The Fifth Sunday of Easter – 2008

I. Introduction

There are two great spiritual questions.  The first is: “What will happen to me when I die?”  The second is: “If there is a God, what is God like?”  We spend a lifetime working on our answers to those questions, adjusting what we believe as we absorb more information, encounter more experiences.

We want answers to those questions, and remarkably Jesus gave the answer to those questions the night before his death when he met with his disciples.

II. What happens when I die?
Opening
Gathered in the upper room, and knowing that he himself was facing death, Jesus told them this about dying: “Don’t let your hearts be troubled.”  Easier said than done, right?  That’s why the next thing he said was, “Trust God. Trust also in me.”

Learning to trust

What kind of trust was he talking about?  I remember one of my first visits to the swimming pool with my dad.  I had always played in the baby pool, but my dad wanted me to come with him into the big pool.  He stood in the water with his arms outstretched, coaxing me to jump into the water and into his arms at the same time.  I remember​ing deliberating about that for a while, but eventually decided I could trust him.  So I put my fears aside and took the plunge!

I will take you there myself
Jesus told his disciples that when the time came for them to pass through death, they wouldn’t have to be afraid because he himself would be there to take them.  “You can trust me.  I’ll be there to take you that place that will feel more like home than any home you’ve ever experienced.”
Renowned preacher and chaplain of the US Senate, Peter Marshall, once told of a young boy who was suffering from a disease that would soon take his life.  His parents tried to insulate him from that fact, but he was aware of it.  And one night as his mom tucked him into bed, he asked her, “What will it be like when I die?”  And fighting back the tears, the words that came out of her mouth were nothing short of being a gift from the Holy Spirit.  She told him, “Remember when you have had a full day of playing, and you fall asleep even before you make it into bed, yet when you wake up the next day you discover that you are in your own bed in your own room?  That’s what it’s going to be like.”
Closing
Jesus said, “I will come and I will take you to be with me.  You know me.  You can trust me.  I am the Way to the Father’s house.”
III. What is God like?
Opening
It was at that point that Philip decided he wanted to what the Father was really like.  He said, “Show us the Father, and then we will be satisfied.”
Angry God of judgment
I can appreciate Philip’s question.  There are a lot of pictures of what God is like floating around in the Bible.  Philip and other Jews were taught that God was not only a holy and powerful God, but God demanded righteousness from people, and brought down judgment and destruction on those who disobeyed Him.
But when Jesus talked about God, he called him Father.  When they heard Jesus pray, he called God, “Daddy, Abba”.  It didn’t quite seem to match the picture of the God they grew up with.  Not one of them would dare to get so personal with the God they had been taught about.

Those who have seen me and have seen the Father
 “Show us the Father,” said Philip.  To which Jesus replied, “I have been with you all this time and you still don’t know me. Anyone  who has seen me has seen the Father.  Do you want to know what the Father is like?  Look at me and the things that I do.”

And what had they seen Jesus do?  Have compassion on the poor, heal the sick, give sight to the blind, release those oppressed by demons, forgive the sinner, accept the outcast, and welcome the children.  The only words of judgment from Jesus’ mouth were against those who judged others and shunned them.

Closing
Do you really want to know what God is like?  Look at Jesus on the cross.  There is a picture of what God is like—who, for the love of us, brutally suffered and died so that once and for all the curse of death would be broken; so that once and for all we would know that we were loved, not cursed, by God.  That is what God is like.
IV. Conclusion
When we know the answers to those two great spiritual questions, we are ready to answer the third and final great question: “What is the purpose of my life?”  Your purpose here is to learn to trust God—to trust in God’s love for you.
When we trust God, death—though it brings the sadness of parting—holds no terror.  When we trust in God’s love—when we live each and every day knowing that we are loved by God, then our purpose for living becomes finding our unique way to respond to that love by bringing God’s self-giving love into the lives of others.  
“Love one another,” Jesus taught us.  “Everyone will know you belong to me if you love one another.”  In other words, “I have shown you what the Father is like.  Now you show the world what I am like.”  May that thread of purpose and meaning be woven into everything we do.  And may we do it all in the name of this Jesus who showed us what God is like by loving us.  Amen.
