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We are all painfully aware of the weakness of our economy and the toll it has taken on so many businesses.  Mervyn’s is gone; Circuit City is gone; Linens and Things is gone; Lehman Brothers is gone – the list goes on.  But there is a business that continues to boom despite the economy – the coffin business.  Business analysts are quite bullish on the coffin business, since more people in America will die in the next 35 years than at any time in our history.  Analysts say that the forecast for the “growth in the deceased” will continue in each of the next few decades, peaking at 18.1% between the years 2030 and 2040.
And it turns out that we who make up the Baby Boomer generation have decided, at least so far, that we want to go out in style.  We don’t just want to be buried in any kind of casket; we want to have a “designer casket,” which can run up to $20,000.  One of the latest rages is the “University Casket” that can be made in the colors of your alma mater and has your school logo on it.  These were actually sold a few years ago at Ohio State University at the school’s homecoming game.  When they say “homecoming” at Ohio State, they really mean homecoming!  You can get a coffin with a racing flag on it or with NASCAR colors on it … which makes me wonder where those people think they’re going to be going in that casket.  If you think I’m making this up, go to artcaskets.com and you will find a wide array of options for you to consider.  In their section on “religious themes” are two that seemed particularly well-named.  One is titled “Going Home,” and the other is “The Last Supper.”  All I can tell you about my final resting place is that it will involve something with an Arby’s cup.

  We all know that we’re going to die, but most of us don’t want to give it too much thought.  We certainly don’t want to make plans for it.  But one woman did make plans for her funeral, plans that could teach us all a lesson worth learning.  This woman had been diagnosed with a terminal illness; she was given three months to live. As she was getting her things “in order,” she contacted her pastor and had him come to her house to discuss certain aspects of her final wishes. She told him which songs she wanted sung at the service, what scriptures she would like read, and even what outfit she wanted to be buried in. The woman also requested to be buried with her favorite Bible.  Then, just as the pastor was getting ready to leave, the woman suddenly remembered something very important to her. “There’s one more thing,” she said excitedly. “What’s that?” the pastor asked. “This is very important,” the woman continued.  “I want to be buried with a fork in my right hand.”  The pastor stood there looking at the woman, not knowing quite what to say. “That surprises you, doesn’t it?” the woman asked. “Well, to be honest, I’m puzzled by the request,” said the pastor.  So the woman explained. “In all my years of attending church socials and potluck dinners, I always remember that when the dishes of the main course were being cleared, someone would lean over and say, ‘Keep your fork.’ It was my favorite part because I knew that something better was coming, something like velvety chocolate cake or deep-dish apple pie with ice cream.  So, I just want people to see me there in that casket with a fork in my hand and I want them to wonder ‘What’s with the fork?’ Then I want you to tell them: “Keep your fork; the best is yet to come.” 
Because of Easter, we who follow Jesus can know that the best is yet to come.  This life is not all there is.  Death is not the end of all that is.  A designer casket is not the best we can hope for.  For we who follow Jesus, what happens after death is the best that is yet to come.  

We are in a series at Cornerstone we call “How To Save A Life.”  We have been reading through the Gospel of Matthew, the first book of the New Testament, to see how Jesus saves our lives.  We’ve seen how Jesus saves us from our sickness and from our sin and from our regret.  And this morning – this Easter morning – we want to discover how, when there’s no way out, Jesus saves the best for last.
When There’s No Way Out
Most of us have been in one of those situations in our lives, a situation where there’s no way out.  Let me tell you about one of mine.  For two summers I worked as the director of the junior high program at Northern Pines, a family camp in Lake Geneva, Wisconsin.  As the director and senior counselor I became the object of every conceivable prank junior highers are capable of, including putting cereal and dry pancakes in my bed, hiding an alarm clock underneath my mattress set to go off at 2:00 a.m., and pouring garbage baskets full of cold water on my head from the roof of the dormitory.  
Now as I’m sure you will agree, it would have been wrong for me to let such antisocial behavior go unpunished.  My favorite was something I had learned at the hands of my two older brothers – it’s called “pink belly.”  “Pink belly” is the process of turning the juvenile delinquent’s stomach pink by continual and rapid slaps of the counselor’s hands.  Although it pained me, of course, to do this, the other counselors and I found it to be rather effective.

