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“Free to Live”
Psalm 16; Colossians 3:1-10 April 27, 2014

Growing up I looked forward to Easter each year. When I was little it 
was my Easter basket filled with candy that I looked forward to. When I 
was older it was the new clothes to wear to church. It usually meant that I 
would get a new sport coat and tie to wear. My best memory is the year I 
got a Madras plaid jacket. It was really cool. 

The candy and new clothes were great. The problem was that they 
were all I knew about Easter. I am sure the minister talked about Christ’s 
resurrection, but I never listened and never thought it meant anything to 
me. Maybe this was because in high school I would go out to get drunk on 
Saturday nights and go to church the next morning. I had no clue what 
Easter really meant. I grew up in the church but I was a cultural Christian. 
The only faith I had was superficial; it was all on the surface and not any 
deeper. So I went off to college and whatever was on the surface quickly 
wore off.

I joined a fraternity and continued the partying and drinking that I had 
begun in high school. Like a lot of those my age I never went to church. 
Whatever I had as religion I quickly shed. What Paul speaks about in 
Colossians is something that goes much deeper and never wears off. The 
kind of Easter clothes he is describing is not something we take off when 
we leave church. He tells us about a new life that transforms who we are 
and enables us the freedom to really live. 

Mid-way through my freshman year of college I went out as usual to 
go drinking with my fraternity brothers. After having a lot to drink that 
night, I came back to the frat house around 3 a.m. and headed to bed. I 
thought I was the last guy to turn in that night, but there was another 
guy still up with his light on playing music. I struck up a conversation 
with him. Chuck took the conversation in a direction that changed my 
life forever. He began to share what Jesus Christ meant to him. It was the 
first time I ever heard that name other than as a curse word in that frat 
house. He told me that he had come to know Christ’s love in high school 
through a ministry called Young Life. As Chuck shared with me about 
Jesus Christ, something reached me and got through my drunken state as 
he talked to me that night. There was a supernatural awareness of Christ’s 
presence in that room. I realized that I was coming into contact with 
something I had never experienced before. It was the Risen Christ tearing 
down the barriers of my rebellious heart that had turned away from God. 
There was a joy like I had never felt that filled my heart.  My life would 
never be the same from that point on. This was the beginning of my new 
life with Christ. I shed my old clothes of living solely for myself, my life of 
partying and drinking. I was free to live a new life.

Jesus offers more than a new way of being religious. James Bryan Smith 
in his book, The Good and Beautiful God, talks about ridding ourselves 
of false narratives about God. It’s not God standing over us demanding 
that we try harder to be good. He suggests that God is not like that. The 
Christian life doesn’t mean we have to wear a strait jacket to keep us in 
line. Our Easter clothes are not a strait jacket. It is Christ who changes us. 
Christ’s resurrection opens up the possibility of a qualitatively different 
life. Paul speaks about undergoing a transformation of a radical type 
that involves a whole new image. There’s an old saying, “Clothes make 

the Man or Woman.” Look at the image of James Bond in a tuxedo or 
the image of Marilyn Monroe in a low-cut dress. But those images are 
all on the surface. Those who have been clothed in the image of Christ 
have something far deeper in their souls. They have become new men and 
women, transformed in the image of Christ. 

The transformation is something like the change depicted in fairy tales. 
Fairy tales are about a peasant Cinderella being revealed as a princess, a 
frog being transformed into a prince, and an ugly beast into a handsome 
king. The change is like Snow White being awakened from her deep 
sleep and becoming a beautiful queen. The resurrection brings about 
such a transformation but, in contrast to fairy tales, it is actually true. 
The radical difference of the resurrection story is that it is true. Not only 
did the resurrection transformation happen 2000 years ago; it has been 
happening ever since in the lives of those who believe in Jesus.

The Indianapolis Star ran a great story about the Colts tight end 
Dwayne Allen entitled, “Not just recovery, but transformation.”  In 
September 2013, Dwayne got an intriguing invitation from teammate and 
16-year NFL quarterback veteran Matt Hasselbeck to join his mysterious 
“secret club.” 

