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One of the most popular new TV shows of the year is called “Once Upon A Time,” airing on Sunday nights.  The show is set in two worlds and two times – modern day Storybrooke, Maine and the Enchanted Forest of “once upon a time.”  Most of the characters we meet in Storybrooke correspond to one of our favorite fairy tale characters.  Archie, the town psychologist, is Jiminy Cricket in his other life.  Mary Margaret, the school teacher, is Snow White, while David – who recently came out of a long coma – is Prince Charming.  Mr. Gold is Rumplestiltskin, and Mayor Regina Mills is the Evil Queen.  In tonight’s episode, in case any of you are interested, we will learn how the Evil Queen became evil and why she has such anger for Snow White.  And it is because of that anger that the Evil Queen cast a curse on all the characters of fairy tale land, a curse that we are told can only be broken by one person – Emma, who is the daughter of Snow White and Prince Charming.
Now if you’re worried that I’m taking this show a little too seriously, let me assure you that I am fully aware that none of this is true.  That’s why the show is called “Once Upon A Time.”  Whenever a story begins with those four words, we understand that it’s just a story, that it’s made up, that it didn’t really happen.  But in case you didn’t already make the connection, the storyline of “Once Upon A Time” has some very important correlations to the truth.  For example, like the people of Storybrooke, it is true that we all live under a curse, a curse the Bible tells us about back in the third chapter of Genesis.  And as in “Once Upon A Time,” it is true that there is one and only one person who is able to break that curse.  His name, of course, is Jesus, Jesus the Christ, who claimed for himself a most interesting title – “the Truth.” 
Do you remember?  It was the night before his crucifixion, and Jesus was giving his disciples some last minute instructions.  He was trying to comfort them, to let them know that even though he was going away they would still be OK.  But when he told them, “And you know the way to the place where I am going,” Thomas, one of the Twelve, said to Jesus, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?”  Here’s Jesus’ answer: “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one can come to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6)  
Today is Palm Sunday, the beginning of what we call Holy Week.  This is the week we remember Jesus’ arrest, his trial, and his crucifixion.  Next Sunday is the high point of the church year – Easter Sunday, the day we celebrate Jesus’ resurrection from the dead.  But these events are more than stories to look back on with nostalgia.  We don’t begin telling the story of Jesus’ death and resurrection with the words “once upon a time.”  These events, because they are true, demand that we choose.  We choose belief or disbelief.  We choose to follow Jesus or we choose to reject Jesus.  When it comes to the Truth, not choosing is not an option.  In fact, Jesus was sort of annoying in that regard, so annoying that it got him killed.  I mean, to say that no one can come to God the Father except through him is a fairly divisive claim, isn’t it?  That’s fairly polarizing.  That doesn’t allow for any wiggle room.  Here’s another way Jesus put it, in Matthew’s Gospel: “Whoever is not with me is against me.” (Matthew 12:30)  Frankly that kind of talk irritates a lot of people.  It offends people.  And it offended people in Jesus’ day; it offended them so much that they put him to death.

This morning I want to talk about three choices Jesus, the one who is the way, the truth and the life, forces us to make.  Some of you will recognize that these particular choices are precisely the three choices that are required of a person who wants to become a follower of Jesus.  These are the “abc’s” of becoming a Christian – admit, believe and commit.   I’m not saying these are easy choices, because they aren’t.  The crowds who cheered Jesus on that first Palm Sunday didn’t want to make those choices.  They didn’t want to be Jesus’ followers; they were content to be Jesus’ fans.  But that’s not an option, is it, not according to Jesus.  According to Jesus if you aren’t with him, you’re against him.  And that proved to be true when just days later the cheering crowds, when asked by Pilate what they wanted done with Jesus, chose to have him crucified.  Here’s the account of the choice they made that day: 

“Which of the two do you want me to release to you?” asked the governor.  “Barabbas,” they answered.  “What shall I do, then, with Jesus who is called the Messiah?” Pilate asked.  They all answered, “Crucify him.”  “Why? What crime has he committed?” asked Pilate.  But they shouted all the louder, “Crucify him!” (Matthew 27:21-23)
The Truth will make you choose. The crowd made their choice.  And today it’s our turn.  
Choose To Admit
There are three choices that anyone who is confronted by the Truth has to make, and the first one is this – choose to admit.  

