I will extol You, my God and King, and bless Your name forever and ever. Every day I will bless You and praise Your name forever and ever. Great is the Lord and greatly to be praised; His greatness is unsearchable. One generation shall extol Your works to another and shall declare Your mighty acts. They will recount the glorious splendor of Your majesty, and on Your wondrous works I will meditate. They will proclaim the might of Your awesome deeds, and I will declare Your greatness. They shall celebrate the fame of Your abundant goodness and shall sing aloud of Your righteousness. The Lord is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.                                Psalm 145:1-8

For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain. If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful labor for me, yet I cannot say which I will choose. I am hard pressed between the two: my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better, but to remain in the flesh is more necessary for you. Since I am convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with all of you for your progress and joy in faith, so that, by my presence again with you, your boast might abound in Christ Jesus because of me. Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the Gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the Gospel and in no way frightened by those opposing you. For them, this is evidence of their destruction but of your salvation. And this is God’s doing. For He has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ but of suffering for Him as well, since you are having the same struggle that you saw I had and now hear that I still have.                                            Philippians 1:21-30
A new teacher was trying to make use of her psychology courses. She started her class by saying: "Everyone who thinks you're stupid, stand up!" After a few seconds, Johnny stood up.

The teacher said: "Do you think you're stupid, Johnny?

"No, ma'am, but I hate to see you standing there, all by yourself!"
Matters of Life and Death
1. A few weeks ago a devastating fire on the island of Maui, destroyed the entire town of Lāhainā, killing over 100 people. While I worked on this sermon the official count was 115 people with over hundred’s still missing. This has been the greatest, deadly fire in the history of our nation. This horrific event reminds us once again that we face life and death every day, and we cannot escape the realities of neither. Death is always around us, and we live in the shadow of it from the moment we were born. Still, death is not a topic or a subject of many discussions, because death makes us feel uncomfortable regardless of the circumstances, and we speak of death only when it is really necessary. And yet, death is never further away from us than our shadow is. All the people killed in that Hawaiian tragedy, did not expect to die when the flames came, and yet, in just few short moments, they all perished.  
2. I do not remember if I shared with you the epitaph from the tomb on a cemetery in Indiana, which I occasionally quoted at the “Celebration of Life Services.” Here it is: 
Pause, Stranger, when you pass me by,

As you are now, so once was I.
As I am now, you too will be,

So, prepare for death, and follow me.
Apparently, someone replied to this epitaph by scribbling underneath:

To follow you I’m not content,

Until I know which way you went.
I must admit I like this amusing little story. Just as I said many times before, as humans, we avoid talking about death, but we all will face it, sooner or later, for death is, after all, a part of the process we call life. I also said before that death is a great equalizer that comes all people, regardless who they are. Death comes to the rich and the famous, and to the poor and the forgotten. To the proverbial kings and paupers. There is however one great distinction between how people react to death. There are those who live with hope, and those who live without one. As Christ’s followers, we know what death means to us and where we go when we die, while the others do not. Many of those who perished in the tragic fire in Maui may have eventually inscribed the words: “Rest in Peace” on their tombstones, even though they died in a horrific tragedy, but for many of those who perished, death added even more to their demise. It might sound unfeeling or even reckless for some to hear my words, but I do not criticize anyone who was killed by the terrible flames, I simply stress the fact that when death comes, especially when it comes unexpectedly, if there is no hope, death indeed is a tragedy, and not only to those who died, but also to those who remained. 
4. I read once a story about Dwight L. Moody who once said that in the time of death, he “shall be more alive than while he lived." And that is true. When we have the full confidence of knowing that death is just a transition, the transferal of life from one realm to another, death offers a better existence. Paul knew this and writing about death, he focuses on both, life and death, in the same terms. He talks about how he is in a conflict between these two worlds, these two forms of existence. On the one hand, looking forward to the day when he will be with Christ, and on the other hand, sees the needs and the opportunities of what he can do for others if he continues to live in this world. He is not afraid of dying. When we look on death, we must realize that death is nothing else but a transition. What we also must realize is that this transition may be only in one of two ways. It is the transition to eternal life or eternal condemnation and suffering. In death only our bodies die while our human spirit remains eternal. What we call death is not the ultimate death. It is merely the death of our physical bodies. The human body is not designed to live forever. It is not immortal, and although we have always been searching for the fountain of youth, and thanks to today’s new discoveries some scientists claim to be able to extend the length of human life, eventually however, we all will die in a physical form. When we die, our spirit steps into eternity, but what kind of eternity is it? Is it the heaven or hell? Is it the eternal joy or the eternal suffering? The answer to that question depends on our relationship with Jesus Christ. 
5. The Bible is very plain about this. Those who know Christ will go to heaven, while those who do not know Him will go to hell. We may speculate what Heaven and Hell might look like, but all these are just speculation. What we know with certainty is that Heaven offers us the eternal presence of God while Hell does not. The biblical views of Heaven and Hell are our, human interpretations of what the eternal happiness and eternal suffering are. God does not want anyone to go to hell, the brutal truth is that many people will end up right there and this will happen just because of their own decisions, not because they were forced to go there. You see, our life may be cut short like the lives of so many who died in the tragic fire of Lahaina, but the place of our final destination is always up to us. God took incredibly lengthy measures, to make sure that we do not end up in Hell, but He will not twist our arm to make a right decision. We are not God’s puppets, controlled by strings in His hands. We have a free will and a free choice and in the end the decision is always ours. We are either with God, or we are against Him. There is no a middle place.
6. Paul writes: "I desire to depart and be with Christ" (Phil. 1:23), because he knows that the eternal life with Christ is offered to all who accepted Jesus as their Lord and Savior. Because of our faith at the moment of our physical death we are transformed and moved directly into His presence. I truly believe that when we close our eyes in death, we open them in eternity where we see the face of our Lord who loves us so. We may wonder what the eternity will be like and although the Bible offers us glimpses of heaven, we do not exactly know what the heaven will be like except the certain gains the Bible is very plain about. 

· Our bodies will be glorified and immortal, we will not experience any more pains, a we will not shed any more tears, we will not face sickness and we will never age;

·  We will never need to worry about the roof over our head, we will live in the “mansions of gold,” places of peace and tranquility, we will live in the place He has prepared for us and this will be the place we will never need to repair and worry about, it will be always ours;

· We will never need to grieve because of the loss of our loved ones, our parents, our spouses, our children, our siblings. We will instead enjoy a great reunion with all those who left before we did and who will join us after we departed. 

All these are pure gain and nothing and no one will take these away from us ever. We will not have to be afraid of the unknown and we will not have to worry about terror we experience in this life.
7. As Christians, we should be ready because we know what death is and we need not to be afraid of death. Only when we are ready to die, we are ready to live. Only when we are ready to die, we understand why we are here, what is God’s purpose for our life. This purpose may vary, depending on who we are, except one: We are here to glorify God! Glorify Him by what we say and what we do. In 1 Corinthians 10:29 Paul writes: “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God. In all things our lives should glorify God.” This is the goal for our lives. We glorify God when in our lives we reflect the life of Christ. The essence of following Jesus is to do what He says and to realize that we are here for the sake of others. Paul said: “I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body. Convinced of this, I know that I will remain, and I will continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith, so that through my being with you again your joy in Christ Jesus will overflow on account of me. “(Phil. 1:23-26) This world of ours needs God, needs to embrace Him, because our world is filled with so much hatred, so much violence, so much pain and so much indifference. What this world is lacking is God’s love and we must make sure that His love conquers all the obstacles.  Our lives can make a difference in the lives of others and this is what the Church is all about, people caring for one another, helping one another and encouraging one another. 

