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Happy Easter! Today is the climax, the crescendo, of the Lenten Season. We have, as a church, been on a journey going down the Via Dolorosa, the way of the cross.  Seeking ways we can take off some old habits so that new life in Christ is apparent in our lives as we take up new attitudes and new ways of doing things. This week has been wracked with highs and lows. The greatest low of all time, the greatest low of human history, occurred on Friday. On Friday, man killed God. 
I find it interesting that throughout history the human species has had this habit of trying to kill off God in one way or another. In the original story of the empty tomb, it is putting him in a physical tomb. At other times people have said, “God is dead”  (that was in the 60’s). Others have said there is no longer any need for God in their lives - no need for God to explain creation and what is happening in the world. Others have attempted, as Voltaire did, to say that the church is dead and God is no longer needed. But right when it looks as though God’s obituary is being read, God comes popping out in all kinds of ways and with new vigor. That is something I discovered about this God. This God, as hard as we try, will not remain in the tomb. Whether we make tombs of physical stone or tombs in the ideology of our mind, either way he will not remain held down. He will come alive, and is alive today, and is real in many peoples lives, billions of people since the Easter story. He can come alive in your life today. 
Easter is not simply a story of history. It can be a living and real experience in your own life. Today is the greatest day of human history. Today is the day that God vindicated what Jesus said, his message of who he is and what he accomplished on the cross. As a result of Easter, Friday is now called “Good.” Why is it called good? Because it was on that day, though man killed God, God in the same event rescued man, saved man. 
Last week Jody talked about how God transforms our thorns to thankfulness. The cross was God’s thorn in his side and he transformed it into thankfulness for billions of people who have found a real relationship, real hope, peace, a connection with God, a present tense relationship with Him, and power in the ability to change.

 Easter is not for religious people. Easter is not about a religion. It is about a relationship with God. Jesus Christ did not come for the religious. It was the religious people that gave him the greatest trouble when he lived on earth, so if you are not very religious or you have little or no religious background, then Easter is for you. Easter is God’s invitation for you to experience a real, genuine, present-tense connection with him that will change your life. You will experience an inner transformation that is characterized by the phrase “from death to life.” Easter celebrates the greatest transformation of all time where God moves us from death to life, where God celebrates victory over the grave; but not just over the grave, over a sterile life without him, to become a new person in him. 
We see how we can experience this in our own life in one of the Easter stories. I am going to look at the Road to Emmaus, and Christ’s appearances with the eleven disciples. It is Luke 24 if you want to turn to there, or you can just listen, whichever one helps you best. 

“When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them. Then their eyes were opened and they recognized him, and he disappeared from their sight. They asked each other ‘Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?’ They got up and returned at once to Jerusalem. There they found the Eleven and those with them assembled together and saying, ‘It is true! The Lord has risen and has appeared to Simon.’ 
“Then the two told what had happened on the way, and how Jesus was recognized by them when he broke the bread. While they were still talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, ‘Peace be with you.’ They were startled and frightened thinking they saw a ghost. He said to them, ‘Why are you troubled, and why do doubts rise in your minds? Look at my hands and my feet. It is I, myself! Touch me and see.’ Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, ‘This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things, I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.’ When he had led them out to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted up his hands and blessed them. While he was blessing them, he left them and was taken up into heaven. Then they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy. And they stayed continually at the temple, praising God.” 
 Let’s pray. Heavenly Father, make real to us, open our hearts, open our minds to the scriptures so that we, like the disciples, may see and understand and receive the warm and inviting presence of your Spirit into our lives so that as we leave, we may leave with great joy, worshiping and praising you ourselves because the Easter story for us is not simply words on a page but a living experience with you. So send your Spirit and make yourself known to us afresh.  We pray this in Christ’ name. Amen.    