On the last night of camp the counselors typically allow the kids to stay up later, to make a little more noise than usual and to just have fun.  Being the generous and noble director that I was, I told my other counselors to go out and relax for awhile, assuring them that I would be able to handle the kids myself until I needed their help getting them to go to bed.  After the other counselors left, I went into the lounge where most of the kids were.  One of the girls wondered if I wanted a backrub.  I’ve never turned a backrub down, so I lay down on my stomach while a couple of the campers rubbed my back.  But I very quickly discovered that the offer of a backrub was only a ruse to get me to take my shirt off.  While I lay there trying to relax, a horde of vengeful, bloodthirsty junior highers descended on me like a swarm of mosquitoes and with great delight and enthusiasm proceeded to administer my punishment – the dreaded pink belly!  I was outnumbered 50 to 1, and all of the other counselors were too far away to hear my calls for help.  My time had come, and there was no way out.
Now I pray nothing like that has ever happened to you.  But sooner or later we all find ourselves trapped in a predicament that has no means of escape.  For some it’s a relationship predicament, whether it’s a bad marriage or a messy divorce.  For some it’s a health issue.   For many right now it’s financial – you can’t get a job, you’re upside down on your mortgage, and after months of trying to get out of this jam you don’t even have a clue about where to go for help.
Jesus understands.  On Thursday night he was in the Garden of Gethsemane, praying, when one of his disciples, the one named Judas, appeared out of the darkness.  Judas wasn’t alone.  John 18:3 says, “So Judas came to the grove, guiding a detachment of soldiers and some officials from the chief priests and Pharisees.  They were carrying torches, lanterns and weapons.”   The Greek word John uses for “detachment” is the word “speiran,” which is a technical term for a Roman cohort.  Do you know how many soldiers are in a cohort?  Six hundred.  On the one side is Jesus and eleven of his disciples; on the other are Judas, some priests and Pharisees, and 600 armed Roman soldiers.  There was no way out.
 After his arrest Jesus was taken to be tried.  But this was not the legal system’s finest hour.  Some of you, I know, can relate to Jesus in this respect.  Just as the system failed him, it has failed you.  For Jesus it involved six trials within the space of less than six hours, all of which were wholly illegal.  For one thing trials were not allowed at night, and all six of these took place between 2 in the morning and 7:30 in the morning.  As best as we are able to reconstruct the events, Jesus was tried by Annas, the former High Priest, at 2 in the morning; by Caiaphas, son-in-law to Annas, at 3; by the Sanhedrin at 6; by Pilate at 6:30; by Herod at 7; and by Pilate again at 7:30.  Jesus had no one to represent him.  At some trials the witnesses who did come forward couldn’t get their stories straight; at other trials there were no witnesses at all.  But justice wasn’t anyone’s concern; the goal was to condemn Jesus no matter what it took.  For Jesus, there was no way out.
Once Pilate sentenced Jesus to be crucified, Jesus was taken to be scourged.  If you’ve seen “The Passion Of The Christ,” you know what that was all about.  The criminal is tied to a post.  A soldier called a “lictor” – a professional in the grim art of torture – then took an instrument called a flagellum to use on Jesus’ back.  The flagellum was a piece of wood 14 to 18 inches long, circular in shape, to which were attached long, leather thongs.  Into those thongs or straps were sewn bits of glass, bone and pieces of metal.  In the words of one historian, the result of scourging was “to reduce the naked body to strips of raw flesh and inflamed, bleeding wounds.”  It was not uncommon, history tells us, for men to die from scourging.  For Jesus, there was no way out.
And then came the cross.  Large spikes were driven through his wrists and his ankles as his body was attached to the cross.  The cross was then raised up and dropped into the hole that had been prepared for just this moment.  And there Jesus hung, as helpless as an insect pinned to a board for a school science project – there was no way out.
By 3:00 that afternoon, Jesus was dead.  Here’s what happened next:
As evening approached, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who had himself become a disciple of Jesus.  Going to Pilate, he asked for Jesus’ body, and Pilate ordered that it be given to him.  Joseph took the body, wrapped it in a clean linen cloth, and placed it in his own new tomb that he had cut out of the rock.  He rolled a big stone in front of the entrance to the tomb and went away.  (Matthew 27:57-60)  
It is safe to say, I think, that for Jesus there was no way out.  First of all, he’s dead.  That pretty much puts an end to any thoughts of an escape.  Second, his body is wrapped in burial cloths.  John’s Gospel tells us that Jesus’ dead body was wrapped in 75 pounds of spices and cloths.  (John 19:39)  Do you know why John tells us that?  Do you know why John didn’t just say, “The cloths and spices were really heavy.”  John mentions this because that is the precise amount of spices and cloths that would have been used to bury a king.  Those who buried Jesus believed him to be their king, so they gave him the burial of a king.  
By the way, talking about having no way out, have you ever felt like that in an MRI?  There you are, with your face about an inch away from the tube they’ve put you in, and they tell you, “OK, don’t move,” and you’re thinking, “How could I move if I wanted to?”  So imagine that instead of being in a tube your body is wrapped up in 75 pounds of spices and cloths.  It makes me claustrophobic just thinking about it.

