Changed Lives

A sermon preached by Theodore S. Atkinson, Minister, Oxford Presbyterian Church, Oxford, FA on
Easter Sunday, April 19, 1987, Scripture Lessons: Jeremndah 31:1-6; Psalm 118:14-24; l:olmman's
2:1-4; Matthew 29:1—10.

IN THE HAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

| wonder if ocur Epiztle lesson seerns to put & damper on our Easter
celebratian. We began with triumphal music from flute, piano, orgsn,
brass instruments, bells and choir. We joufully sang of the risen Christ.
Our 0ld Testament lesson assured us of God's everlasting lave. The Gospel
lesson told us about the discovery of the empty tomb and the appearance of

the Risen Christ. Everything has been upbeat but the Epistie lesson.

“Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: fornication, impurity, passion, evil
desire, and covetousness, which iz idolatry. On account of these the wrath of God is
zoming. In these you once walked... But now put themn all away: anger, wrath, malice,
slander, and foul talk from your mouth. Do not He to one another.”

It zeems o little marbid for Esster Sunday.  Why not sorme other Epistle
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lesson that talks about the joy of eternsl life? ‘Why does the church
sesign this lesson to be read on Easter motning?

Maybe the answer is this. The pagan world in which St Peul lived was
most impressed with how the Gospel chenged the lives of men and waomern,
Most people in those days had no problem believing in miracles. They
believed in a1l sorts of miracles and wonder-workers, We'd call them
superstitious, But the ancient world d__i;u:i have a difficult time believing
that ones life could be fundamentally f:ﬂhanged. And =0 they were utterly
arnazed when they discovered men and wormen who no longer lied as a way
of life, who stopped chesting, who stayed faithful to their marrisge
partners, who sacrificed wealth Lo rescue unwanted children sbandoned on
the city dumps. People's lives weren't usually chenged like thiz in the
ancient world. There was a strong feeling that the stars and fsie

determined what kind of persan we are and what would becorme of us. But
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here vas o foct thot the pagen world hod to foce. A zizesble number of
mer and warren were breaking free of the maoral and ethical corruption of
the atcient warld. Their lives were being redically changed and they were
changed by the fact of the resurrection of Jesus. Changed lives were the
strongest evidence for the resurrection of Jesus.

Changed lives are ¢///the strongest evidence for the resurrection of

Jesus., About 18 years ago | told the Presbytery of Mew Brunswick, which

was examing me for ordination, that | fell s special cell by God to

minister to pec lg_WMQ@gﬁan faith. | left
serminary armed with all sorts of arguments for the existence of God, the
resurrection of Jesus and the authority of the Bible. | was oh the prowl

for atheists and agnostics. There was anly one problem. | cowldn't find

first parich | discovered, to my disapointment, that nearly everybody was
& canvinced believer. Few people came to me with thealogicsl questions.
Instead they came to talk about everydsy prablems; problems with alcohal,
with marriage, with children. The teenasgers, especially, had a1l sortg of
questions sboul sexual morality. The fect of the resurrection was teken
for granted. But what did that fact have to do with everyday 1iving?

This pastaral experience has deepened my understanding of the
Christisn faith. Christian faith /& sad merely believing that Jesus rose
from the dead. Christian faith /s trusting that we've been reised with
Christ to newness of life; that“we've put off the old nature with its
practices and have put on the new nature.” Unbelief, an the other hand, is
living as if God is dead; as if Jesus isn't alive; as if our lives can't be
changed.

Many peaple sre hopeless shout changing their lives. Some ganr 't weast

any.—l-had-all_this_amrmunition and_nohody tn fire it e sl When | got intomy ___

—— .
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to chenge but others, rmeybe you, have simply given up and dropped out
because you've really Lried to change but failed again and again. You feel
t@gﬁgd in self-destructive habits or patterns of life. You've proved to
yourself thet you're owchengeslly irresponsible o compuleive;
wneaniralishly self-despising or self-indulging; or cansiiiviiansiiy
unatie to trust and commit yourselves to anyone, including God. You feel
f_qigd to continue in self-destructive kinds of behavior because of
influences on your life over which you heve had no control. [t's little
wonder that so many give up on themselves and on others. ‘We begin to
think of ourselves or others ag "hopeless cases” for wham nothing can be
daone.
But Christians bear witness to a God who raises the dead. Beyed-dare
o belewe-trrk? Because Christ_hes-died-and. risen_again, vwe-believe. that
there sre no “hopeless cases”. So we refuse to give up oh others ar
ourzelves. Christiens are people who believe that what g humanly
impossible is nevertheless possible with God. We besr witness to this
faith by living with ourselves and with others in confidence that change
and new beginnings %possihle, This hope has nothing to do with naive
aptimism sbhaut hurman potentisl. 1t's based on hope in the liberating and
transforming power of God who raised Jesus from the dead.
0f course this power also warks through human efforts. But Christians
believe that God's power will continue to work even when our very best
efforts fail. "Our life is hidden with Christ in God", Paul says. The new
life that God has given us is so often hidden even fram ourselves to the
point that we wonder if we reslly have put on a new nature. But even when
it's hidden from ourselves and others we stubbornly hope and york for

