Sermon by Wesley Warner
What does death mean to you? Some of us see death as an end to all. Some see it as a doorway to a new beginning. Two weeks ago, in our family, death came to us as a rabbit. 

My 6 year old daughter, Hero, came in the house with a little bundle in her arms. "Mom, help me wake her up. She's not waking up!" 

There was nothing we could do. We could not get the rabbit's spirit back into the body and make it wake up. It was a sad death. My beautiful wife and three daughters and one son all sat around the kitchen that morning to comfort each other as they cried about the loss. 

Questions arose. Was it our fault? Did we hold it enough? Did we feed it enough? Too many apples? Was it an accident? Was it diabetes? 

Death is powerful. It doesn't answer our questions.

Somewhere, the rabbit is being torn apart to its elements. Worms, ants, fungus, and bacteria take every last piece apart. 


When things die in the world, the pieces are scattered beyond our reach. Death consumes them. We find the pieces to put them back together again. Death is a terrifying, unwelcome visitor. It takes from us, but leaves us no comfort in return, leaving nothing but the memory of what once was-- a sharp, repetitive tapping of a cold iron sickle upon the door of our heart -- the reminder of loss and our powerlessness to undo it, and the nagging dread that death will not stop. It will continue to take from us-- until it has everything we hold dear.


Have you ever lost something you could not get back? A thief, death, came in our house a month before Christmas and stole our computer from our kitchen table. It was a sad loss, and we filed a police report, but nothing turned up.

Glorious, powerful, trees lose limbs all the time. A branch typically dies from one or a combination of the following reasons: 1. a lack of nutrients, 2. insects, 3. sickness, or 4. root damage. There is a difference between cutting off a "sick" branch and cutting off a healthy branch. When sick branches are cut off, it is just to speed up the process of death. When healthy branches are cut off, they can be saved by grafted into another tree-- but if they are not grafted in, within a few weeks they will suffer the same fate as the "sick" branch-- death.


Jesus said:
5 “I am the vine; you are the branches. The one who remains in me – and I in him – bears much fruit because apart from me you can accomplish nothing.6 If anyone does not remains in me, he is thrown out like a branch, and dries up; and such branches are gathered up and thrown into the fires and are burned up.  -- John 15:4-6


In my opinion, the four reasons tree branches can die symbolize threats to our spiritual life: 

1. A lack of nutrients could be a failure to invest ourselves daily in our relationship with God. Like spiritual anorexia. Death from lack of spiritual nutrition. 
2. Second, insects could be evil spirits-- They inject us with sickness. Starting in the Garden of Eden. Remember, before Eve had the knowledge of evil and before she knew death at all, she reaped the evil of unbelief from the venom of the serpent’s words. The devil and his dark angels have not gone away, they still have power in this earth. They were behind the crucifixion of Jesus. They won’t treat us any differently. Evil crouches at our doors. We have to master it, or it masters us.
3. And the third, sickness, could symbolize the knowledge of evil from the tree of good and evil that sickens us-- we destroy our lives through arrogance, disrespect, gossip, slander, jealousy, fear, lust, adultery, hatred, bitterness, envy, unbelief, anti-Christ, self-pity, anxiety, depression, etc., you name it, our ability to know and do evil is an infection that kills us from within. 
4. And fourth, root damage could be persecution from the world. How often do people try to hurt us intentionally just because we are Christians, or abuse us with injustice for their personal gain? Or how often are we struck by grief and loss, rocks which lay on us and are too heavy to for us to live under?

These death threats need to be taken seriously. A book in the bible named Hebrews has been the reading material of many in our church for the past month. 
It says in chapter 3, verse 1: Therefore, since the promise of entering his rest still stands, let us be careful that none of you be found to have fallen short of it. 2 For we also have had the good news proclaimed to us, just as they did; but the message they heard was of no value to them, because they did not share the faith of those who obeyed.

The severity of the idea that believers can miss the promises of God by their own unbelief is a theme of Hebrews and of the feast of Booths, a feast we have celebrated as a church for four weeks and we will celebrate for four more -- don’t forget it’s a party. The feast of booths is a time to honor God by remembering the cleansing fear of the Lord, the joy of the Lord, to see our hope in him, and to live with soft, grateful hearts that are quick to change to obey Him.