So first, Jesus is dead, second, he’s wrapped in all these cloths and spices, and third, a boulder is placed in front of the tomb’s entrance.  Here’s how an historian explains this:  “A stone, circular in shape, and weighing at least a ton, was set into an inclined groove leading down to the mouth of this opening.  The stone was held in place, away from the opening, by a wedge at the bottom.  When the burial preparations were completed, the wedge was removed, allowing the pull of gravity to roll the stone into place, sealing off the opening of the cave.  This kept the body safe from would-be robbers or animals.”  

But that’s not all. Just to make sure that no one removes Jesus’ body from that tomb, the priests persuade Pilate to post Roman soldiers at the tomb.  Pilate tells the priests, “Take a guard; go, make the tomb as secure as you know how.” (Matthew 27:65)  No way out.  There is no way Jesus – even if he were alive – could get out of that tomb, and there is no way anyone else is going to get Jesus out of that tomb.
Jesus Saves The Best For Last

But Jesus must have been buried with a fork in his hand, because clearly he has saved the best for last.  Matthew tells us the amazing story in these words:

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.”

So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran to tell his disciples.  Suddenly Jesus met them.  “Greetings,” he said.  The came to him, clasped his feet and worshiped him.  Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid.  Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee where they will see me.”  (Matthew 28:1-10)  
During his 33 years on this earth Jesus did a number of miracles.  He healed the blind; he calmed a storm; he fed 5000 men with five loaves of bread and two fish.  The Gospels record 35 specific miracles Jesus performed, as well as mentioning that Jesus did many others.  Here’s how John’s Gospel makes that last point: “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book.” (John 20:30)  But I think you would agree with me when I say that Jesus saved the best for last.  By all reckonings, Jesus had no way out.  He was dead.  He had been in the grave for three days.  His tomb was sealed by a boulder that literally weighed a ton.  And yet Jesus walked out of that tomb, fully alive, completely healed, and never to die again.  Buddha is still in the grave.  Muhammad is still in the grave.  Joseph Smith is still in the grave.  But Jesus, the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, is alive!
The King Still Has One More Move
Bishop Ken Ulmer – a pastor of an African-American congregation in Los Angeles that meets in The Forum, where the Lakers used to play – tells a story about two men who were touring an art museum and came to a painting of a chess game.  One character looked like a normal, ordinary man, while the other character looked very much like the Devil.  The man is down to his last chess piece.  And you can guess what the title of this painting is; it’s called “Checkmate.”  You know what “checkmate” means – it means that there are no more moves to make; it means that you’ve lost; it means the game is over and done.
Well it happened that one of the two men looking at this painting was an international chess champion, so as he looked at the painting his focus was a little different from his friend’s.  His focus was on the game, on the position of the pieces.  As he continued to study the painting his non-chess playing friend got a little tired of staring at the same work of art and began to prod his friend to move.  But his friend replied, “There’s something about this painting that bothers me.  If you don’t mind, I’d like to just stay here and study it for a little bit.  You go ahead and wander around.”  So his friend wandered off, but every once in awhile he would look back at his buddy and notice him moving his mouth and moving his hands around and getting a little bit agitated.
Finally he came back and asked his friend, “So what did you decide?”  The chess player said, “There’s something wrong with this painting.  We have to find the artist and tell him that he either has to change the painting or he has to change the title.”  “What’s wrong with the painting?” his friend asked.  The chess player explained: “Well, the title of this painting is ‘Checkmate,’ but the title is wrong.  The artist either has to change the painting or he has to change the title, because the King still has one more move.”

