THE ETERNAL HEREAFTER

Text:  "Truly, truly, I say to you, he who hears my word and believes him who sent me; has eternal life;


 he does not come  into judgment, but has passed from death to life.”  John 5:24

Scripture Reading: John 5:20-24

   A traveler in the wild country is attacked by a furious wild beast.  To save himself the traveler gets into a waterless well, but at the bottom of it he sees a dragon with its jaws wide open to devour him.  The unhappy man dares not get out for fear of the wild beast and dares not descend for fear of the dragon, so he catches hold of the branch of a wild plant growing in the crevice of the wall.

   His arms grow tired, and he feels that he soon must perish, death awaiting him on either side, but he still holds on; and then he sees a mouse gradually making his way around the stem of the wild plant on which he is hanging, nibbling it through.  The plant will soon give way and break off, and he will fall into the jaws of the dragon.  The traveler sees this and knows that he must inevitably perish.  (Marney, Faith in Conflict, p. 126-127)

   Death, you see, is one of the fixed, irrevocable facts of life.  Its coming may be long delayed by better medical facilities, amazing feats of surgery, hygienic living, but eventually death comes to all.

   Here is a great barrier to a living Christian faith - the Eternal Hereafter.  What is it?  What will it be like?  Where will we be?  Paul said, "We see through a glass dimly,” (I Cor. 13:12) meaning that we do not know what is on the "other side.”  But two facts are evident in my study of the - New Testament.  One, there is an eternal hereafter, and two, before the eternal hereafter there is the judgment, and these two are very often a barrier to our faith.

   As Christians, we need no proof to believe in a larger, more beautiful and more meaningful life beyond bodily death.

   This faith rests on the firmest of all grounds - the love and goodness of God.  As Paul has said, "Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man conceived what God has prepared for those who love Him." (I Corinthians 2:9-10)

I.  THERE IS AN ETERNAL HEREAFTER

   Humankind wants to believe in a heaven, an eternal life after our days on this earth are finished.  Not simply a matter of endless time but a quality of life.  A life of love and of service in God's nearer presence.  If there is eternal hereafter for the fit, for those who have heard the words of Jesus and believed them, then there must be eternal hereafter for the unfit.  Call it whatever you wish, "hell," "Gehenna,  "Hades,  "burning fire," "limbo." "fire and brimstone,”  there is also an immortality of the unfit.

   I do not know the furniture of heaven or the temperature of hell, but I do know that if God has prepared an eternal reward for those who have made the serious effort with the Christian life, there must be the opposite.
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   Leslie Weatherhead has said, "What I think will be hell to most of us will be the slow realization, in a further life, of how much sin has hurt and hindered the loving God." “0ur Sin!”(Weatherhead, Leslie, The Christian Agnostic, p. 287-288)

   Georgia Harkness, the well-known woman theologian of the Methodist faith, once said, "On just what manner hell extends into the next life we do not know, but if we take seriously the need of obeying God's holy will, we must be equally serious about the consequences of disobedience."

   The second thing to be said for the Eternal Hereafter is that it will be a place of joy or sadness.  Joy is found best through loving service and a soul-enriching fellowship.  Sadness is in the fact that we have thrown our chances of eternity away by our decisions today.

   Christians are often repulsed by the thought of crowns, harps, the golden streets, and the pearly gates by which heaven is described.  I personally would not care to wear a crown and play a harp through eternity.

   That reminds me of the story of the Sunday School teacher telling her class of small boys about crowns of glory and heavenly rewards.  "Now tell me, she said, "who will get the biggest crown'" there was a long silence and then one little boy replied, "I think it will be Him what's got the biggest head, teacher.”

   All this is picture language.  It is an attempt to express the inexpressible -  "White robes are symbols of stainless purity, crowns of mortal victory, harps of abounding happiness, gold of the timelessness of heaven,” says Robert J. McCraken.

   "Heaven is the promise of something we all want something for which our hearts crave, something not to be had in this world, but to be found elsewhere" (The Churchman, April, 1958, p. 7)  It is a place of joy for the fit or sadness for the unfit.

   Thirdly, it is a place of fellowship or lostness. We often ask, "Shall I know my loved ones in heaven?" There is good reason to believe that the answer is YES.  A good and loving God has made us to love one another.  Do we suppose that God abruptly blots out this fellowship in the larger life?   While on the other hand "hell" would be lostness with no one to fellowship with.  A continual searching for someone to talk with, to be with – for me, this would be hell.

   It is not difficult to believe that a hell of alienation, loneliness, and self-induced separation from God is in store for those who persistently reject fellowship with him and obedience to him. The eternal hereafter is a place of fellowship or lostness.

   The eternal hereafter is not the only barrier to the Christian faith.  Most all believe the final goal of every human life is heaven but as the spiritual says, "Everybody talkin bout heaven ain't a going there."  And so the real barrier to the faith is the judgment.  Eternal life requires of us the meeting of certain conditions.

WHILE I AM CERTAIN THAT IT IS THE GREAT BARRIER TO THE ETERNAL

HEREAFTER, JUDGMENT IS A PART OF GOD'S PLAN.
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   No one likes to have his/her work judged, or his life.  Who of us enjoy having someone stand over our shoulder at the bridge table judging our ability to play the cards.  Not even a child likes to be called into judgment.  But judgment runs through all of life.  Plant a flower and it lives or it dies.  That's judgment.  Go to school and you flunk or pass, that's judgment.  Get married and it is either success or failure, that's judgment.