The promised land was never fully attained by the old Israelites, and the writer of Hebrews maintains that this means God intentionally left his promises unfulfilled until Jesus Christ.

Now, if I may share about Jesus. He's the most interesting person I know-- but he is slandered continually in our world. It makes me sick to hear the awful things said about him. The devil tries his best to destroy his reputation, and he has terribly blasphemed God’s name in our generation-- but he has not stopped us believers from meeting Jesus in our secret places. When I was in a place of darkness, I met Jesus. His words spoke into my heart and raised my soul from the dead. He is not who the slanderous voices say he is. He is far more complex, powerful and holy. He is a man who adores his Father over all other. He’s got a dynamic, charismatic personality, serious and loving in heart, but with a lightheartedness that can be expressed in a witty joke. In worship, he goes all out-- dancing, singing and kneeling before the throne of his Father. In public, he is the life of every party, his smile lights up the room and he takes the time to talk to everyone and give us all a high-five. In private, he gives me all of his attention and makes me feel like I’m his only child in the whole world. He enjoys giving gifts, creating beautiful homes, watching movies, roller coasters, good music, dancing, games, picnics, parks, and walks in the garden. When he longs for us, he woos us and seeks us out, like a man seeks his bride. He cares for each of us-- more than I can understand. He is more precious than anything on earth, and he is also a lamb. That means, he would die, as a sacrifice, for us.


Years before it would occur, Isaiah spoke about how the Jesus would let death have his way with him:

Like a lamb led to the slaughtering block, like a sheep silent before her shearers, he did not even open his mouth. Isaiah 53:7 NET

On a barren, dead, tree, we humans split open his body and his life was taken away from us-- beyond our reach, into the very realm of death itself.

In our dirty consciousness and broken hearts, we felt the loss, and we were powerless to do anything about it. We could not turn back his death. He was like our rabbit Emily. We could not wake him up. All we could do was place him into a tomb, another life taken by the terrifying, unwelcome visitor.

Death is powerful. It doesn’t respond when we ask it questions. With the help of good scientific methodology, technology, and centuries of autopsy records, we can usually determine cause of death. But science is limited to repeatable experiments. We can send things to death, but we cannot get them back to learn anything. We have probes that can be sent to Venus and send us back pictures, but we don’t have a probe that can take pictures of death. This is why the scriptures say, 

“Things that no eye has seen, or ear heard, or mind imagined are the things God has prepared for those who love him.” 10 God has revealed these to us by the Spirit. For the Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God.

We are not limited by the human vision and the technology of science! We are beyond the realm of science. We have revelation from a trustworthy source, God himself. 

Some people find scientific errors or contradictions in Christian spiritual guides or books and claim they are untrustworthy. But it doesn’t fit to judge a spiritual book or person by scientific protocols. Moses, Paul, Jesus, etc., never claimed to be “scientists,” and if you approach them or the bible to learn science, you’ll get weird, unexpected results. It’s like trying to use a physics book for baking a cake. When you can’t do it, it doesn’t mean that cakes don’t exist. Just use a different set of criterion-- get a cookbook, the cake will become clear. Use scientific criticism for science books and teachers. Use spiritual criticism for spiritual books and teachers.

Jesus wasn’t misdirected us when he said: "I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” He is telling the absolute spiritual truth. He wants us to trust him and obey him, like little children do to their parents. 

Remember the pile of dead sticks I was talking about? In Numbers 17, Moses collected some dead sticks from the leaders of the Israelites. He takes their dead staffs and puts them in the holy temple, before the presence of the Lord Himself.:

6 So Moses spoke to the Israelites, and their leaders gave him twelve staffs, one for the leader of each of their ancestral tribes, and Aaron’s staff was among them. 7 Moses placed the staffs before the LORD in the tent of the covenant law.
8 The next day Moses entered the tent and saw that Aaron’s staff, which represented the tribe of Levi, had not only sprouted but had budded, blossomed and produced almonds. 9 Then Moses brought out all the staffs from the LORD’s presence to all the Israelites. They looked at them, and each of the leaders took his own staff.
10 The LORD said to Moses, “Put back Aaron’s staff in front of the ark of the covenant law, to be kept as a sign to the rebellious. This will put an end to their grumbling against me, so that they will not die.” 11 Moses did just as the LORD commanded him.