Christlike change in our awn lives snd in the warld.
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These changed lives don't heppen overnight. As Shirley C. Guthrie Jr.
has pointed cut in his recent article in 7he Frestylerian Luwtieof,
sometimes we preschers give false hope. We promise that if people just
“turn their lives over to the Lord" or “sccept Christ as their Lord and
Saviar” their lives will be mirsculously transformed overnight; all their
problems instantly solved; all their needs end desires immediately
satisfied. But the Christian gospel deesn't promise instant perfection or
immediste victary. 1t promises that through the risen Christ, through his
Spirit, the power of God is at work in us, renewing us after the image of
our creatar.

Thiz morning Fm appealing to you, on the basis of our Christian faith in
the resurrection of Jesus fe Z7yechanged lives; {e &&fievs, on the basis
of Christ's resurrectionthat=it's possibleto let-the-Risen-ChAist-begin-to— —— -  ———
change your life. Christ is risenl Christ is elivel Christ is present this
morning in this sanctusry. The presence of the Risen Christ is in your
lives, 8 presence you can know and trust and obey. | ask you, therefare, to
rWWQ Mothing else will change your life
z0 radically, nothing else will alter desth utterly snd forever. Only what
God did on Easter Day, only faith in what God did on Easter Dey- he created
newness of life as a gift for everyone whao is willing to receive it

Let me close with & familiar story of & rebellious young mar; & moderm
prodigal. He'd messed up his life, run away from harme, carnmited crime,
heen convicted, sentenced and jailed. In anger and rebellion, he'd cut off
all contact with his parents wha had no idea what happened to hirm, But as
he sat there in prison month after month he began to think about harne and
he began to change. He began to appreciate sofme of the things his parents

had tried to do for him. He begin to miss his Father's house. And near the
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end of his prizon sentence he decided to write home. He wrote,

"Deat raorn and dad,

| know 've bitterly disapointed you and saused you pain and agony. After [ left horne | got
in trouble with the law. I've spent the last year in jail. My sentence is almast up and I'd
like 4o come home if you'll have me. 1 plan to take the train. Since the tracks go right
behind the hause before it gets to the station I'd tke you to let me know whether | should
stay on the train or get off and corne horme. If you'll let e come horne just hang 3 white
cheet on the clothes line and ' know its alright to come harme. If there's nothing on the
Tine ‘N keep riding.
Love...

As the train rounded the bed and approached that goung man's house he was
helf afraid to look. Finally he gave in. He locked and he saw the clothes
line and the branches on all the trees covered with white sheets. Mot oniy
was he allowed to came home, but his mom and dad were welcaming him
hote with apen amms.

we sre all o much like that young boy. ‘we've left our Fathers harne.
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we've erred and strayed from his ways like lost sheep. ‘We've follawed too

rmuch the devices and desires of our wwn hearts. We've offended against
his haly laws. we've 1eft undane those things which we ought ta have done;
and we've done those things which we ought not to have done. Aas were
hall 7reid ta came dome o the Feifer, afraid that he'll reject us;
afreid that we just can't live up to his expectations; afreid of failing and
going estray again; afraid of cur old nature; afreid thal not even God cah
change us. But on that first Eester Sunday, God hung out all the yhite
sheets for us. And the Risen Lord seys to us, "Do not be afraid. I've come
to take you back home to your Father. You've been eway too long. I've

missed you. | have loved you with sn everlasting love. Do not be afraid.”

1 God, who for cur dedernption gave your enly-begotten Son to the death of the cross, and by his
glorious resurrection delivered us from the power of our enemy: Grant us so to die daily fo sin, thai
we may evermore live with him in the joy of his resurrection; through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord,
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.
mmnahi—n Ged, oo broosb»’v again rov The dead our Lovd Jes.ds,@:bu:ﬁ the Slomou.s Perince ag
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