What can you do? What do you need to do if you want to experience Easter and not simply hear about Easter? The first thing that is important to do is open your mind to God. I’m astounded by the experience of the disciples. They have experienced a very difficult last three days. They experienced the death of their closest friend, Jesus. They thought he was the Messiah. They seem to have been wrong. They are disillusioned; they are disappointed; they are in despair; they are fearful. Any moment, they think, any knock on the door is someone who is going to come and get them. They have no hope. He is dead. What can be done? Nothing can be done. It is a helpless and hopeless situation. They are anxious. It was an incredibly dark three days. 
But why, why was it so dark? He had told them over seven times what was going to happen. All they had to do was believe what he said, and those three days could have been a cinch. They could have said, “Well, he is dead, but he said he was going to rise again, so let’s just wait. Things are going to be okay in three days.” But they didn’t, and it was all because they did not believe what he told them. They discounted what he said. They did not take him seriously, or they tried to reinterpret what he said. Again, if they had only believed, think of how different their experience could have been. 
I see the same thing today, people who hampered by their own thinking, by their own mind. I have seen a lot of people in the hospital, and have talked to several ER doctors and nurses. They relayed to me that there is a radical difference between those who have faith in God and those who do not when facing their own death. Those who have faith in God can leave this world with peace, some with joy, some worshiping and praising God, some with just a sense of calmness. Others leave in utter terror, in fear and in mourning and yelling. 
I experienced this in my own life, as a thirteen year old. I battled depression because I really thought in my head that this is all there is. And if this is all there is, and I could die any day, that all I had to look forward to was this black hole, this nothingness, this emptiness. It seemed as though life were futile. 
Have you ever experienced that kind of anxiety, that type of weird dark angst inside you? I had a good friend, who after the 2nd year of high school killed himself because he lost hope. 
I don’t know if you have neighbors like mine, but I have some neighbors who are very rude and very crude. They are rude and crude because they do not care how much they inconvenience other people’s lives. They have parties at four in the morning (when we are trying to get some sleep so we can work in the morning) because they believe there is no God. As a result, there is no future. And if there is no future, there is no accountability; and if there is no accountability, they can do whatever they please. They don’t care.
As a result of this kind of belief, our culture is becoming increasingly course. People really believe that there is no judgment day; there is no accountability. 
The biggest surprise of all to me, when I talk to people, is how many people do not like themselves. They do not like themselves because they base who they are upon the opinions of others, starting with their parents. It reaches down to their friends, who had picked on them…. rather than on the belief or the knowledge that they were created in the image of God, and God does not make junk. 

One group described here has a peace about their death and dying. They do not experience anxiety because they know there is a future. They have a sense of hope of knowing they can never be helpless. They are good kind people, yea happy too. They love themselves, or have a self confidence, because they know they are loved by God. 
And there is a group who has the opposite experience. What is the difference? Only one thing:  What they are thinking in their minds.  Yes, what you think in your mind, what you believe, makes a radical difference in your life. It is the only thing that keeps you from experiencing joy and peace and courage and hope, and civility in a good society, and self confidence, and a sense that you’re worthy of love. The only difference, the only thing that makes a difference, is what you are willing to believe.
A lot of people want proofs for God and hold other beliefs. I am going to deal with two of those beliefs: 

1) There is no God, and 2) there is no afterlife; beliefs that have no foundation in truth, no proof. Now I challenge you prove that there is no God and that there is no after life. The only way you could do it would be to strap a video camera to your body, die, go to the other side and film that there is no God, and no afterlife, and report back to us. If you do that I will believe you. 
There is, however, one person who has done that, and he reports back that there is an afterlife and there is a God. His name is Jesus Christ. That may not be good enough for you. 

Well, what is interesting is there are hundreds, I mean literally hundreds of proofs or leanings all around us that would lead a person to believe in God, and most of them are coming out of the sciences, which seems kind of funny. People have thought that science disproves God, but actually the opposite is coming true. Let me just give you two examples I find very compelling (I know you are not here for a science lesson). 
One is the existence of a moral code. There is a story I read just about a week ago about a policeman who risked his very life to save someone who was burning in a car. What would you think of the man if he just sat there and stared and didn’t do a thing to help the person, just let him burn? See, the evolutionary model says you’ve got to watch out for yourself; it makes no sense putting your life on the line for another if it could result in your own death. However, despite what anyone else believes or thinks, would anyone here disagree that it would be awful to stand by and watch someone die that way and do nothing about it? Where does that sense of right and wrong come from? 
This has perked the interest of several scientists and what they have discovered, in a study entitled (I love this title),  “Why God Won’t Go Away,” is that the human brain has been wired for God. The report called “The Commission On Children At Risk” sponsored by, now these are all, of course, conservative Christian schools: Dartmouth Medical School, the YMCA and the Institute for American Value (that was a joke- laugh with me-these are secular institutions). 
“Research shows that the human child is hardwired to connect. We are hardwired to connect with others and for moral meaning, and openness to the transcendent. .Meeting these basic needs for connection is essential to health and human flourishing. 
Who else said that? Those are two basic needs that we have- love God and love people. Didn’t Jesus say that a long time ago? 
There is another quote from another report: “The Human brain appears to be organized to ask ultimate questions and seek ultimate answers.” Now who do you think wrote that report? Professors at a Christian University? No - three doctors at the Harvard Medical School, the bastion of conservatism, am I right? If you want to read these reports just go to www.americanvalues.org. 
All of us have homes right? Everyone has wires to switches in your home. Now if you see a wire that is connected to a switch in your home, you assume what about the existence of that wire? Who put it there? Yeah, an electrician put it there. The purpose of its existence is so you can flip a switch and see. Right? Doctors have discovered there is a switch in your brain for connection to God and to develop moral meaning to your life. Who put it there unless it was God? He gives you the ability; nothing else explains it. 
How about the genetic code? The genome project discovered that in the human genome there is so much information that it takes super computers running 24 hours a day between five and seven years to process all the information. Now they have created a short step to this that would map about 92% of the human genome. It takes several super computers going at the rate of 12 million pairs per day for 14 months to map the human genome. Which means this: you can take all the needed information that specifies design for all living organisms that have ever existed and you can fit all that information into a microchip as small as a grain of salt. That is the amount of information in the human DNA. 
Now all of you have computers right? It takes people who have a brain to log information into computers, right? Think of the amount of effort it takes to put billions of bits of information into computers. That is nothing compared to what exists in human DNA. Now where did all that information come from? 

