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As the story goes, three people took a plane ride together in one of those small-engine propeller planes.  One person, of course, was the pilot.  The second was a boy scout.  And the third was widely regarded as the smartest person in the world.  Halfway into the flight a serious problem developed; the pilot informed his companions that the plane was going to go down and that they would have to parachute out of the plane in order to survive.  But there was a dilemma – there were three people and only two parachutes.  After assessing the situation the world’s smartest person said, “Look, I’m the world’s smartest man; my death would be a great loss to the world, so it only makes sense for me to use one of the parachutes.”  So the world’s smartest man grabbed one of the packs and jumped from the plane, leaving the pilot and the Boy Scout.  The pilot then spoke up: “You have your whole life ahead of you and I’ve already lived mine; you take the other parachute.”  To which the Boy Scout replied, “Oh, don’t worry.  There are still two parachutes left.  The world’s smartest man just jumped out of the plane with my backpack on his back.” 
The motto of the Boy Scouts is “Be prepared.”  And that motto could not be more relevant to what we’re talking about today.  I am not by any stretch the world’s smartest man, but I do know this fact with great certainty – the plane is going down.  Sooner or later, every one of us will be making our exit from this life.  And in light of that reality we need to take the Boy Scout’s motto with great seriousness; we need to be prepared.
So how do we prepare for the fact that the plane is going down?  Well fortunately for us, I have a book that I think might be able to help.  It’s called “The Worst-Case Scenario Survival Handbook.”  There are all sorts of helpful chapters in this book – how to fend off a shark; how to survive a poisonous snake attack; how to escape from killer bees; how to wrestle free from an alligator.  There’s even a chapter that would have been of use to the world’s smartest man – it’s titled “How To Survive If Your Parachute Fails To Open.”  There is a foreword to this book written by a former Navy SEAL named Mountain Mel Deweese, and he concludes the foreword by passing along not the Boy Scout motto but the motto of every survival trainer – “Learn to return.” 
And I think that’s a great motto for all of us.  The truth is that the plane is going down.  Sooner or later, every one of us is going to die.  One day something is going to happen and no matter what advice “The Worst-Case Scenario Survival Handbook” might have, it’s not going to save us.  So what we need to do is this – we need to learn to return.
And to teach us how to do that, I have another book, one even more valuable than “The Worst-Case Scenario Survival Handbook.”  It’s called the Bible.  The author of this book is widely regarded as not only the world’s smartest man but as the smartest person in the universe. 
There’s a story in this book that is told by the world’s smartest man, the man we call Jesus, to teach us some mistakes to avoid as we prepare for the plane to go down.  This story is found in the Gospel of Luke, and here’s how it reads:
Someone in the crowd said to Jesus, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me.”  Jesus replied, “Man, who appointed me a judge or an arbiter between you?”  Then he said to them, “Watch out!  Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.”
And he told them this parable: “The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop.  He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do?  I have no place to store my crops.’  Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do.  I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods.  And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years.  Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.”’
“But God said to him, ‘You fool!  This very night your life will be demanded from you.  Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’

“This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God.”  (Luke 12:13-21)
So here’s the picture.  The main character in Jesus’ parable is a very successful and very rich entrepreneur.  His agribusiness has done so well that he doesn’t have enough room for all his stuff.  He is ready for early retirement.  It is time for him to take things easy, to relax, to stop and smell the roses.  
And notice this – there is no indication in this story that this man is a bad man.  There is no suggestion that he has done anything illegal or immoral.  This isn’t a story about a man who got rich off the backs of the oppressed, or a story of a man who got ahead by fraud.  Nowhere in the story do we read that this man had mistreated people or cut ethical corners.  He was certainly driven, ambitious, entrepreneurial, and shrewd.  And yet notice what God calls this man.  God does not call him “the smartest man in the world,” despite his enormous success.  Instead, God calls him a “fool.” In the Greek the word translated “fool” literally means “moron.”   For all his business savvy and entrepreneurial genius, this man has made, according to God, some fundamental mistakes.    

