Promises You Can Count On

Mark 16:1 -8

Pastor HeyYoung came over to the church the othgrvdth an envelope for me. It had been
delivered to her home, with my name on it. Nowstls a rather frequent occurrence in that
Dianna and | lived at 503 Kings Highway for ten ngeaand it is taking the rest of the world a
long time to catch up to the fact that we're naréhanymore ... anyway, in this envelope was

actually a pre-approved Discover card, with a rthas $12,000 credit limit.

Now, | shared with you last November that Diannd &ronly have one credit card, and we
haven't carried a balance on it in over 20 yearsnsedless to say, we didn’t apply for this card!
Our feeling is that if we can’t afford to pay faymething by the end of a month, we don't really

need it. (Our card is for convenience, and to cblleose nice ‘reward’ checks twice a year!)

But here’s this company, offering us a card, a me#rat could quickly get us in debt over our
heads, and whatever information they used to desgdd it to us, is at least six years out of date

— that’'s how long it's been since we lived at thdtiress.

As | cut it up and disposed of it | was thinkinds ‘it any mystery why our economy is so
whacked out?” But then, as | went back to writihgs tsermon, | thought more about all the
‘offers’ and ‘promises’ that come to us in the amiof a lifetime... and how many of them seem

So attractive, but they also have hidden pitfalig] snares, if they’re not just flat-out lies.

Yet how easily we fall for those empty promisesbrirthe very beginning, as Satan whispered
to Eve in the Garden, “Is that what Goghlly said?”, and she and Adam looked at that fruit,
longingly, they couldn’t get past their ‘eyes’, aihdbecame most important thing in the world to
them. And that inability to delay gratification,ethnability to trust that God knows what he’s
talking about when he says, “Some things are ndatwiiey may seem” led to a whole lot of

trouble. To say the least!

Now I’'m not comparing advertisers to Satan, and lydon't preach that having nice things, is

bad...and this is not a sermon about economics anyBugymy point is that we are still hearing
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the same line — it comes at us constantly, frommyesigection: “Youneedthis!” “Your life will

be so much better... happier... more secure... fulfililegpu would just do this, get this, be

this .” “You deserve to let go once in a while”... “inde yourself’...and we all fall for it. And

we’re ultimately always disappointed, because tipeseises can't deliver.

In Mathew 16:26, Jesus suggested that part of axk 6f satisfaction in life, may well come
from our looking in the wrong places for it. He askquestion‘What good will it be for you to
gain the whole world, yet forfeit your soul? Or wican you give in exchange for your soulf”
other words, if there’s nothing beyond this lifieen this life becomes a meaningless exercise in

futility. Because this world is going to let us dowNo matter what it promises.

Is it really true that, in the end, the one witle thost toys wins? Of course not. And we know
that, but so many of us hedge our bets anyway,usecaerhaps, we're afraid we’ll miss out
otherwise. What good is it if you climb the ladaérsuccess and yet in the process of winning
the game of life, you lose your soul? Jesus saitlttie things that are really important — in the
end — are things that stand in stark oppositiothédirection that most of our world is going.
The upside-down Way that Jesus came teaching bays is more to life than this life. In fact,

He teaches that real life is found when we dieofl’'t mean simply a physical death, either.)

Whoever tries to keep their life will lose it, antoever loses their life will preserve it.
Did you know that this saying is found in the Gdspiwe times?Jesus talks about a living that is
found in dieing... he talks about life emerging frateath, victory from defeat, power from

weakness. It's a paradox.

Understanding that paradox is hard for us. And'shadt just because we are taught that life is
life, but because society also reinforces the ithed death is death. Jesus actually describes
death as a goal to pursue, but we see death aseanydo avoid. We run from it. We don’t like
to talk about it in any form. We don’t even likeday the word “death.” When someone dies, we

Mo

say, “They've passed,” or “They’re no longer with,uor “They've kicked the bucket,” “bought

the farm,” or “pushing up daisies.” We don't likee word “death.” It's so final.
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We don’t understand what Jesus was talking aboatddvi’t want to die. We fear death. But it is
inevitable. Unless Christ returns before our lastath, we are all heading in that direction. It's
part of life.

So, let’s talk about death. A lot of people beli¢gvat when we die, as Tony Campolo once said,
we’re buried and our relatives go to our home aaidpetato salad and argue over who gets our
coin collection. It's over! That's all she wroteb®e think that an afterlife is something conjured
up by preachers to increase church attendance.eédeawnothing more than wishful thinking—a

fairy tale which is really just some eternal copmgchanism.

