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How much money would you be willing to give to help others?  Would you give up a few dollars for a stranger?  Would you give $10 or $20 to a neighbor?  Would you give a friend hundreds of dollars?  Would you give a relative thousands?  Is there a growing scale of generosity depending on how much you love someone?  What about your clothing?  Would you give used clothing to a stranger in need?  Would you let a neighbor or friend borrow a nice jacket?  Would you let your sister wear your favorite sweater?  What about your car?  Who would you let borrow it?  Who would you give your car to if they were in need?  To whom would you give a kidney to save their life?  I was reading this week about a man who was doing that for his brother.  We have just two kidneys, and giving one away means that we are down to one that could fail sometime.  Would you give away a kidney to a neighbor, a friend, a family member or never give it away?  What about our lives?  Who would you die for?  Who do we love that much that we would be willing to give the ultimate sacrifice?

Love takes risks with our hearts, emotions, gifts and valuable possessions.  Love invests in others and trusts them with what we hold dear.  To love means to possibly lose those valuable things, have them broken, rejected or misused.  Some people choose not to love because they don’t want to risk the loss and hurt.  No one ever said it better than C. S. Lewis, “To love at all is to be vulnerable.  Love anything, and your heart will certainly be wrung and possibly be broken.  If you want to make sure of keeping it intact, you must give your heart to no one, not even to an animal.  Wrap it carefully round with hobbies and little luxuries; avoid all entanglements; lock it up safe in the casket or coffin of your selfishness.  But in that casket - safe, dark, motionless, airless - it will change.  It will not be broken; it will become unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable....  The only place outside Heaven where you can be perfectly safe from all the dangers of love... is Hell.”  To truly love others means to dare to love; to take the risk of being misinterpreted, betrayed, rejected, misunderstood, or possibly, to lose what we consider valuable for another’s sake.  However the benefits of love far outweigh the losses.  To truly love means to truly live; to value the eternal over the temporal, and to hold up those people and things worth sacrificing our lives for.
Our American heritage of freedom and equality rests on the sacrifices of those who have gone before us; who gave their lives so that we can enjoy the benefits we cherish today.  President Franklin D. Roosevelt in a proclamation designating Bill of Rights Day said, “Those who have long enjoyed such privileges as we enjoy (today) forget in time that men (and women) have died to win them.”  It is recorded that at the Soldiers' Cemetery in Nashville, Tennessee, one day a stranger planted a flower upon a grave.  When asked if some relative was buried there, he replied: "No; when the war broke out, I had a wife and seven children to support.  I was drafted, but had no money to hire a substitute, and made up my mind to go.  After I was all ready to start, a young man came to me and said, ‘You have a large family, which your wife cannot take care of.  I will go for you.’  He did go in my place, and at the battle of Chickamauga he was wounded and taken to Nashville, where he died.  Ever since I have wished to come and see his grave.  So I came and found my friend's grave."  He then took a head-board and fixed it into the ground at the head of the grave.  It bore the soldier's name, and underneath were the words, "He died for me."  (The Gospel Workers Treasury, Rev. E.S. Lorenz, (Revell, 1887), p. 23.)  This is interesting to me because I had two family ancestors who were wounded at the battle of Chickamauga.  They died from their wounds and died for our country.
Noble sacrifice for the greater good underlies what is best not only for America but for all of life as God designed us to live it.  Loving sacrifice points us to the eternal values and love of God.  No greater authority than Jesus defined love as sacrifice for others.  Jesus dared to measure his entire life’s effectiveness and success on the basis of such sacrificial love.  He told us to measure our lives on the basis of sacrificial love for God and each other.  In John 15:9-17, Jesus said, 9As the Father has loved Me, so have I loved you.  Now remain in my love.  10If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love.  11I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.  12My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you.  13Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.  14You are my friends if you do what I command.  15I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business.  Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you.  16You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit—fruit that will last.  Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in my name.  17This is my command: Love each other.
Consider how much Jesus loves you by the succeeding greatness of his sacrifice for us.  With each deeper level of sacrifice Jesus made for us, his love shines greater.  First, realize that in love for us, Jesus willingly gave up the comforts of heaven.  Jesus enjoyed face to face, unrestricted and immediate access to God the Father and had all His power.  He experienced unlimited horizons of light, joy, peace and fulfillment.  He chose to deny Himself of all of that so He could love us.  Then, in love for us, Jesus willingly took on human life with all its restrictions.  He chose to know cold, heat, darkness, pain, poverty, hard work, tiredness, hunger, thirst, oppression and more in a 3rd world existence.  In love, God became flesh and blood to live as one of us and to come alongside us in our need.  In his next step of love for us, Jesus willingly showed us the lifestyle of health, peace, and right living.  He gave constantly in love to others; ministering patiently, carefully and giving easy access to Himself.  He gave up his time and privacy for others; teaching, healing, and leading the crowds.  He demonstrated and taught the healthy, fulfilling, selfless and satisfying life.  He willingly sacrificed his rights and privacy to love us.  The next step of his love displays for us Jesus’ willingness to suffer for us.  He endured loneliness, betrayal, rejection, abuse, mockery, troubles, trials, difficulties and every kind of suffering, humiliation, torture and injustice cruel humanity and evil could throw upon Him.  Each step He took on the way to the cross led Jesus deeper into sacrificial love for each of us.
Then in the ultimate historical and supernatural act ever recorded, Jesus willingly took on mortality and died in love for us.  The verbs of the Apostles’ Creed convey the active and deeper sacrifice Jesus made for us: conceived, born, suffered, crucified, died, buried.  Indeed, as Jesus had said to his disciples, 13 Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.  Don’t assume that because He was the Son of God that dying came easily for Jesus.  Just the opposite is true.  How can immortal become mortal?  How can eternal become temporal?  How can the Source of life become death?  How can God die? 