He Lived Like This Life Is All There Is

Here’s the rich man’s first mistake – he lived as if this life is all there is.  The rich man’s view of life was all about the here and now.  It was about this world.  As many people have put it, this guy lived for the dash.  When you look at a grave marker, there is a set of dates – the date that person was born and the date they died.  And in between those dates is a “dash,” a dash that represents everything the person did from birth to death.  The rich man made the mistake of thinking that the dash is all there is. 
There is an interesting verse in 1 Corinthians 15:19, where Paul is teaching about the resurrection of Jesus.  Paul says this: “If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men.”  Jesus, being the smartest man in the world, understood how important it is to be prepared for the life that comes after the dash.  Jesus – who understood the survival business better than anyone – had learned to return.  And Paul tells us we need to learn the same thing.  We need to learn to return.  In fact, if we don’t, Paul says, and our faith in Jesus is of value only for this life, then we are suckers.  We would be the fools.  Why?  Because this life is not all there is.  

Paul Azinger is a professional golfer.  He was the captain of the 2008 U.S. Ryder Cup Team that beat the Europeans this last summer.  For you baseball fans, Azinger threw out the ceremonial first pitch at the Tampa Bay Rays second playoff game last month.  In his book “Zinger”, Azinger tells about being at the height of his professional career when in 1994 the doctor told him he had life-threatening cancer.  That encounter with death was an abrupt reality check.  His life would never be the same.  All he could think about was what the chaplain of the golf tour had said to him: “We think that we are in the land of the living going to the land of the dying when in reality we are in the land of the dying going to the land of the living.”  And it was during that time when he wasn’t sure that he was going to live or die that Azinger did the smart thing – he learned to return.  He gave his heart and life to Jesus and made sure that he was ready for the day the plane goes down.
In Ecclesiastes a very wise man by the name of Solomon wrote this: “God has made everything beautiful in its time.  He has also set eternity in the hearts of men; yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end.” (Ecclesiastes 3:11)  Here’s why God calls the rich man in Jesus’ story a fool.  It’s because God had put eternity in his heart.  God has put eternity in the hearts of each one of us.  There is something inside us that understands that this life isn’t the end; there is something inside us that knows that we are destined for life behind the grave.  And for us to ignore that and to live as though this life is all there is, is foolish.
In one of his recent books John Ortberg writes about the nighttime prayers his grandmother would pray with him.  See if you recognize this one: “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.” And then Ortberg adds this comment: “That’s a cheery way to send kids off to bed, isn’t it?” Ortberg points out that there’s actually another verse to this prayer that children would recite.  Picture the scene.
(CHILD):  “Our days begin with trouble here,



Our life is but a span,



And cruel death is always near,



So frail a thing is man.”

(PARENT):
“Good night honey.  Pleasant dreams.”
Ortberg then offers this observation.  “There was a day, much different than ours, when children said this prayer by the millions.   Somebody wanted children to know:  Earth is fallen and broken and not home.  Life is not permanent.  Death is both twisted and inevitable, and human life hangs by a slender thread.  We have a soul and not just a body.  God is the kind of person who can be trusted with our eternal destiny.  To be clear about who keeps our souls is infinitely important.”
Here’s something else to notice in Jesus’ story about the rich man.  When you disconnect this life from the life to come, it has a very practical result.  When you believe that this life is all there is, you begin to live as though the whole point of life is acquisition and accumulation.  The word “more” becomes the driving force in your life. This was certainly true of the guy in Jesus’ story.  More grain.  More goods.  More and bigger barns.  More stuff.  He thought making a living was the same as making a life. But, God says, he was wrong.

The rich man thought the solution to his problem of having so much stuff was to build bigger barns.  Listen to Jerry Seinfeld’s insight into the effort so many of us go to in order to store and keep all our stuff: “To me, life boils down to one significant thing — movement. To live is to keep moving. Unfortunately, this means for the rest of our lives we’re going to be looking for boxes. When you’re moving, your whole world is boxes. That’s all you think about. Boxes, where are the boxes? You just wander down the streets, going in and out of stores, ‘Are there boxes here? Have you seen any boxes?’ It’s all you think about. You could be at a funeral. Everyone around you is mourning, crying. And you’re looking at the casket. ‘That’s a nice box. Does anybody know where that guy got that box? When he’s done with it, do you think I could get it? It’s got some nice handles on it. My stereo would fit right in there.’ I mean, that’s what death is, really, the last big move of your life. The hearse is like the van, the pallbearers are your close friends, the only ones that you could really ask to help you with a move that big, and that casket is that great, perfect box that you’ve been looking for your whole life.”
And while Seinfeld doesn’t quite make the point, you and I catch the irony.  We spend all our lives and all our energy stockpiling stuff, stuff that is so important to us, stuff we work hard to preserve, stuff to cram in boxes so it will be there when we need it.  And then the plane goes down, and all our stuff gets left behind.  In Ecclesiastes 2:18 (NCV) Solomon says, “I hated all the things I had worked for here on earth, because I must leave them to someone who will live after me.”
The rich man in Jesus’ story made three big mistakes.  He was not, after all, the smartest man in the world.  In the words of God himself, he was a “fool.”  His first mistake was to live as though this life is all there is. 

