                                    Sept. 18th Sermon:   “Jesus is to LIVE for!”  
                   ( Psalm 25:1-7, 16-21; Philippians 1:1-21; Matthew 16:24-27 )

     This evening’s sermon is based on our Epistle reading from Philippians chapter 1.  In fact, our Epistle readings for the next few weeks will come from Paul’s letter to the Philippians, and I plan to base my sermons on these readings from Philippians.  So, you can look forward to a sermon series on the book of Philippians!

     With that said, the book of Philippians is a letter from the Apostle Paul to the Christians who lived in a city called Philippi.  Paul wrote this letter around 61 A.D. while he was in a Roman prison.  

     
Why was Paul in prison?  Did he cheat on his Roman income taxes?  Did he get a DWI while driving his donkey on the Roman 

interstates?  No!  Paul was in prison because he had been preaching the Good News about Jesus!

     How would you feel if you decided to tell people about Jesus and then you ended up in prison for your efforts?  Would you be bitter?  Would you be scared?  I’m sure Paul was struggling with bitterness and fear.

     But the Holy Spirit worked through the Gospel of Jesus to capture Paul’s heart for God and gave Paul joy and hope.  In fact, that’s why Paul is able to say what he does at the end of our reading.  Paul writes:  “For me to live is Christ; to die is gain.”  The rest of this sermon will focus on that statement.

     First, let’s examine the words “…to live is Christ”.  You know, life in our world seems to be very cheap.  Soldiers and civilians are killed in Ira
q every day.  Unborn children are murdered in our nation every day.  

     Some people are willing to shoot a person dead just to steal $10.00 from a wallet or a purse.  Some teenagers commit suicide because they don’t win at a sporting event or because they don’t get what they want for Christmas.  Why is life so cheap?

     I once saw a movie where two people were eating at a restaurant.  After the meal they decided to order dessert.  The one person said:  “Oh, you must try the chocolate cheesecake.  It’s to die for!”
     I’m sorry!  No dessert is so good that we should be willing to die for it.  Of course, I’m sure the person in the movie wasn’t serious about actually giving her life for a piece of cheesecake.  On the other hand, in our culture there are people who are willing to risk their lives for things that are quite trivial.  Why is life so cheap?

     The fact is that life is not worth living unless we live our lives to the glory of God.  Listen to what Paul writes in 1st Corinthians chapter 10:  “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all to the glory of God.”  Paul also writes the following in Colossians chapter 3:  “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men,…”

     Life is meaningful only when we live to the glory of God.  That’s why the title for this sermon is:  “Jesus is to LIVE for!”  My friends, only Jesus can make life worth living.  

     Jesus is our Creator.  Jesus is also our Savior.  Even though Jesus created this world, we have destroyed creation ourselves by our rebellion against God.  But instead of destroying us for our rebellion, which is what we deserve, Jesus gave His own life for our sin so that we could have new life through faith in Him.

     Jesus died for our sin and then conquered death by His resurrection.  Jesus lives to give you NEW LIFE!  Therefore, Jesus is to LIVE for!  Life has meaning because every moment of our existence flows from God’s gift of life in Jesus.

     For example, on some Sundays I pray for people who are celebrating birthdays by praying the following:  “Lord, help them to see every breath as a cause for worship and every heartbeat as a cause for prayer.”

     In contrast, the devil wants you to take all of God’s blessings for granted and find no joy or wonder in all the numerous gifts God pours out upon you.  Even more, the devil wants you to yawn when you hear God’s Word and respond with “whatever” when you hear the Good News about Jesus.
     But Jesus makes it possible for you to live a life filled with joy and hope.  That’s why Paul was not overcome by bitterness and fear when he ended up in a Roman prison for preaching the Gospel.  Paul understood what it means to live for Jesus.

     You see, Paul was once an unbelieving Pharisee.  Paul was once lost and drowning in the sea of his own self-righteousness.  His life was centered around himself and he was empty inside.  But then Jesus saved him!  Paul’s empty heart was filled with Jesus’ mercy, love and life.

     That’s why Paul was able to have joy and hope even in a prison cell.  In fact, Paul used his time in prison to witness to the unbelieving Roman guards about Jesus.  Here we see why God sometimes allows us Christians to suffer.  In our trials God gives us a chance to witness to unbelievers who do not know the hope we have in Jesus.

     Jesus is to LIVE for because he gave His life for us and He now lives as our Savior and Lord.  Every task and experience in life has meaning because God’s mercy helps us to see all things as a gift from God and His love helps us do all that we do to His praise and glory.  

     Paul writes about this in Galatians chapter 2.  Listen closely, because these words also apply to you.  Paul writes:  “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.  The life I live in the body I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”

     So, Jesus is to LIVE for!  But what happens when we DIE?  What then?  Some people think that death is the end.  Our bodies turn to dust and that’s that!  But they’re wrong!  Other people DO believe in life after death, but they wrongly think that life with God is something we have to earn by avoiding sin and doing good deeds.  As a result, some are not sure if they are going to heaven or hell when they die.
     The fact is that there IS life after death and we ALL deserve Hell.  We can do nothing to earn eternal life with God.  No matter how many good deeds we do, those deeds can’t cover our even more numerous sins.  

     In fact, even the GOOD deeds we do are sin when we do them with evil motives.  If you do something good because you want the glory for yourself or because you’re trying to earn blessing from God, then that good deed is sinful.

     But the Apostle Paul says “To die is gain!”  Paul can say this because He understood that His sins were forgiven through Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross.  In addition, Paul also knew that he had the certain hope of eternal life because of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead.

     You see, when we Christians die our souls go to be with Christ while we wait for the day of resurrection which will take place when Christ returns to judge the living and the dead.  On that day our bodies will be raised sinless and perfect, and our souls will be reunited with those bodies on that day.  

     Paul writes about this hope at the end of Philippians chapter 3.  Listen to what he says:  “…the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like His glorious body.”  That is why we need not fear death!

     This reminds me of a story I once heard from a Christian musician named Steve Camp.  He told us about a time years ago when he was giving a Christian concert at a university in California.  While he was back stage he received a phone call.  The person who called was a local Satanist who said that if he went through with his concert some of his people would kill him.

     Do you want to know how Steve Camp responded?  He said:  “My friend, the Apostle Paul says ‘To live is Christ; to die is gain!’  I believe that!  So, take your best shot.  Good-bye!”  What a powerful witness!  That can be YOUR witness, too.  You can say to the devil:  “Take your best shot!  To live is Christ.  To die is gain.  You can’t destroy my hope in Jesus!”
     My friends, Jesus is to LIVE for!  Your sins are forgiven.  God loves you.  You get to live your life to the glory of God, filled with the joy of Jesus!  But when you face trials or even death itself, do not despair!  Jesus is also to DIE for!  In other words, we can also DIE to the glory of God because we know that not even death can destroy our hope in Jesus.

     One day we will live in sinless bodes in a world without evil or death.  Until then, we spend each moment remembering this truth:  “Jesus is to LIVE for!”  Even though Paul was in prison, he knew that He was truly free in Jesus.  

     In contrast, the unbelieving Roman soldiers who guarded Paul were imprisoned by their own unbelief.  So Paul offered them true freedom by telling them about Jesus.

     In the same way, God will use YOU as a witness for Him in your life.  Each day you wake up, you get to say to yourself:  “Jesus is to LIVE for!”  You are God’s forgiven child with the certain hope of eternal life.  God loves you dearly.  To live is Christ.  To die is gain.  Go in peace, and serve the Lord.  Amen!