DNA can do one other thing that computers cannot do. It can replicate its program - split in half and form a whole new program with another strand of DNA that’s completely compatible. It is incredible! Where did it come from? Only two possibilities: either it happened by accident, or there is the mind of God who created it. Which in your mind is easier to believe?
 The only thing keeping you from experiencing a present-tense relationship with God, so the resurrection story becomes real in your life, is your openness to believe that you might be wrong and God might be right. Romans 12:2 says this, “Let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think.” That may be the only thing in your way from experiencing God in your life. Secondly, open your heart to God’s grace. 

What is grace? Grace is when God gives you what you need instead of what you deserve. It is when God forgives you before you ask. And did you know that God has already forgiven you all your sin? God is not mad at you. He says, “Come home.”  He has already paid the penalty for your sin on the cross. Grace is having the slate wiped clean. Grace is a second chance and a third chance and a fourth chance and a fifth chance and a sixth chance, and I can go on but I won’t. Grace is like an Etch-a-sketch. How many have ever played with an Etch-a-sketch? What happens with an  Etch-a-sketch? You can draw a picture, right? What if you mess up the picture? What can you do? You can turn it over, shake it, turn it back over and the slate is clean. That is what Christianity is all about. That is what Easter is all about. Easter is our opportunity, after having made a mess of our lives, we can turn it over to God, and he shakes it up and he wipes the slate clean. 
Hear again the Easter message: Jesus says there is forgiveness of sins for all who turn to me. This is a rather weird concept in our culture because people do not always act graciously towards each other, do they? Is that common? Do you experience grace from others a lot? 
There is a writer, David Hagler who used to be a referee and an umpire, and he writes a column for the LA Times sport section. He wrote this: “I was driving too fast in the snow one day in Boulder, Colorado when a policeman pulled me over and gave me a speeding ticket. I tried to talk him out of it by telling him I was worried that my insurance rate might go up. I explained that I was normally a careful driver and I had a spotless record, and I begged him for forgiveness. I begged him for grace but he said if I didn’t like it I could go to court. Well, it was the first game of the next baseball season and I was umpiring behind home-plate. The first batter up was - guess who?- the policeman. I recognized him and he recognized me. He nervously asked how things went with my ticket. I just starred at him and said swing at everything.” That is how we treat each other, but it says in John 1:17 that God treats us this way, “For the law was given through Moses,” (I find it interesting that law seems to be always combined with us people), “For the law was given through Moses but grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.” 
Do you need grace? Do you need the slate wiped clean in your life? Do you need a second, third and fourth and fifth chance? In my own experience the thing that holds people back the most from experiencing God’s grace is this belief that I cannot come to God until I first get my act cleaned up. Have you ever said that? Do you believe that? If that were true then why did Jesus suffer on the cross and why do we need a Savior? 
How good is good enough? And how do you know? If you wait to be good enough you will never be good enough and you will never come to God. The good news is the slate is already wiped clean. Roman 3:22 says, “And God says he will accept and acquit us. He will declare us not guilty.”  The slate has been wiped clean if we trust Jesus Christ to take away our sins. We all can be saved in the same way, by coming to Christ, no matter who we are or what have we done. Have you opened your heart to God’s grace this morning? 
The third thing you can do is open your heart to God Himself. One of the most distressing experiences I ever had in church (and I hate churches like this, I hate religion like this)…. I went to a Christmas Eve service. We were all on the road for some reason. I can’t remember why we stopped in for a Christmas Eve service. The place was packed. I thought, “Man, this guy must be good.” The place was packed. The title of the sermon was “The Star of Bethlehem.” For forty-five minutes that person talked about the literal physical star of Bethlehem, and whether it still existed, and the sermon ended. All I got that day was a nice history lesson about a rock rather than a living relationship with the Savior. 
When I read the Easter story here is what I discover- that despite what people believed (notice every one of the disciples did not believe that he rose), despite what anyone believed people kept bumping into Jesus. First he appears at the open tomb, then he is over here with Simon Peter, then he is on the Road to Emmaus and then he is over here with the eleven, then he is over here with the twelve, then he is over here with the 500. And throughout history, since the resurrection, Jesus has been bumping into hundreds and millions and billions of people. All through history, so that even today people are bumping into the real, living, resurrected Christ, and so can you. 
How many of you have already bumped into the real, living Savior? Stand up! Ask my wife, “Have you bumped into the real Savior, the living Lord?” Where is she? There you are; how about you stand up! Let’s see. How about Andrew? How about you? Stand up! All of you who have bumped in to the real, living Savior stand up. Bear witness to this. How is this possible? It is not a history story. He is alive and he is well and you can experience him! It is present tense. Note the effect in verses 52, 53 that Jesus’ resurrection had on people. They are bumping into him. It says, and this is the greatest proof of all that God is alive, “They worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy, and they stayed continually at the temple praising God.”