He Lived Like There Would Always Be More Time

And the rich man made a second mistake – he lived like there would always be more time.  Do you remember how the rich man put it in the story?  “And I’ll say to myself, ‘You have plenty of good things laid up for many years.  Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.’  But God said to him, ‘You fool!  This very night your life will be demanded from you.  Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’”  (Luke 12:19-20)  
Do you remember the words of our theme song?  Here there are, one last time:  “He said I was in my early 40s, with a lot of life before me, and one moment came that stopped me on a dime.  I spent most of the next days looking at the x-rays, talking about the options and talking about sweet times.  I asked him when it sank in, that this might really be the real end, how it hit you when you get that kind of news – man, what did you do?  He said: ‘I went skydiving, I went rocky mountain climbing, I went 2.7 seconds on a bull named Fu Man Chu.  And I loved deeper, and I spoke sweeter, and I gave forgiveness I’d been denying.’  And he said, ‘Some day I hope you get the chance to live like you were dying.’”

It’s natural for most of us to assume that we have plenty of time to do all we want to do, to see all we want to see, to go everywhere we want to go.  It’s natural to assume, like the person in this song, that we have “a lot of life before” us.  I’m 53. I figure I’ve got a lot of life before me, maybe 30 or 40 or 50 years.  I remember when my Dad was 53; he figured the same thing.  He had lots of plans.  But a year later, my Dad was dead from a heart attack.  
Now I’m not suggesting that it’s wrong to make plans, or that it’s wrong to anticipate the vacation you’re taking next year or that day sometime in the future when your daughter or son graduate from college.  I’m not suggesting that it’s wrong to plan for your retirement; in fact, I think it would be foolish not to make those kinds of plans.  But it is a mistake, as the rich man discovered, to live as though you are guaranteed to always have more time.  It is a mistake to put off doing those things that matter most because you assume you can always do them later, because later might never come.

In the book of James the Bible says it like this:  “Now listen, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.’  Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow!  You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.  Instead, you ought to say, ‘If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.’  As it is, you boast and brag.  All such boasting is evil.  Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.” (James 4:13-17)  
That passage doesn’t require much explanation, but let’s make sure we don’t skip over the way James concludes his point: “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.”  In the larger context the point James is making is this: “If there is something you know you should do, do it now.  Don’t wait until tomorrow to do what you know is the right and good thing to do, because you don’t know if you have tomorrow.  Don’t assume that you’ll always have time to write that letter or to make that call.  Don’t assume that you’ll always have another chance to share the Gospel with your close friend, because you might not.”

D.L. Moody was the most famous evangelist of the second half of the 19th century.  In October of 1871 Moody was giving a series of evangelistic messages in his home town of Chicago.  On Sunday, October 8, 1871, Moody gave a particularly passionate explanation of the Gospel, but his message ran longer than normal.  Because of its length Moody decided not to give an invitation at the end of his message.  He told his audience to spend that week evaluating their spiritual lives and to be sure to come back the next Sunday when he would invite them to come forward and give their hearts and lives to Jesus.  As a soloist named Ira Sankey was singing the closing song that night, the sounds of fire trucks began to drown out the music. That night, at 9:00 p.m. on October 8, 1871, was the beginning of the great Chicago fire that lasted for three days and killed hundreds of Chicagoans and burned down the church where Moody spoke that night.  And D.L. Moody vowed never again to wait to invite people to give their lives to Jesus.  He vowed never again to make the mistake of assuming there would always be more time.
And let’s make sure we don’t make that mistake.  Let’s not wait to do those things that matter most.  Let’s be sure to do them now.

