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I am not a person who cries often, nor do I cry easily.  I’ve never understood the term “a good cry” – I’m quite sure I’ve never had one of those.  I’m Norwegian, and Norwegians are not known for crying, or for any other emotion, for that matter.  

But this last year I cried twice.  The second time I cried was understandable.  This last January I had to put my ten-year-old Golden Retrievers down, and it broke my heart.  I did more than cry, to be honest.  I cried hard and I cried a lot.  But I was OK with those tears.  They made sense to me.  The first time I cried this last year, however, didn’t make sense to me.  In fact, when I realized I was crying, I was pretty embarrassed.  I was in our family room watching a DVD with my family; we were watching a full-length cartoon that I thought from seeing the previews was going to make me laugh.  You’ve probably seen this movie – it won an Oscar for best animated feature film.  And eventually I did laugh.  But not at first.
Do you remember the story of the movie “Up”?  Carl Fredericksen is a shy young boy who one day meets an energetic and outgoing bucktoothed, barefooted tomboy named Ellie.  Carl and Ellie discover that they share an interest in exploration, and that they have the same hero – the famed voyager Charles Muntz, who it is said discovered Paradise Falls in South America.  Ellie wants to move her clubhouse to Paradise Falls, and forcibly makes young Carl promise to help her.  And then the movie takes us on what some critics have called the best four minutes in any movie in many years.  We see Carl and Ellie fall in love and get married.  Carl gets a job as a toy balloon vendor and Ellie becomes a zookeeper.  To their great disappointment they discover that they are unable to have children, so they focus their energy on saving money to make the trip to Paradise Falls.  But one thing after another comes up that requires them to dip into their savings, and the trip keeps getting put off.  Then, just as everything is about to come together for them to set sail for South America, just as they are about to finally realize their lifelong dream, the now elderly Ellie passes away, leaving Carl all alone, with nothing but their house, some cherished pictures of their life together, and his dreams of what might have been but never was.  [Show Video: “Up”]
And at that point, as the tears filled my eyes, I wanted to stop the movie and say to my wife, “OK, we need to make a list right now of all the things we want to do together, and we need to start doing them.  Because I don’t want either of us to get to the end of our lives and realize that we never did the things we most wanted to do.”  I didn’t do that, of course, because I’m Norwegian, and it’s important for Norwegians not to let other people know that we have feelings.  So instead of admitting that I had been moved by this scene, I went and changed the laundry while I composed myself and came back to watch the rest of the movie like nothing happened.  
But as you can tell, I have thought a lot about that scene and how it made me feel.  I’ve thought a lot about the places I want to go with my wife, about the adventures I’d like us to take, so that we don’t get to the end of our lives and realize that we never did the things we most wanted to do.  There’s another movie from a few years ago with a similar theme called “The Bucket List,” about two men with terminal cancer who decide to check out of the hospital together to do all those things they always wanted to do before they “kick the bucket.”  So before we go any further this morning, let me ask you to do something.  Let me ask you to take your outline for the message and write down one or two things that you would put on that kind of a list, one or two things you want to be sure to do with your partner or with your kids or maybe by yourself.  Maybe you need a whole lot more time to do this, but if you can take just a minute and write down your answer to this question: “What do I want to be sure to do before I get to the end of my life?”  Don’t worry – I won’t make you turn these in or share them with your neighbor; this is just for you.  But take just a minute and see if something comes to mind.
OK, thanks for indulging me.  Let me tell you why I wanted you to do that, what point I have in all this.  This is Easter Sunday, the day we celebrate the resurrection of Jesus.  But before you can have a resurrection, what do you have to have?  You have to have a death.  Nobody can rise from the dead unless they die first.  And the fact is that each of us is going to die.  We are all terminal.  There’s nothing morbid about admitting that; it’s an indisputable fact, a fact we are reminded of when our dogs die and when our parents die and when celebrities die and when cartoon characters in movies die.  
But here’s what we wonder about – what about this whole resurrection thing?  Is that for real?  Is there really a way “up” after I lay down for the last time?  And if there is, how does that change things for me now?  How does that change what I put on my bucket list?  Does Jesus’ resurrection mean anything for me here and now?