Hasselbeck’s “secret club,” involved downloading a smartphone 
application. “Our Daily Bread” provided a daily devotional reading that, 
on Allen’s phone, daily went unread. Club policy called for a $1 fine for 
every devotional ignored. Hasselbeck checked. Allen paid lots of dollars 
that went to a worthy charity until he got serious in late October. He 
began reading. His eyes were opened, and so were his mind and heart. 

Later on he gave Allen a book, How Good Is Good Enough? by Andy 
Stanley. It proved to change his heart. Allen experienced a transformative 
encounter with Jesus as he was reading the book on January 8, 2014. 

“Taking that step, submitting to Christ, was the most important thing 
I’ll ever do because now I have a purpose,” Allen said. 

“Christ was able to continue to call out to me. He never gave up. He 
was always calling out to me, wanting me to come home until I did.” 

Allen found Christ and the transformation that only Christ can give 
us. Dwayne Allen had grown up without a father and had been in trouble 
most of his childhood. Playing football in high school gave him something 
positive to strive for and be successful. Football gave him a purpose but 
now he has a much greater purpose in life than more football. Something 
more than temporary fame and money.  Something eternal. A new life 
with Christ. 

Dwayne Allen may be wearing the same Colts jersey next season but 
inside he’s a different man. Christ brings about a transformation of our 
inner nature so it has God’s character written on it. With Christ’s love 
in our hearts, we are imprinted with Christ’s character and his name is 
imprinted on us. Paul in Colossians speaks of “your new way of life is 
custom-made by the Creator, with his label on it.” Not Ralph Lauren or 
Tommy Hilfiger. Jesus Christ is imprinted on our heart. 

The Christian life is founded on the resurrection story. It is a dramatic 
story written on our hearts. Eugene Peterson has said, “We live in story.” 
Story is the language of the heart. We know we are more than a highly 

 Dr. James W. Riley
Associate Pastor



7700 North Meridian Street •  Indianapolis, Indiana 46260 • SecondChurch.org • 317-253-6461

evolved complex organism. Our souls cannot be defined by the naked 
facts of neurology or biology or physiology; they can be understood only 
in the images and illustrations of story. So if we’re going to understand 
what it means to be a Christian we’ll find it living in the powerful story 
of resurrection. What Christ did 2000 years ago in rising from the dead 
changes history, changes everything, changes our heart today. 

In the Postmodern Era, there is no ultimate story, nothing hangs 
together, and all we have are unrelated and disconnected pieces. Life 
without God becomes just a sequence of images and emotions without 
rhyme or reason. As the apostle Paul says if the resurrection story is not 
true, then “Eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we die,” and it is all 
over. We cannot create our own story line to bring some meaning to our 
experiences. Our heart is made to live in God’s Larger Story. 

Christ’s resurrection brings all the pieces together in the greatest story 
ever told. Only the resurrection story can give us hope and meaning for 
life.  Resurrection is often viewed as a hope for the next life in heaven but 
the New Testament never views it that way. Resurrection is something 
that happens in this life, this life here on earth. Paul states “you were 
raised” not “you will one day be raised up.” We have this new life now, 
here on earth.

In February of 2009 a little baby boy was born in China. He was born 
with a birth defect, and at six months old was abandoned on a bench near 
a bridge in Central China. He was found and then put in an orphanage. 
After discovering he had a serious heart condition, at 14 months surgery 
was done to repair a quarter-size hole between two chambers of his heart. 
He then was taken back to the orphanage and spent the next two years 
there. Because of his defective heart, no one wanted him despite being a 
boy, which is the gender must sought out in Chinese culture. His heart 
condition kept him from being able to play or run and the lack of care in 
the orphanage kept him from developing mentally and emotionally. He 
would have been deprived of a normal life and at age 16 sent out from the 
orphanage to live in poverty. Except God had a different plan for his life 
that would transform him forever. 

When Erick and Melissa Young were married, they both thought, 
“Let’s have two kids and adopt one.” They both felt blessed by God, and 
felt they had the resources, emotionally and otherwise, to give to a child 
who didn’t have a family. God blessed them with a beautiful daughter 
in 2003 and another beautiful daughter in 2005. Yet, they still had the 
desire to adopt a child. It is an extremely difficult process to go through 
to adopt a child. They decided to adopt a child from China. They were 
willing even to adopt a special needs child. 