This is the way we tend to see things: life is Biled death is death. But we are here today,
celebrating in this service the fact that someam®e on the scene 2,000 years ago and once
again flipped things upside down. His name wasslesu

Over the past seven weeks we’ve been looking adagie24-hour period of Jesus’ life in a series
of studies called 24 Hours That Changed the WdN@. spent the last week here reenacting

those same events through special services. Andesee been reminded, we are remembering
the story: Jesus was God in flesh. He fulfilled rgviglessianic prophecy written hundreds of
years before his birth. He worked incredible mieaclHe predicted that he would die on a cross
for our sins. Through his trial, and events leadipgo Good Friday, Jesus took upon himself the
evil of this world. And get this: on several ocecas he even predicted that he would come back
to life three days later.

After a brutal execution, Jesus was dead and huliexppeared once again that death would
have the final word. How could it not? It looke#ldionce again, a promise was made that was
more than could be delivered. But Mark 16 recortiatihappened, as Jesus’ mother and a friend
come to the tomb to finish the work of his burial:

But when they looked up, they saw that the stwh&h was very large, had been rolled away.
As they entered the tomb, they saw a young maseties a white robe sitting on the right side,
and they were alarmed.
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In their fright Luke says that the women bowed dowmith their faces to the ground, but the

angel said to them,

“Don't be alarmed, You are looking for Jesus the&l@ne, who was crucified.
He has risen! He is not here.”

See, Jesus defeated the misconception that ded#aik. He conquered the grave. Because of
Jesus, death doesn’t win. That's what Easter igballut. Easter is the difference between life and
death, and it all comes down to the ResurrectianP8ul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:14f
Christ has not been raised our preaching is usess so is your faith.Jesus’ Resurrection

turns everything upside down.

Out of sheer hopelessness comes ultimate hopeloDdéspair comes this word, “We have
something to hang onto!” And this is a promise ibdiased osod’s action in the past, as well
as his eternal integrity. It is a promise that wifidure. We now have hope, no matter what we

are facing.

Adam Hamilton wrote this:

“Hope is the sense that things will work out, tliaspite difficult circumstances and painful
situations that might lead to despair, somethingdgs around the bend. It is something we
cannot live without. Dr. Jerome Groopman, who hadshair in medicine at Harvard, notes in
his bookThe Anatomy of HopéHope gives us the courage to confront our circamses and
the capacity to surmount them. For all my patientge, true hope, has proved as important as
any medication | might prescribe or any proceduneidht perform.” This is what the story of

Jesus’ suffering, death, and resurrection bringsst(p. 130)” Hope...

Just look around — there is a lot of frighteningffsgoing on around us. A few years adame
magazine had a cover story about global warmingy wits headline: “Be Worried. Be Very
Worried!” We have seen people reacting in irragiceind frightening ways to the passage of the
recent Health Care bill — to the point of peopleating into the homes of some legislators.

Crazy!
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And, closer to home... we’'ve been talking about Ralditospitality for the past months, a way
of visualizing Grace in actionFrom God..through the Church...into the world. And that
emphasis has brought us face to face with a tremendmount of suffering. And we’'re trying to
do what we can to minister to those who are hurboth within this community and outside
these walls.

| had someone comment to me last week (and I'vedribigs before) “I don’t know how you do
what you do”, meaning, “How do you manage to mubkw in so much suffering, sadness,

grief, and not ‘go under’ yourself?”

Well, honestly, sometimes it is difficult. When ybear of marriages blowing apart, and there is
no explanation as to why one person has made ttimsees... that's hard. Or, visiting a family
with a loved one in the hospital, and they tell ybat they have to make a decision to remove
life support. Or someone gets a life altering dagis, and now they have to deal with it. | have
more memories than | can bear at times of walkimgyafrom a graveside, a hospital bed,
leaning back in my office chair and taking a deegath after a particularly difficult counseling
session... and thinking, “Just what have | offerect heday?”

And the answer is always the same: HOPE.

I’'m concerned about the things going on in the dotl read the paper every morning. I'm
concerned about our environment, and terrorism, dartainly concerned about our economy,
and | hurt for those who are truly struggling imsth feel the pain of those who have to make
sense of life after a brutal medical diagnosistoiput the pieces back together after being
shattered by the sinfulness of another personttivath them, but more importantly, | know that
Jesus does, too. And even more thast identifying with our pain, | carry with me the
unchangeable fact that Jesus has conquered evilahieonquered pain, and he has conquered
death. The sting is gone!

None of these things can negate the fact that I&sust has won! Jesus will have the final word
in all things, and that gives us hope. Real hopgivies us courage to face all the problems of the
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world. Frederick Buechner put it well: “Resurrectioneans the worst thing is never the last

thing.”

Do you hear that? “Resurrection means the worsgtts never the last thing.”

Do you believe it?

Last year, on Easter Sunday 2009, our nation wagge The mortgage crisis was in full swing.
The roller—coaster nature of Wall Street was makawvgryone sick to their stomach, still
dropping! Long—trusted financial institutions webeing shut down or bought out at an

alarming rate. Unemployment rates, skyrocketing.