We are in the middle of a series called “The Radical Teachings of Jesus.”  Our goal in this series is to discover what Jesus had to say about some of life’s most important issues.  Some of you might have a Bible like mine that’s a “red letter edition” of the Bible, a Bible that puts the words Jesus himself spoke in red letters.  And that’s our focus again this morning; we want to discover what Jesus said about death and about resurrection.  He is, after all, an authority on both issues, having both died and been raised to life.  So let’s spend a few minutes exploring what Jesus said about them and see if Jesus can help us understand what difference the fact of his resurrection makes for our lives here and now.

What Jesus Taught About His Death & Resurrection
So let’s start with this – let’s start by exploring what Jesus taught about his death and resurrection.  Then we’ll look at what Jesus taught about our death and resurrection.  And finally we’ll address the question, “What difference does it make?”

So what did Jesus say about his death and resurrection?  Let me come at it this way – how many of us know what the circumstances of our death are going to be?  Most of us don’t; for most of us the time, place and circumstances of our death is a complete unknown.  Have any of you watched the TV show “FlashForward”?  The show is loosely based on a novel by the same title written in 1999.  The premise is that some mysterious event causes most everyone on the planet to lose consciousness for 137 seconds, during which time people have these visions of what apparently will happen to them six months in the future.  Some people don’t have those visions, however, for a simple reason – they won’t be alive six months in the future.  So I wonder – if I could flash forward to the time of my death, would I want to do that?  Would I want to flash forward so I could know the time, place and circumstance of my death?  
For us that, of course, is purely a theoretical question.  But it wasn’t for Jesus.  From the words of Jesus it is clear that Jesus had a very clear picture of what was going to happen to him well before it happened.  In Matthew 17:12, for example, Jesus tells his disciples that he is going to “suffer” at the hands of teachers of the law.  A short time later Jesus says this: “The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of men.  They will kill him, and on the third day he will be raised to life.” (Matthew 17:22-23)  
When we keep reading in the Gospels we discover that Jesus even knew where he was going to die and he knew how he was going to die; here’s what he says: “We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and the teachers of the law.  They will condemn him to death and will turn him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified.  On the third day he will be raised to life!”  (Matthew 20:18-19)  In fact, Jesus not only knew where he was going to die and how he was going to die; he knew when he was going to die.  Listen to what he told his disciples: “As you know, the Passover is two days away – and the Son of Man will be handed over to be crucified.” (Matthew 26:2)  
That’s pretty specific, isn’t it?  Before all this happened to him, Jesus taught his followers that on the Passover he was going to be betrayed by the chief priests and teachers of the law, who would turn him over to the Gentiles – which, of course, meant the Romans – who would mock him, flog him, and crucify him.  Jesus wasn’t surprised by anything that happened to him.  He knew what was coming.  He knew he was going to be flogged by the Roman soldiers, that they were going to take whips that had bone and rock tied at the ends and flogged 39 times.  He knew that in the process his skin and muscle would be pulled off his bones.  If you’ve ever watched the movie “The Passion of the Christ,” you’ve seen just how brutal and bloody that process was.  Jesus knew that was coming, and he knew it would be horribly painful.  And he knew he would be nailed to a cross.  He had seen it as a young boy, when the Romans nailed 2000 Galileans to crosses to demonstrate to the people of Israel what they could expect if they ever dared to defy Rome.  Jesus knew that crucifixion was a hideous way to die.  He knew he would be stripped naked, that nails would be driven through his wrists and ankles, and that eventually he would die from suffocation.  He knew he would be mocked and humiliated and insulted.  None of what happened to Jesus on the day he was crucified was unexpected.  Months before it happened, Jesus told us it was going to happen.
But he also told us something else – he told us that on the third day, he would be raised to life!  Oh, and Jesus provided some other specifics, both about the circumstances surrounding his death and his resurrection.  According to what we read in Mark 14, Jesus told Peter that Peter would deny him three times before the rooster crowed, which Peter did.  He told the disciples that all of them would fall away when he was arrested, which they did.  And then Jesus said this to Peter: “But after I have risen, I will go ahead of you into Galilee.” (Mark 14:28)  And if you read the Gospels, you discover that Jesus did just that – he rose from the grave, and he went ahead of the disciples back north from Jerusalem to Galilee.
Here is how Matthew describes what happened that first Easter morning:

After the Sabbath, at dawn on the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to look at the tomb.  There was a violent earthquake, for an angel of the Lord came down from heaven and, going to the tomb, rolled back the stone and sat on it.  His appearance was like lightning, and his clothes were white as snow.  The guards were so afraid of him that they shook and became like dead men.

The angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified.  He is not here; he has risen, just as he said.  Come and see the place where he lay.  Then go quickly and tell his disciples: ‘He has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee.  There you will see him.’ Now I have told you.”  (Matthew 28:1-7)
It all happened just as Jesus said it would happen.  He told us where he would die, how he would die and when he would die.  He told us when he would rise from the dead, and where he would go after he rose.  And at every turn, Jesus was right.
What Jesus Taught About Our Death & Resurrection

So with that track record, it would make sense for us to listen to what Jesus has to say about our death and resurrection.  He certainly seems to know what he’s talking about on this subject.  Have you ever had someone give you some unsolicited advice?  What’s the question that runs through your mind when someone you don’t know that well gives you advice?  You’re thinking, “What do you know?  Who are you?”  Let’s say you’re looking for a job and someone gives you advice on how to get a job.  What would you think if you asked the person “What do you know?” and their answer was, “I know a lot.  I’ve been unemployed for 10 years, and I’ve applied for hundreds of jobs.”  That wouldn’t give you much confidence, would it?  You want job-hunting advice from someone who’s gotten a job, not from someone who hasn’t.
And when it comes to something as important as our death and our destiny, we would like to hear from someone who knows what they’re talking about.  Which is why we listen to Jesus.  Because Jesus died and rose from the dead, exactly as he predicted he would, we can have confidence that he knows what he’s talking about when he offers to tell us about our death and our resurrection.  So let’s take a “flash forward” with Jesus and see what he has to tell us about what’s in our future.