 John Ortberg told this story to his church one Easter a few years ago; John Ortberg is the pastor at Menlo Park Presbyterian Church not too far from here.  Ortberg writes that when Ken Ulmer told this story to his African-American church in Los Angeles, his audience got very excited at that punchline, that people began to cheer and to clap and to shout.  Ortberg said that when he told the story to his mostly white Presbyterian church, people got just as excited, but that when Presbyterians get excited they just nod their heads up and down. 
Just so we don’t miss it, let me spell it out – this is the good news of the Gospel: The King still has one more move.  The King is Jesus.  He was crucified as a common criminal, but he was buried as a King, wrapped in the spices and cloths of a king. And if you read the Bible, you will see this truth over and over again – the King still has one more move.
There was a man named Moses who, with a little help from God, convinced the Pharaoh of Egypt to let the people of Israel go free after 400 years of slavery.  But after a few days to reconsider his decision, Pharaoh sets out after the Israelites, determined to bring them back.  When the Egyptians catch up to the Israelites, the Israelites are standing on the shore of the Red Sea.  There are mountains to the north and mountains to the south, the sea in front and the Egyptians behind – there is no way out.  Checkmate.  Game over.  The people turn to Moses and say, “Moses, what are you thinking?”  Moses turns to God and says, “God, what are you thinking?”
But the people of Israel shouldn’t have worried, because the King still has one more move.  
Do you remember a teenage boy named David?  He’s just a shepherd boy, too small to fit into an adult’s suit of armor, not strong enough to carry a grown-up’s sword.  Across from him stands Goliath, topping out somewhere close to nine feet tall, the undefeated heavyweight champion of the world.  This is not a fair fight.  The deck is stacked against David.  The situation looks bleak as Goliath makes his way toward David.  There’s no way out.  Checkmate.  Game over.  But David didn’t need to worry, because the King still has one more move.
Do you remember an old man named Daniel?  All he did was pray, three times a day, right out in the open, and it got him thrown into a den of lions.  The lions are hungry, and Daniel is an 80 year old man, far too old to star in an episode of “Man vs. Wild.”  There’s no way out.  Checkmate.  Game over.  But Daniel didn’t need to worry, because the King still has one more move.
It is the day we call Good Friday.  Jesus has been arrested, tried and sentenced to death.  He has been scourged, beaten, mocked and spit on.  They nailed him to a cross, split open his side with a spear, and watched him die from a lack of oxygen and a loss of blood.  His followers took his lifeless body, wrapped it in 75 pounds of spices and burial cloths, and put him in a tomb dug out of Judean rock.  They rolled a stone over the opening to the tomb; the Romans sealed the tomb and placed soldiers in front of the tomb to make sure no one came to take the body away.  There’s no way out.  Checkmate.  Game over.  But the King still has one more move.  Jesus has saved the best for last.
It may be that you are facing something today that feels very much like checkmate.  From where you sit, there’s no way out.  Maybe it’s a marriage that is falling apart, or that fell apart some time ago.  Maybe it’s a child who has wandered very far from everything that is important to you.  Maybe it’s your business that seems to have fallen off a cliff.  Maybe you did the wrong thing, or said the wrong thing, or made a mistake that is so big it seems like it could never be redeemed.  Maybe it’s an illness, a disease, or an injury that has made life a constant struggle, an uphill battle that has no sign of getting better.  Checkmate, game over, no way out. 
But here is the truth of Easter – the King still has one more move.  There is a way out.  The game is not over.  Jesus has saved the best for last.

But here’s the thing.  Before the King can make his move in your life, he needs you to make a move into his kingdom.  If you want to experience the power of the King in your life, you need to become a member of his kingdom.  You need to make Jesus not just the King; you need to make him your King.  And here’s how to do that; here are the “ABCs” of moving into the Kingdom.  “A” stands for “admit” – admit your sin, admit that you need Jesus to forgive you of your sin and to save you from spiritual death.  “B” stands for “believe” – believe that God came to earth in the person of Jesus, that Jesus died on the cross for our sin, and that Jesus rose from death, never to die again.  And “C” stands for “commit” – commit your life to Jesus.  Commit to being a follower of the King.  A Christian is not simply a person who believes the right things; a Christian is someone who follows the right person, the person of Jesus.  And if you’ve never made that commitment before, you can make it right now.  The King still has one more move; isn’t it time for you to make yours?  
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