   As Anne of Australia said to the scheming Richelieu, "God does not settle his accounts everyday, my Lord Cardinal, but He settles them all at last." (Sockman, How to Believe, p. 102).  With Anne, I believe that God has judgment in store for all of us.

   Remember if God be not also a judge, he could not be our heavenly father, for every true father or mother has to exercise judgment in rearing his/her children.

   Divine justice is basic to our whole understanding of the Gospel.  We shall be judged by One who is firm, not condoning our faults, but also faithful, not forgetting our efforts.

   God is infinite in compassion and tender in His mercy, He understands the inmost ache of our hearts and the causes of our failures.  God isn't an overpowering dictator, anxious to fling us into "hell."

   I am saying God is never indifferent to sin, and our rebellion against Him and his holy will or our indifference to him is never a trivial matter.

   The commitment we make and the kind of life we lead here must certainly make a difference beyond death.  The joy of eternal life begins in the joy of Christian living here and now, and it is reasonable that the opposite be true.

   So every day is a judgment day.  Every time we confront the light and truth and love of God, we make a decision about God.  Whenever we see the truth and reject it, we weaken our mental vitality and we dull our moral vision so that judgment is constantly taking place.

   This is exactly what John tries to tell us in the scripture today: "This is judgment that light has come to the world and men loved darkness better than light because their deeds were evil."  (John 3:19).  To live the Christian life here and now is vitally important.  This would be true if there were no promise of heaven or threat of hell.

THE ETERNAL HEREAFTER, OR THE JUDGMENT, NEED HOLD NO FEAR FOR ANYONE WHO HAS MET CHRIST, BELIEVED ON HIM, AND LIVED HIS/HER FAITH TO

THE FULLEST.

   Here is the main point of my lesson.  If the eternal hereafter or judgment is a barrier to a full faith to you, forget it - for what you have to do is to believe on the Master, Christ and live your faith to the fullest and you will pass from death to life.

   This is the text for this lesson, Jesus is speaking saying, "Truly, truly I say to you, he who hears my word and believes him who sent me, has eternal life; he does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life."  (John 5:24)
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   The difference between salvation and condemnation is not a static line but a line of growth, commitment or dedication.  We shall be judged by the law of growth.  If life goes on, growth must go on, for what is life without growth.

   Phillips Brooks, 19th century prince of American preachers, graphically described his conception of the last judgment.  Brooks believed that we shall stand before the Great White Throne waiting for the judge's lips to open.  But his lips will not open.  He will simply lift his hand and remove from each soul every restraint.  

   Then without one word of condemnation or approval, each soul will show its real nature and, impelled by its own inner tendency, will seek its own place.  Those who have learned to like what Christ liked and have fitted themselves for his fellowship will go to the place He has prepared for them.  Those who have lived for the flesh and by material things will go to the realm of the spiritually unfit.

   Does this mean then that judgment will involve no punishment?  Some years ago a man asked Dr. William E. Orchard of London, noted religious leader, whether he thought that hell might not be dismissed in this day of modern enlightenment.  With a strange quietness and a disturbing smile, Dr. Orchard replied, "I wouldn't bank on it if I were you."  Divine love is not soft and sentimental if it is to be just.

    I believe if we have made friends with Christ, lived the Christian faith daily, then the judgment will have no fear for us because we will be headed in the direction of light and growth.

   "We will have passed from death to life," as John says.  Judgment is present this very moment and time.  We have the power "right here-right now" to reject God, for choice is essential to the Christian faith.  But I believe if a person is seriously trying to live this faith to its fullest, God will bless you and give you a seat with the angels of heaven.

   A man came to the altar in one of my early churches, tears streaming down his face, saying, "What happens if a man doesn't live it?" I said, "Ivan, God never penalized a man for trying.”   The direction of growth is the basis for judgment.  Which way are you facing?  Are you facing the light, studying, growing, and working at the faith?

   Do you remember when you were in college how serious and solemn time the week of final exams was for everyone?  Every-body’s face was at half-mast.  It was serious because it was a Day of Judgment.

   Some persons were not required to take the Final exams, because they were exempt; the quality of their daily work and the excellence of their term papers had already earned them a passing grade.

   Can you remember getting word that notice of exemptions had been posted?  You made straight for the bulletin board and ran your eye down the list and sure enough, there was your name.  Exempt! No final exam - Hallelujah!  You came not into judgment because you had already passed; and you were greatly relieved.
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   This is what Jesus is telling us in the scripture - that neither the judgment nor the eternal hereafter should be a barrier to the faith because whoever hears the word of Christ and believes in the God who sent him, has eternal life; and does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life.  Hallelujah!  Exempt from judgment!

   But let me tell you something - "Everybody talking about heaven ain't a going there"--for this course is not a snap - it is tough.  But you can be exempt if you live and work at it NOW.

   This reminds me of the golfer who was playing golf one day and hit his ball squarely in the middle of a large anthill.  He took out his 5 iron and swung mightily and missed the ball, but sent 20 or 30 ants to their eternal reward.

   He swung again and missed again, but he supplied the ant funeral directors with business for a month of funerals.  Swung the third time and the same thing happened.

   One ant looked at another and said, "Look, if we want to live, we had better get on the ball."  The same is true for us.  Just belonging to the church isn't enough; a nodding acquaintance with God isn't enough.  If you want to live eternally, you had better get on the ball.
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