This Tuesday is our next Cornerstone Recovery meeting.  I love going to these meetings.  I love to hear people’s recovery stories.  I so admire the folks who have the courage to stand up and tell the rest of us about the struggles they’ve gone through, and it’s so inspiring to hear how far people have come.  The day is coming, I imagine, when my cardiologist is going to make me stand up at one of these meetings and say, “Hi, my name is Craig, and I’m addicted to Arby’s.” 

Now even if you have never been to a recovery meeting, I imagine you know something about what are called the Twelve Steps, and you may even know what the first step is.  Here’s the first step for someone who is an alcoholic: “I admit that I am powerless over alcohol – my life has become unmanageable.”  The first step to recovery for a person addicted to alcohol or drugs or gambling or pornography is to make an admission – to admit that they have a problem, to admit that they are in essence a slave to their addiction.  Until an addict makes that choice, until he or she chooses to make that admission, there’s no way to help them.  That’s the truth, and the truth will make you choose.
And that’s very much the same choice required of the person who wants to be a follower of Jesus.  Do you remember this discussion between Jesus and some of his critics in John 8?  Here’s part of what Jesus told them:
Once more Jesus said to them, “I am going away, and you will look for me, and you will die in your sin.  Where I go, you cannot come … You are from below; I am from above.  You are of this world; I am not of this world.  I told you that you would die in your sins; if you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be, you will indeed die in your sins … I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin.” (John 8:21-34)  

If we want to have a right relationship with God, if we want to be assured of heaven when we die, then we have to make a choice, Jesus tells us.  We have to choose to admit, to admit that we are slaves to sin, that we are powerless over sin and that sin is killing us.  You might notice that there are really two things we have to admit, according to Jesus – we have to admit that we’re sinners, and we have to admit that sin is killing us.  Most people are willing to admit that they’ve sinned, but most people don’t think it’s that big a deal.  Sure, everyone lies a little, everyone cheats on their taxes a little, everyone uses some profanity, everyone thinks lustful thoughts.  So, yeah, we all sin.  But what’s the big deal?  And while most of us are willing to admit our sin, we assume that God grades on the curve and that compared to most other people we’re in pretty good shape.  
Not true, says Jesus.  Let’s be sure to appreciate the context of Jesus’ comments.  When Jesus told his audience that they were slaves to sin and they were dying in their sin, he wasn’t talking to a crowd of convicted felons.  He was talking to the cream of the religious crop, to the people who had devoted their lives to studying and obeying the Old Testament laws.  These people were sincerely doing their very best to follow God’s highest standards.  And Jesus said to those people, “I tell you the truth, you will die in your sin.”

About two years ago I noticed some pain in my groin and hip.  I didn’t think much of it; I thought maybe I had pulled a muscle or that it was just a sign of getting old.  After about six months I went to the doctor to have it checked, and he agreed with me – it’s probably just a pulled muscle.  Six more months went by and the pain was getting worse.  This time I went to a chiropractor who had helped me with some shoulder pain.  After he did his exam he said I needed an MRI on my hip.  I didn’t want an MRI, but I knew it was the only way to get to the truth of what was going on.  When the results came back my chiropractor and my doctor both wanted me to have a second MRI to make sure of the diagnosis.  I thought they should be pretty grateful I did the first one.  I was starting to think I really didn’t want to know the truth badly enough to do this again.  But I did, and the second MRI confirmed the diagnosis – I had osteonecrosis.  That’s a big word that means my hip was dying.  I didn’t just have a pulled muscle or a tear in some soft tissue.  The blood flow to my hip had stopped and my bone was dying.  So I told my doctor, “Well, that’s too bad. I’m sorry to hear that.  Thanks for figuring that out.  See you later.”  And he said, “Actually, that’s not an option. You can’t just ignore the problem.  It’s too serious for that.”  So I had to make a choice to have surgery.  The truth will do that, you know – the truth will make you choose. 