Aaron’s staff was the dead stick-- that came back to life. It had life in itself, and God had it placed back in the holy place of the temple of God. It is a symbol for God’s selection of Jesus-- the branch that has life in itself. He had life in himself before he was born, while he lived here, and after he died. 

For centuries, Jesus was telling us, his friends that love him though-out all time, that he would meet death when he came here. The secret that the devil, and that most people did not understand-- was that death could not hold him. He is a leader of leaders. When nobody else stood by his side-- He conquered death on his own. He defeated the demons in hell and scarred them forever by the terror of his own Resurrection. Then he came back for us, His friends, His family, which surprised us greatly. Death had been death forever. It had always been. But what we first thought was another loss-- the most precious loss-- turned out to be the end of loss itself. What seemed like the unacceptable end of love-- was only the beginning of a new, unimaginable love. What they thought was death of the creator-- was the opposite, the beginning of the renewal of all creation. 

5 For his anger lasts only a brief moment,
and his good favor restores one’s life.
One may experience sorrow during the night,
but joy arrives in the morning. -- Psalm 30:5

When he came back to them in joy, it means that he forgave their sin-- no longer holding any ill-will against them, and he gave them the most precious of gifts-- the indwelling of the Holy Spirit-- He is the fullness of God, the conqueror of death, living inside-- grafting them back into the parent tree who has life in himself, like the budding staff of Aaron, allowing them to live under the leadership and the power of the great King, the Great Leader, the one who takes back from death, the one who nobody, not even death, can deny-- we are connected to him, and it feels like a fountain of life-- a well springing up like living water, gushing life up from the inside of us.

When something sad happens in the world, the loss never goes away. But when something sad happens in connection with Christ, when we make a mistake, or when the mistakes of others are forced upon us, when something is lost, when we are powerless to fix it, when something dies in Christ, when grief is on us more than we can bear, just wait. Christ meets death face to face. When Christ questions death, he gets an answer. When Christ probes, he gets a picture. When death takes anything that belongs to Christ-- he gets it back, 100 times better.

29 Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, there is no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for my sake and for the sake of the gospel 30 who will not receive in this age a hundred times as much – homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children, fields, all with persecutions – and in the age to come, eternal life.

This is the message of Christ-- Jesus is the tree of life. He has flicked death away like a pesky mosquito. Sure, it comes back to bite us now and then. Like bloodsucking spiders, demons incite in us greed, strife, lust, fear-- but he will forgive us, set us free from it, and heal us in ways the world does not understand! Persecutions and grief come, crushing our roots, and filling our hearts with pain, but his compassionate tenderness wipes our tears away and he replaces our pain with joy-- one day we will be free completely! Whether we feel a hunger for more of his nourishment, or whether we feel great distance from laying in the ground under the shade of the tree-- close to the tree, but not connected-- we have his favor available. Whether it’s been a second, a day, or even years since we talked to him-- our longing will be fulfilled and we will be restored to the nourishment of knowing God. When we can’t go on, we will find the grace to walk another mile! All we need to do is ask! He forgives our sins and connects us from the core of our being-- into Holy Spirit -- so from inside us we can eat from God’s hand once again-- the tree of life -- and drink huge draughts of the rivers of the living water of heaven! Hallelujah! 

10 For sadness as intended by God produces a repentance that leads to salvation,
leaving no regret, but worldly sadness brings about death - 2 Cor 7:10

In the Godless world, sorrow is death.

But when death meets Christ, we can’t help but find glory.

You can’t make a sacrifice that won’t result in glory.
You can’t give an hour of your time and not find glory in return.
You can’t lay down your life in love and not find his glory
You can’t lose your friends for Christ and not find glory
You can’t lose your job in Christ and not find a new one
You can’t admit your sins to Christ and not find his favor filling you up!

We have been given the gift of his holy spirit. He lives in us. We will know his heart and we will be known by the maker of our hearts. We have a gardener who in every season, the extremities of winter, the loss of fall, the growth of summer, or the new life of spring, keeps us safe and secure, as long as we hold fast to him. 

