me tell you another secret about the good life. The good life is not good enough. It is not good enough for what we need. We need something more than living to look good; we need more than living to feel good; we need more than living to have the goods. We need meaning and purpose in our life. Now if it were so, that life was about looking good and feeling good and having the goods, the happiest place on earth would be Hollywood. Those who live in Hollywood have the highest standard of living per capita in the world. Are they happy? Is Hollywood filled with hilarity? It has the highest divorce rate in the country. It has one of the highest economic standards of living, but it also has one of the lowest moral standards of living. It has the highest economic standard but the lowest moral standards. 

I love Johnny Cash. I grew up with “Because you’re mine I walk the line. Boom, boom.” I know it makes me a geek in the young people’s eyes, but I love Johnny Cash.  I was so disappointed in seeing the film “Walk the Line.” If you haven’t seen it, go see it. The story is just another example though of a star you think should be happy. He has the world by the tail. He has everything you dream of. He is living the good life, but he’s not happy. If there is a poster child for the problems experienced in living the “good life,” Johnny Cash would be it! He is the perfect example of a person who was exhausted, empty, and enslaved.

A lot of people confuse having a full life with having a fulfilled life. So we fill our lives with all kinds of stuff.  We fill it with work and we fill it with possessions. If we are single we think there has to be something more, so we get married. That doesn’t work so we have children, and/or fill our lives with accomplishments and experiences. After awhile going down that road we again discover that it’s not enough. So we go out and experience pleasures - all the pleasures of the world – but that doesn’t fulfill us. So we find  hobbies or we go traveling. We get an RV. We look forward to retirement. Then we retire and we are still not happy. We thought that was the end, the goal of life - to retire - and we get there and don’t know what to do with ourselves. All of these things are good. There is nothing wrong with any of these things. But they don’t last. When the experience is over you are left with a hollow feeling at the center of your soul. 

Another movie I like is “Pleasantville.” I like Pleasantville because it really characterizes modern day life in that it seems perfect. It is the good life but it is lived in hues of gray. That is how many people feel. They have the perfect life, the good life, but they feel on the inside like they are living in hues of gray. What God offers is a life full of color. If you receive him into your life, if you experience his resurrection in your heart and soul, your life comes alive. That is my hope for you, that you come alive this Easter!
There is a woman at the well in John 4 who is experiencing the good life and she did whatever it took to get ahead, but she is empty. She comes to draw water from the well. The water will quench her physical thirst but she has a deeper thirst. She has a spiritual thirst. She doesn’t know who she is and why is she exists. She is drinking good water but Jesus offers her better water. He says this to her, “The water I give takes away your thirst altogether. It becomes a perpetual spring within you, giving you life.” Do you thirst this morning? Is your life thirsty for meaning? Are you asking yourself, “Is this all there is… is this all there is? In the back of your mind does your mortality bother you? Do you wonder if there is an answer to this whole thing? There is. I pray that you come alive this Easter and grab hold of the better life that Christ offers. Scripture says that “Christ gives meaning to life.” That is the first thing he offers you today.

The second thing he offers is a life filled with grace. A lot of people don’t understand grace. Grace is deferent than mercy. Mercy is not getting what we do deserve, and grace is getting what we don’t deserve. I think we have a hard time experiencing grace or understanding grace because we live in a culture that is so geared to earning everything. To get ahead you have to earn it. You have to achieve everything. Nothing is given to you; no one is going to give it to you. That is what we have heard over and over again. That is how you pass the test; that is how you graduate; that is how you get a good job; that is even how we experience approval. When do parents clap for their children? When they achieve something. When as parents we clap only for the things our kids achieve, our kids learn, very early and fast that if they want our approval, they have to earn it. Have you ever clapped and rooted your child on after he/she has failed? 