Jesus says to us, “I am telling you the truth.  You have a problem.  You’re sinners, and your sin is killing you.”  Now Jesus didn’t say that to be mean, any more than my doctor told me I had osteonecrosis because he was trying to be mean.  Jesus told us we’re sinners because it’s the truth and it’s a truth we need to admit before he can help us.  The first step in getting right with God is to choose to admit that you’re a slave to sin, that sin is killing you, and that you are in need of God’s forgiveness.   
Choose To Believe
Here’s the second choice we need to make when confronted with the Truth – choose to believe.  Have you ever watched or read about something called “Ripley’s Believe It Or Not”?  If you Google “Ripley’s” you’ll go to a website that is a collection of some of the weirdest information you’ll ever find.  In the category of “incredible feats” you can read about the 47 year old Li Xin from China who is able to do a headstand on top of a solitary spike.  In the category of “extreme earth” you can read about the Swedish woman who lost her diamond wedding ring in 1995 only to find it 17 years later in her garden snugly tucked around a carrot.  Here’s her theory as to how it got there – she thinks it went down the drain where she put all her vegetable peelings that she used as compost and feed for their sheep.  She thinks a sheep ate her ring and then “processed” it back into the earth, where a carrot grew up through it.  Believe it or not.  
Of course it really doesn’t matter, does it, whether we believe that story, or any of the other collection of odd facts collected by the Ripley’s crew.  But when it comes to the claims of Jesus, whether or not we choose to believe is a matter of life and death.  Here’s how Jesus said it in John 5: “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life.” (John 5:24)  The person who believes will have eternal life.  The person who believes has crossed over from death to life.  Believe it or not – but in this case, the consequences are extreme.
If you’re a football fan, especially if you watched a Denver Broncos game this last year when Tim Tebow was playing quarterback, then you’ve surely seen someone hold up a sign in the end zone with this reference written on it: “John 3:16.”  Google reported that after every Broncos game last year in which Tebow played they got thousands of hits on John 3:16 as curious people searched the web to see what that verse said.  Many of you know that verse by heart; here’s what it says: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  
But that sort of begs the question – believe what?  What is it specifically that Jesus says we need to believe if we want to cross over from death to life?  If you go to our church website – www.cornerstone-church.org – you’ll find our church’s Statement of Faith, a statement of what we believe about fourteen different topics, including God, the Trinity, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, the Bible, the last things, religious liberty and so on.  Now do you have to believe all of those things in order to be a Christian?  Well, if you want to be right about that stuff, then sure!  By the way, that Statement of Faith is not unique to our church; it’s a Statement we share with thousands of churches across the country and around the world.  But to be honest, there are many Christians whose beliefs about some of those things are a little different from ours.  
So what do you have to believe?  Let me show you what most scholars tell us is the very earliest statement of faith.  Experts tell us that this statement of faith can be dated to within five years of the death and resurrection of Jesus.  It’s found in 1 Corinthians 15; here’s what it says:

Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you received and on which you have taken your stand.  By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I preached to you.  Otherwise, you have believed in vain.

For what I received I passed onto you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures … (1 Corinthians 15:1-4) 
Those are the basics of the gospel – Jesus the Messiah died for our sins, he was buried, and three days later he rose from the grave, just as the Hebrew Scriptures predicted.  That, the Bible insists, is the truth … and the Truth will make you choose.
You’ve read or heard this quote before, but let me remind you of it again.  It’s from C.S. Lewis, a leading atheist who became a follower of Jesus.  This is from Lewis’ best known work called “Mere Christianity.”  Here’s what he says:

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about [Jesus]: “I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.” That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic -- on the level with the man who says he is a poached egg -- or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.
The Truth will make you choose.  First, we must choose to admit that we are slaves to sin.  Second, we must choose to believe that Jesus, who is God in the flesh, died for our sin and rose from the grave.
Choose To Commit
And third, we must choose to commit.  A – admit; B – believe; C – commit. Those are the “abc’s” of becoming a follower of Jesus.  So here’s the last question – commit to what?  Thirty-two years ago this summer Brenda and I made a commitment to each other.  We stood up in front of hundreds of people and made a commitment to love, honor and cherish each other for the rest of our lives.  We made a commitment to give priority to our relationship; we said that from then on our relationship to each other would take priority over our relationships with our family and with our friends.  We made a commitment to be exclusive in our relationship – in other words, dating other people was no longer an option.  We made a commitment of our finances.  In those days neither of us had much, so that wasn’t much of a risk, but our commitment was that whatever belonged to one of us belonged to both of us.  And many of you know exactly what I’m talking about because you’ve made the same commitment to the person you love.
That’s very much what it looks like to commit your life to Jesus.  You choose to commit to love Jesus and to honor Jesus.  You commit to give Jesus top priority in your life, over every other relationship.  You commit your finances to Jesus.  And we should know that Jesus was very clear about this; this commitment of our lives, heart and soul, to Jesus is not an option.  The Truth will make you choose, and Jesus demanded that we make this choice.  Listen to how he spelled this out in Matthew’s Gospel:

Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.  Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.  (Matthew 10:37-39)
In other words, this is a big deal.  This is a big commitment.  Becoming a Christian, becoming a follower of Jesus, is not something that happens accidentally.  It’s a choice, a decision, a commitment.  And the stakes could not be higher.
I am reading the biography of one of the great Christians of the 20th Century, a German pastor and theologian named Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  Bonhoeffer was a brilliant student who earned his doctorate in theology at the age of 21.  He then came to America in the early 1930s to do some post-doctoral studies before he returned to Germany to teach and to begin his ministry as a pastor.  But what is particularly interesting about his spiritual journey is that until he became a pastor, Bonhoeffer never prayed, never read the Bible, and never went to church.  Theology for him was purely an academic exercise.  He was a student of God and a student of Jesus, but he wasn’t a follower.  And then as Bonhoeffer stepped into the pulpit and began to preach from the Bible Sunday after Sunday, his heart and life began to change.  The Truth will make you choose, Bonhoeffer realized. So Bonhoeffer chose – he chose to become a follower of Jesus, to make Jesus his priority, to love Jesus above all others, to obey Jesus’ every command.

And if you know his story, you know that Bonhoeffer was soon faced with another very difficult choice.  The Nazis came to power in Germany.  They forbade Bonhoeffer and other pastors from telling people that they must give their allegiance to Jesus over Hitler.  For Bonhoeffer that was an easy choice; he chose to disobey the government and to form what became known as the Confessing Church, the Church that remained true to the faith.  Bonhoeffer stood up in his pulpit and told his congregation that it was wrong to say “Heil Hilter,” because only Jesus should be “hailed” and worshipped.  Then Bonhoeffer came to learn about the atrocities the Nazis were committing against the Jewish people and others in his country.  And he was faced with another choice – does he leave Germany for the safety of America to wait out the war, or does he join with those who were convinced that the only hope was to conspire to end Hitler’s life?  
Bonhoeffer stayed in Germany to aid in the resistance movement.  He was arrested on April 6, 1943 and spent the next 24 months in prison.  While in prison he preached the gospel to other prisoners and to the prison guards, who came to admire him and who helped him smuggle letters out of the prison, letters which you can read today.  On April 4, 1945 Bonhoeffer preached his last message in prison.  As he was led away he told his listeners, “This is the end – for me the beginning of life.”  On April 9th, just two weeks before the Allies liberated his camp, Dietrich Bonhoeffer was marched out of his barracks completely naked and then hung by a thin wire until he was dead; he was 39 years old.  The camp doctor who witnessed the execution wrote: “I saw Pastor Bonhoeffer ... kneeling on the floor praying fervently to God. I was most deeply moved by the way this lovable man prayed, so devout and so certain that God heard his prayer. At the place of execution, he again said a short prayer and then climbed the few steps to the gallows, brave and composed. His death ensued after a few seconds. In the almost fifty years that I worked as a doctor, I have hardly ever seen a man die so entirely submissive to the will of God.”  
And that’s what commitment looks like.  We, of course, live in very different times, in a very different place.  But many of you already know that living for Jesus is every bit as challenging as dying for Jesus.  Of course none of this makes any sense at all if the message of the Gospel isn’t true.  If the stories about Palm Sunday and Good Friday and Easter were to begin with the words “once upon a time,” then the choices we’re talking about are just plain silly.  But if this is true, then choose you must.  The Truth will make you choose.  

If you’ve never made that choice before, I want to invite you to do it today.  Choose to admit, choose to believe, and choose to commit your life to Jesus, the way, the truth and the life.  You can do that right now as we pray.
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