Sensing heavy hearts in his congregation that Eadtdin Ortberg, pastor of Menlo Park
Presbyterian in Menlo Park, California, and authioa number of best—selling Christian books,
offered a powerful reminder about the hope of Eastereminder that would serve us well still

here on Easter Sunday 2010. Ortberg said:

“I cannot think of an Easter in recent memory whtrere was a bigger need for hope, for
something that would breathe life into the humainitsp\ year ago, so many people ... felt like
they were on pretty solid ground. [Now they] firlteimselves in circumstances they never would
have predicted.

A lot of people ... are feeling anxious. They havesgures ... that they did not have
[before]. They [regret] decisions they’'ve made aves last year. They wonder where things will
stand a year from now.

Nobody ever wants a season of hard times ... to cbateyhen they do, they have a way
of making you ... askWhat am | really counting on? Am | building my Ida a foundation
that’s solid enough that circumstances beyond nmgrobcannot take it awayThat's why I've
been looking forward to Easter ... [a time when] veg¢hgr to remember the only hope capable
of sustaining a human life througherything

People have not gathered for the past 2,000 yeasay, “The stock market has risen. It
has risen indeed.” They have not gathered to siy tollar has risen. It has risen indeed.” Or,

“the employment rate has risen.” Or, “the gross dsiic product has risen.” Or, “General
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Motors has risen.” Or “the value of your 401(k) mesen.” Here’s the one hope that has held up
human beings across every continent and culturesemillennia of difficult times of poverty,

disease, pain, hardship, [and] death itself: “Ghsisisen. He is risen indeed.”

Jesus stood by the graveside of a close friend -Adone was Lazarus. And there before him was

one of Lazarus’ sisters, a woman named MarthasJesd to her, “Your brother will rise again.”

Martha answered hinf] know he will rise again in the resurrection atd last day.” I've got

this hope...somewhere. Kind of vague, though.

And Jesus then made an amazing proniisam the resurrection and the life. Anyone who
believes in me will live, even though they die; aritbever lives by believing in me will never
die."

What a promise... but then he asks the most impogaestion of all. The one that makes the
difference between being ‘intellectually inclingdward something... and ‘willing to stake your
life on it.” The question that defines the diffecerbetween knowing about something and living
in its reality:

Do you believe this?

Do you believe this?

It's as valid a question today as it was back whesus had this conversation with Martha 2,000
years ago. Jesus’ promiselid¢ — not just being alive, but Living, his promiseaifundant life,
eternal life, a life of hope that conquers anythihig world can throw at us...depends on our

willingness to trust him.

That's what belief is. Not just words, not just €8mg up and singing happy songs in a big
celebration service. But trusting. Leaning on Gbde shared this illustration before, but it

works. Here’s the difference: Imagine that you r@aly sick. And you go to the doctor and she
prescribes for you something that is going to gune. So, what do you do? Do you take that Rx

home and put it on your night table? And then ca@impl“This doesn’t work! It's bogus!”

Pager of 8
April 4, 2010 Easter Sunday Pastor Steve Donat



Promises You Can Count On

You might be totally convinced that this is thehtigRx, and you might have a very high
estimation of that doctor’s ability, and wisdom st luntil you take that script to your local

Pharmacy, and until you follow it, and take thatdioation,nothingis going to change for you!”

When the New Testament writers, and when Jesus tdtbutbelief, they are talking about
receiving what he is offering us in the same wawasvould follow through on a Rx. Deep trust

thatactson what we’ve heard.

If we believe in him, we will follow him. I'm notwgygesting that we will turn into cookie cutter,
Christian robots, all looking and talking and thimk exactly the same way! But if we believe in

his Resurrection, then all the rest of what Jesdisudd said makes sense.

Because his Resurrection was the vindication otdashing. It was vindication of his sacrifice
for our sins. It was vindication of his position@sd’s anointed one, our Hope. So if we say, “I
believe” and yet it doesn’t affect the way we tretiiter people, and the way we use our gifts and
funds, and how we respond to people who hurt ug,ifaih doesn’t effect how we think about
ourselves and doesn’t change our value systemoaehd on, then we probably don’t really yet

grasp the Biblical concept of ‘belief’.

Did you know that the word "hope" is used 71 défartimes in the New Testament? Seventy-
one times! But get this: only one time is it fourefore the resurrection of Jesus Christ. We have
hope because God promised it to us in Jesus Chsl. he proved that promise by the
Resurrection.

And so we join with the voices of millions of belexs across the face of the world, and across

time, economies, languages, ages and all circuicestamith the shout of certain hope:

Christ is risen!
Heisrisen indeed!
Hallelujah!
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