The prophet Isaiah heard God say:
25 “To whom can you compare me? Whom do I resemble?”
says the Holy One.
Isaiah responded:
26 Look up at the sky!
Who created all these heavenly lights?
He is the one who leads out their ranks;
he calls them all by name.
He does not get tired or weary;
there is no limit to his wisdom.
29 He gives strength to those who are tired;
to the ones who lack power, he gives renewed energy.
30 Even youths get tired and weary;
even strong young men clumsily stumble.
31 But those who wait for the Lord’s help find renewed strength;
they rise up as if they had eagles’ wings,
they run without growing weary,
they walk without getting tired.
Isaiah 40:25-31

Isaiah said that we shall be called oaks of righteousness. A planting of the Lord.

I see mighty trees here. We have a strong church, filled with people that have known and walked with God and each other for decades. Everyone one of us who sits in our church fears God-- or we wouldn’t be here. Our leaders, pastors, elders, and deacons fear him, they serve us counsel from his heart and in my opinion, they are worthy of double honor for their diligence in the Lord’s duties. By God’s grace, I respect every one of them and carefully listen to what they say and let their words shape me in the Lord. Everyone in this church is accessible and serious with our responsibilities in the Lord. We all carry his load, and we take care of each other. 

We’ve been under the pruning shears, losing limbs. In this season, branches have been cut down-- some for burning, some to be carefully grafted into different orchards. We have felt the loss, the powerlessness of our own ability to stop what is happening to us. A force greater than us is at work in our own branches. Death, and because we are Christ’s -- the Gardner who brings new life. This means two things-- Yes, we need to be fearfully careful that we are not cut down, and two-- we need to be prepared for the glory of God.

It is a requirement of Christ to enter into his death, and also-- into the glory of his Resurrection. What goes through a loss holding onto Christ, is not lost. What dies holding on to Christ, is not consumed completely. It does not stay in the grave. It dies, but doesn’t stay there. There is no lasting death for a Christian. Grief, struggle, persecutions, that last for a night, but no lasting death. Joy comes in the morning. We cannot lose something that is precious to us in Christ and never get it back. 

We cannot lose something and not be blessed with life, life, and life -- yes, don't forget the persecution-- be happy about that too, it means we belong to God. No longer a cold iron sickle that knocks against the door of our hearts, but the warm hand of a loving father that contains the food of heaven-- the companionship of a precious friend-- and compassion from another dimension.

Hold on to your faith. Under the experienced hands of the master Gardner, we have worked through persecution, sickness of evil, grief of loss, and hunger for the nourishment of God. When trees re-grow, as all living trees do, their limbs generate new growth. The young branches are tender and delicate at first, but within a season they grow hard and strong, and become able to withstand the extreme weathering of this dynamic world.

It’s the power of the Resurrection.

Did you all know I was given a new computer this week? I needed a computer to access the Internet for work and church responsibilities, home-school use, and family entertainment. I admit, we do love movies. You know someone walked in my house while my roommate was home and stole the old one. That old thief, death, loss, struck again. But Christ-- because you are the hand of Christ, raised money to purchase my family a new one. You took loss as an opportunity for love. thank you, for helping to give me the gift. My mother-in-law Paula helped organize it, and I heard you Jr. Highers even contributed your allowance. We all feel your love.

What dies in Christ, will rise again! The greater the death and loss, the greater the glory of the resurrection.

You will live. You will be a mighty oak of righteousness. You will be a living testimony of the saving power of Jesus Christ. You will stay connected to the branch; your faith will not fail. All the power of death to cause you loss will only make you tougher and firmer in your faith! I release more of God’s anointing upon you in the name of Jesus Christ. 

You will live out your destiny in Christ. As you follow and honor the leaders God has placed in your life, you will become a stronger leader-- people will look to you and follow your example. You can’t just listen and let your heart harden. Don’t fight your spiritual leaders. We need to live out what God shows us to do through them.

Make decisions in your own life that you want others to live out in theirs. Death will not stop you! You will release the glory of God, and see Him fill the entire earth with it, and you will live in his joy now, and in the life to come, forever more, Amen!

Wesley Warner