This is the greatest sacrifice.  We die easily.  That God dies is a wonderment and huge mystery.  That God dies for us is beyond our comprehension.  Yet God’s only Son died for us.  No greater love exists than this.  Jesus, Prince of the universe, gave up his immortality and sovereign power in the ultimate unselfish act.  Jesus, Prince of the universe, died a criminal’s death in great suffering to give us eternal love and life.  God became mortal and died for us.  The greatest Love gave the greatest sacrifice.  No greater love exists!
Today we celebrate and experience the wonderful effect of Christ’s sacrifice in love for our lives.  All of these tremendous benefits result from his sacrifice for us through the cross and the resurrection.

First, we have confidence in the love of God for us through Jesus.  Jesus said, 13Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.  14You are my friends if you do what I command.  Note the key facts of this statement - Jesus gave us the greatest love as He died for us and then, Jesus called us His friends as we follow Him.  We know with an eternal assurance that we are loved by God.
Second, Jesus death and resurrection put to death our sins and sinful lives.  Jesus died not just as a magnificent gesture of love.  He died with purposeful resolve that brings forgiveness of sins and release from sinful lifestyles.  His death effectively ends the power of sin’s enslavement over humanity.  All who claim Jesus’ death and resurrection gain this effective power for their life.
Third, Jesus’ death and resurrection insures eternal life with Jesus as we follow Him as our Lord.  His resurrection shows us that Jesus has power over sin, evil and death.  In his book Countdown, G. B. Hardy wrote some thought-provoking questions about the resurrection.  "There are but two essential requirements: 1) Has anyone cheated death and proved it?  2) Is it available to me?  Here is the complete record:  Confucius' tomb -- occupied.  Buddha's tomb -- occupied.  Mohammed's tomb -- occupied.  Jesus' tomb -- empty!  Argue as you will, there is no point in following a loser."  We do not follow a loser.  We follow the only victor over sin, evil and death.  Jesus’ resurrection shows us that we will be resurrected.  The Apostle Paul explains this in I Cor. 15:20-22, 20But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.  21For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man.  22For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive.
Fourth, Jesus’ death and resurrection protects us from evil and guides us through all difficulty in this life and on into eternity.  Every time we see the cross we are reminded of Jesus’ victory over evil and death.  We see the power available to us to transform seemingly impossible situations of difficulty into places Jesus will work His amazing power of resurrection.
Why can we believe the promise of Romans 8:28 that “…in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to his purpose.”?  Why can we believe that?  Because of the cross and resurrection!  Since Jesus overcame such an evil combination of suffering, terror and death with such an amazing display of the power of his resurrection life power, than we can know that Jesus can overcome any dilemma we face.  Jesus is greater than cancer.  Jesus is greater than unemployment.  Jesus is greater than temptation.  Jesus is greater than our failures.  Jesus is greater than every difficulty, trial or tragedy we face.
A man was going down a street when in a store window he saw a very beautiful picture of the crucifixion.  As he gazed spellbound at the vividly pictured scene, he suddenly became conscious that at his side stood a young boy.  The boy, too, was gazing at the picture, and his tense expression made the man know that "The Crucifixion" had really gripped the eager little soul.  Touching the boy on the shoulder, the man said, "Sonny, what does it mean?"  "Doncha know?" he answered, his face full of the marvel of the man's ignorance.  "That man is Jesus, an' the others is Roman soldiers, an' the woman that's cryin' is His mother, an'" he added, "they killed him!"  The man did not want to move from in front of that impressive piece of artwork but he had other things he had to do, so he turned and walked away.  In a few moments he heard footsteps on the street behind him, and there came rushing up the boy.  "Say, mister," he exclaimed breathlessly, "I forgot to tell you, but He rose again!"
Joseph Bayly in Psalms of My Life wrote, “Let's celebrate Easter with the rite of laughter.  Christ died and rose and lives.  Laugh like a woman who holds her first baby.  Our enemy death will soon be destroyed.  Laugh like a man who finds he doesn't have cancer, or he does, but now there's a cure.  Christ opened wide the door to heaven.  Laugh like children at Disneyland's gates.  This world is owned by God and He'll return to rule.  Laugh like a man who walks away uninjured from a wreck in which his car was totaled.  Laugh as if all the people in the whole world were invited to a picnic, and then invite them.”
13Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.  14You are my friends if you do what I command.  Are you ready to celebrate and live in the greatest love ever known?  The Lord is risen!  He is risen indeed.  Now let’s live in that greatest love.
I can’t think of a better time than now to choose to live a resurrection life in Jesus.  Are you tired of living in fear of evil?  Let your life be resurrected in Jesus today, the victor over evil.  Are you tired of living in failure to temptations and wrongs?  Let your life be transformed today in Jesus’ power to overcome all temptation, right all wrong, forgive all sins and change daily lives.  Do you worry about tomorrow and eternity, wondering where you will end up; concerned your future is only dark, dreary and depressing?  Let your life be renewed with the assurance of meaningful, purposeful and joyful life in Jesus Christ beginning today and forever.  He overcame death, not just his own, but ours as well on Easter!  The victory we proclaim to you today is yours in Jesus Christ.  Will you live in it?  Will you stop trying to live without Jesus and let Jesus’ power over sin, evil and death live in you?  I can’t think of a better day than today to make that decision about your life.  Talk to me today after our closing song about living a new life in Jesus.  Don’t wait; there is no better time than now to start celebrating the new life we have in our Lord.