Every month China opens up their website at 10 p.m. EST with a list 
of kids who need to be adopted. Social workers from all over the world 
can log in and try to look for a good match. If they find one, they put a 
“hold” on the child, and bring the file to the family. Social workers have 
only ten minutes before all the kids on the site have a hold, and then 
families with no match have to wait for the next month. Erik and Melissa 
waited month after month for a call.

Finally they got a call and the social worker gave who them 48 hours to 
preliminarily accept or reject the child. They were shown one photo and 
his records indicating that the child was a 3 year-old boy abandoned as an 
infant, and he had a heart condition that made him a risk, and that was 
why he was eligible to be adopted by those outside of China. It was a big 
risk to take on the responsibility of adopting a child with special needs, 
not knowing all that could be involved. But they took one look at his 
photo and they knew immediately he was their son whom God wanted 
them to have. They named him Bennett.

It took a tremendous amount of paper work, government background 
checks, immigration clearances, and lots of time and energy, but Erik and 

Melissa traveled to China in May 2011 and, after several key miracles, 
they brought home to Indiana a handsome little boy. Although Bennett 
was weak, underdeveloped and malnourished, when he was checked out 
at Riley Hospital, his heart was found to be fine. 

Since the time he was brought here Bennett has grown 8 inches and 
you will not find a more active and happier 5 year-old in our church. His 
life has been transformed. Our lives without Christ are in as much need 
of transformation as a poor boy in China. There’s a hole in our heart that 
only Christ can fill.

Can we trust Christ to fill the hole in our heart?” Two years ago while 
at a Presbyterian conference in St. Pete, Florida, I unexpectedly had a 
violent grand mal seizure that left me on the floor of my hotel room with 
intense back pain. When the paramedics arrived, one of them asked me 
to which hospital I would like to be taken. With the pain that I was in, all 
I could barely say was, “The closest one.” I was taken to a small hospital 
in St. Pete. A CAT scan determined I had crushed a vertebra and that 
I would have to have surgery. Since I did not know any surgeons in the 
St. Pete/Tampa Bay area, I had to go with the surgeon at this hospital. I 
did not have any choice. I was going to have to undergo a very difficult 
delicate surgery and I had no clue about the skill of this surgeon. I was in 
such bad shape and such intense pain that even with morphine there was 
no way I could leave this hospital and try to come back to Indy and find 
a surgeon. I was stuck there.  My life was literally in his hands. If things 
did not go right I could end up with pain for the rest of my life or worse 
yet, lose functioning of my lower extremities or be paralyzed. My life was 
literally in his hands. Could I trust this surgeon? Could I place my life 
totally in his hands?

When Christ comes and calls us to believe in him, he asks us to literally 
place our lives in his hands. He desires to take our lives and with his gifted 
hands restore our brokenness and heal our souls that have been crushed 
by the pressures of living in an imperfect world? Can he heal the hole in 
our heart?

Yes! We can trust the Great Physician. For He who came back from 
the dead has the power to renew our lives. He has the divine skill to heal 
our hearts. We can place our lives totally in his hands.

That surgeon’s hands in whom I placed my life was Dr. Kirk Jobe who 
turned out to be the best rated neurosurgeon in the Tampa Bay area. 
With his skilled hands he repaired my crushed vertebra. And because 
of your prayers, it turned out to be extremely successful. After a three-
month recovery I became free of all pain, and I have full movement. Let 
me tell you that I tested my back this past winter having to shovel a ton 
of snow in my driveway! 

As a pastor, as a Christian, I try to keep my faith fully alive and pray 
about how I can live out my faith so that it is growing and Christ is more 
fully alive in me.  Some people today believe their faith is something very 
private, something separate from their daily lives, or at least something 
that is confined to a certain segment of their lives, such as on Sundays.  
But that’s not the type of faith I want since it is so shallow and lifeless. 
I don’t want merely to play the role of a pastor and do religious things. 

The world needs Christians who are truly alive and show it through 
their love of God and their neighbor, and make their faith more 
than a Sunday activity. What are needed are Christians whose lives 
are transformed and shine with the light of God’s love and Christ’s 
resurrection life.

We need Christians who wear their Easter clothes every single day of 
the year. We need Christian who share Christ’s love and tell others what 
Christ has done in their lives.