Then Jesus comes along and says, “You can’t earn this. You can’t possibly earn what it takes to get to heaven, to know me, the price is too high.” The difference between Christianity and all the other religions of the world is between the words “do” and “done.” All the religions of the world, and our whole culture, are all about what I can do to earn my salvation, and Christ says it is not what you can do, it is what I have already done for you. The cross sends this message to us. What God was trying to say when he died on the cross on Good Friday was “I love you.  I love you; I love you this much, and I am not mad at you. I am not holding a grudge. I am past all that. I am not bitter nor will I allow bitterness to poison my spirit. I forgive you. I give you a fresh start, a new beginning.” 

Now one thing I enjoy is golf. I don’t get to do it very often because I have four children - that kind of zaps my time and energy. When I go golfing, because I am not a professional there is one thing I believe that is owed me. Because I am not professional I am going to miss some shots. I deserve a mulligan. Do you know what a mulligan is? A mulligan is the chance to take a shot over again if you mess up, without receiving a penalty. Now, have you ever seen Seinfeld? You know the episode of the Soup Nazi? Well, I have found, in this church, Golf Nazis - guys who won’t let me take a second shot, won’t give me a mulligan when I golf with them. They are Golf Nazis. It is not fair. I am not a professional. 

You see, what God gives us in our life is a mulligan. He gives us a second shot, another chance, and he gives it to us over and over and over again. That is what grace is. Scripture says “Because Jesus was raised from the dead we have been given a brand new life and have everything to live for, including a future in heaven, and that future begins now. Anyone united with Christ gets a fresh start, created new. The old life is gone but the new life emerges.”
What kind of life does grace provide? Grace provides a life of freedom. Scripture says, “He gave his life to purchase freedom for everyone. So if the Son has set you free you will be free indeed.” After September 11th we have treasured our freedom. We have sought to protect it with all our heart, all our mind, all our soul but at hard as we try, we know that it is impossible. It is impossible to be totally secure. At any moment we could lose our security. We could lose our freedom. Well, the freedom that Christ offers can never be taken away. He gives freedom from guilt and fear, freedom from the fear of death, freedom from the hurts of others, freedom from bitterness, freedom from the expectations of others (having to earn their approval), freedom from worry, and freedom from a meaningless existence. Do you experience any of these? Do you want to come alive this Easter? Then experience a grace-filled life. Christ offers you a new life, a new beginning. You can start over this morning. 

The third thing Christ offers in his resurrection is a life filled with energy. Have you ever been so tired that you are tired of all the stuff you have to do? Have you ever been that tired? There was a woman in USA Today that was. Here’s what the article said, written in 2002: “In Ridgewood, New Jersey a worn out mother named Maria got fed up with her family’s overscheduled lifestyle. She was constantly juggling her kids’ homework and music lessons and soccer practices and swim meets and ballet and SAT sessions. This turned into a city wide revolt against having too many activities. So this last Tuesday (this past week) the entire town of Ridgewood, New Jersey canceled everything so people could stay at home and do nothing. The city family night was called Ready, Set, Relax. School officials promised homework amnesty (wouldn’t that be wonderful, young people?). Sports teams canceled all their games and practices. Clubs and churches canceled all their evening classes. This notoriously overscheduled suburb took a collective time out on Tuesday. The mayor said, ‘We’re all severely over extended. We are victims of our success’. So they planned a night where nothing was planned. ‘We just needed down time.’ Many families actually cooked their own dinners together and helped each other with the clean up and then played board games that hadn’t been opened since Christmas.” Then it goes on…

 Is there anyone who would like to do that? Anyone who’d like to do that in Newark? Wouldn’t it be wonderful? Yes, I see the hands. That is a good idea. The irony of the story is that in this overworked suburb these people who now had nothing to do didn’t know what to do with having nothing to do. So they asked the city to give them a list of the things that they could do when there is nothing to do. Others wanted to make it a competition- who had the best family night.
 See what happens when we try to run our own lives? We just work ourselves to death. We cause our own problems. We make our lives so overworked. Jesus says this, “If you come to me and if you are weary and heavy, and you come to me I will give you rest.” What does rest do for you? Well it energizes your life. The reason why people are so overworked is we are driven. We are driven to achieve everything. We are driven to achieve everything because we are empty on the inside, and when Christ comes into your life He fills that void so that you don’t need anything to feel good. You don’t need people’s approval. And you don’t need anything to feel successful. You feel God’s pleasure. You feel his presence and it is enough. It takes away all that desire to achieve. 