 Why do people get out of bed on a good sunny Sunday morning and spend a couple of hours in church if it is just a history story? But if they have bumped into a real living Savior who is alive and present in their heart then it explains it. Why do you do it? If there is any proof of the existence of God it’s the fact that you are listening to me for about a half an hour and you do it willingly. (Laughter). 
Do you have such an experience of God that no one has to talk you into going to church? You want to go to church because God is alive in you. There is a sacred experience of God at the core of your being and you just want to worship. And have you been filled with his joy? If not you can just invite him in. 
Two weeks ago I ended with a song from the 90’s. I decided to pick a song from the past; we are going to have a blast from the past. Now only if you are forty-five and older can you get up and dance a little bit. Young people I want you to listen to real music! Go ahead and put on that music. (“Tie a Yellow Ribbon” is played). 
You know that song was based upon a true story. It was based upon the story of this guy who wrote a bunch of bad checks and was put in jail. He was there for three years. He wrote a letter to his wife before coming out of prison. He wanted to know if she still loved him and still accepted him. If so she should “tie a yellow ribbon around the old oak tree” in the center of the city square.  He had told the story to the bus driver and when the bus rounded the corner he asked the driver to look for him. They saw a hundred yellow ribbons around that tree. That is a story of grace  and that is the Easter story. Now as soon as the event occurred, the bus driver stopped in the next town over and phoned it into the news service who picked up the story and reported it all over the country. It became a song in 1973 and won a Grammy. People have been singing the song ever since. It has been recorded by a hundred different artists. 
Easter, as I said, is also a story of grace, and like the story behind this song, it is based upon a true story witnessed by hundreds of people who got on the phones and talked to their friends and neighbors and told them about this miraculous event of Jesus’ resurrection. And it has rippled through history ever since. The cross is God’s yellow ribbon tied around an old oak tree. Two thousand year ago Christ hung himself on a cross, offered himself on a cross, like a yellow ribbon around an old oak tree. The message to us is this - that God loves us, that God accepts us, and he wants us to come home. But it is your choice. You can stay on the bus and forget about all this stuff, or you can accept the message of love and forgiveness and come home. Will you come home? 
Let’s pray. Heavenly Father, I pray for everyone here that they may know you, not hear a nice story about you, a nice history lesson to simply get an injection of religion but experience the power of the new person when the Holy Spirit enters into our lives by faith. I pray that you will become present tense for everyone here that they may know that you are alive and can make us into better people. Their lives can be transformed, that we don’t have to be anxious and fearful and worried and without guidance and lacking direction, without purpose in our lives. We can know you and have confidence in this life. 
And if you are here this morning and you have never done this (I am not going to play 90 verses of Just As I Am, I am just going to ask you to pray a simple prayer just say something like this (and there is no magic in all this). But you can just say “God my mind tells me that you don’t exist but I am going to consider it. I am going to open my mind up a little bit and see. Lord if your offer is still there forgiveness I am going to ask you to forgive me. I am going to ask you to make your presence real to me now. Come into my life, become present tense. Help me to experience what others who have stood up in this room experienced, and what believers and people throughout history have discovered when they put their faith in you- that they bumped into a living and alive Savior. Come in. Show me yourself. I pray in Christ’s name . Amen    