The first thing Jesus tells us is this – this life is not all there is, not for any of us.  There was a group of religious scholars in Jesus’ day called the Sadducees who did not believe that the dead would be raised to life.  Their belief was that when we die, we die, and that’s it.  Jesus, in no uncertain terms, told them they were wrong: “Now about the dead rising – have you not read in the book of Moses, in the account of the bush, how God said to him, ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob?’  He is not the God of the dead, but of the living.  You are badly mistaken!”  (Mark 12:26-27)  Jesus didn’t say, “Well no one knows for sure about this.”  Jesus didn’t say, “Well there are two ways to look at this.”  Jesus didn’t say, “Maybe we’re both right.”  Jesus said without apology, without equivocation, “You are badly mistaken.  You are dead wrong.  There is, without any doubt, life beyond the grave.”
The good news is that death will not be the end for any of us.  Although the bad news is that every person on this planet will die, the good news is that every person on this planet will also be raised from death.  Jesus put this as plainly as he could; listen to what he said in John’s Gospel: “Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear [the Son of Man’s] voice and come out – those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.” (John 5:28-29)  You might have noticed a little bit of a kicker there at the end of that statement, but let’s not miss this point, the fact that every person will one day be raised to life.  It’s not just the follower of Jesus who has the hope that he will be raised to life.  According to Jesus, Buddhists, Hindus, Raiders’ fans, Dodgers’ fans, atheists, members of the left-wing media, conservative talk show hosts, Canadians, Irish, Norwegians and everybody else will one day be raised to life.  A time is coming, Jesus said, when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out.  None of us have to be afraid that this life is all there is, that our last breath is our last breath. 
But you probably noticed that Jesus has more to say on this topic.  It is true that everyone will be raised, but we will not all be raised to the same destiny.  And frankly, none of us would think it fair if everyone did share the same destiny.  None of us would think it fair if Adolf Hitler and Mother Teresa shared the same fate.  And Jesus assures us that the Judge of all mankind is preeminently fair; the Judge of all the earth will judge justly.  So while we need not fear that this life is all there is, there is – Jesus says – still something to fear.  Here’s how Jesus says it, in his own words: “I tell you, my friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after that can do no more.  But I will show you whom you should fear: Fear him who, after the killing of the body, has power to throw you into hell. Yes, I tell you, fear him.” (Luke 12:4-5)  
According to Jesus, the worst thing that can happen to you is not that you die.  All of us will die, all of us are going to kick the bucket, but because of Jesus’ resurrection we can also know this, that all of us will one day be raised from death.  But to be raised from death to be condemned to hell – that, Jesus says, is the worst thing that can happen to you.
What Jesus Taught About Making The Most Of The Here & Now
So in light of all that, what did Jesus tell us about how we can make the most of our here and now?  Here’s one way Jesus said it that you might have heard before: “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.  For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it.  What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul?” (Mark 8:34-35)  
Here’s the thing – every one of us is going to lose our lives.  No matter how much we exercise, no matter how many vitamins we take, no matter how safely we drive, no matter how careful we are, sooner or later we will all lose our lives.  But some of us, Jesus said, will in losing our lives save our souls, and others of us will, in trying to save our lives, forfeit our souls.  
I’m a fan of high school basketball, so this story caught my attention last year.  Northern Guilford High School’s basketball team won the North Carolina state championship in March of 2009.  I played high school basketball in Minnesota, and at that time in my life I couldn’t have imagined anything better in life than winning the state championship.  But two months later some news came out that changed everything.  One of the players on the team lived outside the lines of the school district.  Because he lived outside the lines, he was ineligible to play on that school’s team.  But because he did play on that team as an ineligible player, the school was forced to forfeit every game they won, including the state championship game.  All that work, all that sweat, all those practices, everything that all those players and coaches put into that winning season was all lost because one player lived outside the lines.
Jesus’ greatest hope for you is that in the end you won’t forfeit your soul because you lived outside the lines.  The way to make the most of the here and now is to live your life and to lose your life for Jesus and the gospel.  What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul?  None … none at all.
Here’s another way Jesus put it that you’ve probably heard before: “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.  But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal.”  (Matthew 6:19-20)  Since we’ve used the imagery of kicking the bucket and making a bucket list this morning, let’s think of these verses in bucket terms.  Here’s what Jesus is saying.  Imagine that you can put everything you do and everything you have into one of two buckets – a bucket for this life, and a bucket for eternity.  When you kick the bucket, everything in that first bucket spills out and is lost.  Have you ever gotten ready to wash your car, put some soap into a bucket and then filled it up with hot water, only to tip the bucket over with the hose?  All you can do is watch as the soap and water run down the driveway and into the drain – just like that, it’s gone.  That’s in a very real way what will happen when we kick the bucket – everything in this earthly bucket will drain away, gone forever.  But there’s another bucket we can invest in, Jesus says, a heavenly bucket.  That’s the bucket we need to focus on; that’s the bucket we want to fill up.  That bucket is going to be with us for eternity; that’s a bucket we can never kick.
When Carl lost the love of his life, his beloved Ellie, he was heartbroken and, for a time, bitter.  But Carl found a way to go up; he discovered a way to redeem his life.  The Bible tells us that Jesus is our redeemer.  When life comes to an end, as it will for all of us, through Jesus we can still go “up.”  When you make your bucket list, make sure the first item on your list is to latch on to Jesus.  Jesus alone can take you “up.”  Jesus alone has defeated death; he is the only one qualified to carry us safely to Paradise.
And once you’ve made the decision to follow Jesus and to trust him with your life and your destiny, then what you put on your bucket list is likely to be very different.  When I first made a list of things I wanted to do after I saw the movie “Up,” my list was probably the stereotypical list.  I wanted to travel with my wife, to go with her to the Holy Land, to the Taj Mahal, to the Great Wall of China, and to every exotic place I could imagine.  I wanted to do things, and go places, and see sights, and climb mountains, and experience adventures.  I wanted to do those things because in the back of mind I was thinking, “We have to do those things before it’s too late.”  And then it occurred to me – it’s never going to be too late to do those things.  I’m not saying those are bad things to do; those are all really fun things to do.  But if at the end of our lives we haven’t been to Paradise Falls, it won’t really matter, because the end of our lives won’t be the end of our lives since Jesus rose from the dead!  We will have eternity to travel to Paradise Falls.
So here’s what should be on my bucket list if I want to invest my life filling a bucket I can never kick – to love God with all my heart, soul, strength and mind; to love my neighbor as myself; to feed the hungry; to clothe the naked; to share the good news with those who are far from God; to comfort the sorrowful; to encourage the disheartened; to shine a light into the darkness; to do justice and to love kindness and to walk humbly with my God.  
So let me challenge you and invite you on this Easter Sunday first of all to put your faith in the risen Jesus.  He loves you so much he would rather die than live without you, which is exactly why he died on the cross for your sin and mine.  If you don’t know how to do that, if you’re not sure how to begin a relationship with Jesus, please come talk to me this morning or call me this week so we can talk about how to do that.  The regret of not making it to Paradise Falls is nothing compared to the regret of failing to reach Paradise.  And second, let me challenge you to invest your life in filling a bucket you can never kick.  Let’s invest in heavenly currency; let’s store our treasure in heaven.  Let’s give ourselves to things that will last forever by giving our lives away in love.
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