Do any of you own a cell phone? Go ahead, if you have them with you, get them out. Go ahead, I know you have them, just be sure they are off. The cell phone is a perfect example of our lives in that the creator of the cell phone never meant for it to operate by itself for long. Now, a cell phone does have batteries. Every cell phone has batteries. How long does your battery last if you leave it on all day -  24 hours- how long do they last? Do they wear down? What do you have to do with the cell phone? You have to recharge it. Where do you recharge it? You plug it into the outlet. The outlet is hard wired to the power plant which has an endless supply of power. This is a representation of our life as well, as God created it. 

We were created by God. We were created, though, with rechargeable batteries. We were never created to try to make it on our own. When we do and we remain unplugged from his life and presence and his worship, we wear down just like a cell phone will wear down. Many people are wearing themselves out because they are trying to live life without God, the source of their power and energy. What’s the answer? The answer is to plug ourselves back into the outlet. Who is the outlet? Jesus Christ is the outlet. He has been hardwired to the power plant which has an endless supply of energy and power for our lives. 

Zachariah says, “You will not succeed in your own strength, but you will succeed by my Spirit, says the Lord.” My prayer for you is the same prayer that Paul had for his church:  “That you may experience the love of Christ though it is so great you will never completely understand it or grasp it. Then you will be filled with all the fullness of life and the energy that comes from God and the power and the energy that comes from God.” 

So come alive this Easter. Plug into his endless power. Be refreshed and energized in your life. I would like to close today’s message with this song. It’s a country western song. You might be scratching your head while you listen to it but just listen to it. Absorb its message. I’ll come back and talk about it.  

(The song is “I’m Already There” by Lone Star)
He called her on the road
From a lonely cold hotel room
Just to hear her say I love you one more time
But when he heard the sound
Of the kids laughing in the background
He had to wipe away a tear from his eye
A little voice came on the phone
Said daddy when you coming home
He said the first thing that came to his mind

I’m already there
Take a look around
I’m the sunshine in your hair
I’m the shadow on the ground
I’m the whisper in the wind
I’m your imaginary friend
And I know I’m in your prayers
Oh I’m already there



She got back on the phone
Said I really miss you darling
Don’t worry about the kids they’ll be alright
Wish I was in your arms
Lying right there beside you
But I know that Ill be in your dreams tonight
And Ill gently kiss your lips
Touch you with my fingertips
So turn out the light and close your eyes

I'm the moonlight shining down
I’m the whisper in the wind
And Ill be there until the end
Can you feel the love that we share
Oh I’m already there

We may be a thousand miles apart
But I’ll be with you wherever you are

I’m already there
Take a look around
I’m the sunshine in your hair
I’m the shadow on the ground
I’m the whisper in the wind
And Ill be there until the end
Can you feel the love that we share
Oh I’m already there
Oh I’m already
There

God is like that father, who calls his family just to hear them say, “I love you.” God loves his family and he loves to have a relationship with us. And we, we are like the child, who wonders where God is. We feel as though God is a million miles away, but the truth is, He’s already here. Take a look around. Look at what he’s created. Look at yourself, life, look at the cross – what he was willing to do to show you his love. God has done everything so you can know and be in relationship with him. Can you feel his love? Do you want to? He will be there until the end. He is trustworthy and faithful. He will never let you down. Do you want to make that connection with God. Just answer the phone. Answer the call right now. This morning he has your number and he is speaking to you right now. Pick up the phone and just talk to your Father. He loves you and wants you to come alive this Easter! Are you exhausted….empty…enslaved. God can and will fill the void in your life. Just ask Him to lead your life. Come alive this Easter!