He Didn’t Live This Life In Light Of Eternity
And here’s the third mistake the rich man made in Jesus’ story – he didn’t live his life in light of eternity.  Again, here’s how the Bible puts it: “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God.  Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.” (Colossians 3:1-2)  
Here’s the truth – we are going to live far longer in eternity than we’re going to live in the here and now.  Let’s say you’re taking a long vacation, one you’ve dreamed of for a long time.  You’re going to spend six months in Hawaii – sitting on the beach, enjoying the sand and the surf, soaking up the rays and drinking diet coke.  But the only flight you could get is with Alaska Airlines and before you arrive in Hawaii you’re going to have to spend a night in Anchorage.  Well, it’s cold in Anchorage and you don’t like to be cold.  So you pack some warm clothes; in fact, you pack nothing but warm clothes.  You fill your suitcases with sweaters, long underwear, boots, ski jackets, gloves, ski pants and ski caps.  You get to Anchorage and have a comfortable night in your warm clothes.  Then, after one short night, you get back on the plane and head to Hawaii.  You haul your luggage to your resort, and as you open your suitcases it dawns on you – you didn’t pack anything for life in Hawaii.  Everything you had was meant for your one night in Alaska, and nothing is suitable for Hawaii.  You don’t have a swimsuit, you don’t have sunscreen, you don’t have sandals, you don’t have shorts.  Instead of preparing to live in the place where you were going to spend six months, you prepared for the place where you were going to spend one night.

And that’s how most of us live our lives.  Even though we are going to spend way more time in another place, we spend little if any time preparing for life in eternity. Joseph Stowell writes this: “Eternity is primary.  Heaven must become our first and ultimate point of reference.  We are built for it, redeemed for it, and on our way to it.  Success demands that we see and respond to now in light of then.”  
And one thing that does is to help us keep our disappointments and our hurt and our hardships in perspective.  The Bible puts it like this: “For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all.  So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen.  For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.” (2 Corinthians 4:17-18)  

There is no doubt that life is often hard.  The stock market tanks, and suddenly your plans to pay for college and your plans to retire and all sorts of other very important things are out the window.  You get sick, and the doctors don’t seem to know what to do to help.  Your child decides to take a path in life very different from the path you had hoped and dreamed he or she would take, and it breaks your heart.  Your spouse announces that she doesn’t love you anymore and that she wants a divorce.  The word “hard” hardly does justice to the pain we often feel in this life.  So what in the world does Paul mean by referring to our troubles as “light and momentary?”  Here’s how author Philip Yancey explains it: “The Bible never belittles human disappointment but it does add one key word – temporary. What we feel now, we will not always feel.  Our disappointment is itself a sign, an aching, and a hunger for something better. And faith is, in the end, a kind of homesickness — for a home we have never visited but have been promised.”    
The Boy Scout’s motto is “Be prepared.”  So how do we prepare for the fact that the plane is going down?  We need to learn to return.  Yes, we will all one day die.  But we can guarantee our return to a better place, to an eternal home, by making sure that we are right with God.  And let’s not make the mistake of thinking that we can do this later.  Let’s not make the mistake of assuming that there will always be time to make things right with God.  You may have lots of time … and you may not.  So let me challenge those of you who aren’t sure you know what will happen to you when you die to do some business with God right now.  Here’s what I’m asking you to do; this is what is involved in getting right with God.  First, there’s the letter A – admit your sin to God.  Admit to God that you have broken his laws and his heart by your disobedience to what you know is right.  Tell God that you’re sorry for your sin and that you want to live differently from now; you want to do what God says is right from now on.  Second, there’s the letter B – believe that Jesus died on the cross to pay the penalty for your sin, and that Jesus rose from the dead.  Believe that what the Bible teaches us about Jesus is the truth – that Jesus is God in the flesh, the Savior of the world, the Lord of all Creation.  And third there’s the letter C – commit your life to Jesus.  Commit to following Jesus and serving Jesus and loving Jesus and obeying Jesus.  Those are the “ABC”s of “learning to return” – admit, believe, commit.  So let me ask you – what’s holding you back?  Is there any reason to wait?  
Here’s what we’re going to do.  I’m going to lead you in a sample prayer.  The words aren’t magic; you can use other words, but these words will give you something to work with.  Then, after we pray, I’m going to ask you to take a card in front of you.  If you committed your life to Jesus today, I’d like you to write it down on that card along with your name and some way I can get in touch with you this week.  I’d also invite the rest of you to take a card and write down on there one thing you’re going to do differently in your life because of what we’ve talked about in this series.  Maybe it’s to speak sweeter or to love deeper or to give forgiveness.  Maybe it’s to reconcile with someone or to write a letter or a phone call.  Maybe it’s something big, like changing your career, and maybe it’s something small.  But the point of this living like you’re dying series is to live differently, to make sure we are giving ourselves to what matters most.  So write that down, and while the band leads us in this last song we’re going to pass the popcorn buckets a second time so you can put those commitment cards in there and I can pray for each of you this week.  But first things first – let’s bow right now and make sure we’re right with God.  
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