4/19/09  Sermon:  “ What is YOUR Destiny? ”

( Texts:  Daniel 12:1-3;  Philippians 3:17-21;  John 5:19-30 )

**************************************************************************************
     So, what is YOUR destiny?  What does the future have in store for you?  Many people wonder about the future – especially during these difficult times.  So, what is YOUR destiny?  Will your destiny be one of prosperity and peace?  Or will your destiny be one of poverty and peril?

     Obviously, all people want to have a positive destiny filled with hope.  Therefore, many people do everything within their power to make sure their future destiny will be a good one.
     Some people rely on health food, exercise and modern medicine to ensure a positive future.  Others trust in money and wise investments to build a secure future.  Still others try to control their destiny through special knowledge about the future – using such things as fortune tellers and horoscopes to predict events so they can make the right decisions in advance.
     However, the problem with all these attempts to shape our destiny is that they give us the illusion of control.  We delude ourselves into thinking that that if we work hard, plan correctly, and make wise decisions we can somehow guarantee a positive destiny for ourselves.

     But the fact is this:  No matter how healthy we are, no matter how much money we have, no matter what knowledge we may have about future events, the death rate remains 100%.  No matter how hard we try, we can’t avoid death.  We’re simply not in control of that reality!

     However, our lack of control doesn’t end with death.  You see, contrary to what some people think, death is not the end.  According to God’s Word, all people will be resurrected one day and all people will live forever.  The question is:  WHERE and with WHOM will you live forever?  In other words, what is YOUR destiny?

     Someone once told me that the letters of the word “Bible” could stand for the following:  Basic Information Before Leaving Earth.  That’s correct.  The Bible gives us the most important information we need to know before we face death.  So, what does the bible teach us?
     The Bible teaches us why we must face death.  You see, human reason by itself would never figure out why we must all face physical death.  Many people wrongly assume that death is a natural part of life, and that God made the world this way.

     However, Holy Scripture clearly teaches that physical death was NOT part of God’s perfect creation that He gave us “In the beginning.”  Adam and Eve, as well as all their descendants – that’s you and me – we were intended to live in God’s love forever in a perfect world without sin, pain or death.

     But that all changed when the devil tempted Adam and Eve to reject God and find life apart from Him.  God warned them that such a choice would result in death, but they trusted their own wisdom instead.  

     First, Adam and Eve died SPIRITUALLY.  They no longer trusted God and they no longer loved God.  This SPIRITUAL death was passed on to all their descendants – that’s you and me.  We were conceived as spiritually dead people who do not love God and do not trust God.  

     Second, because Adam and Eve died SPIRITUALLY, the consequence would be that they would also have to face PHYSICAL death – and we sinners suffer the same consequence for our many sins.  

     As many of you know, my father recently died.  He died as a consequence of his sin against God.  One day I will die as the consequence for my sin against God.  One day my son, Joshua, will die as the consequence for his sin against God.  It all started with Adam, and that curse was passed on through my father, to me, and through me, to my son – and so on it goes.

     However, physical death, as horrible as it is, is nothing compared to the “second death” which is eternal life separated from God and His love.  In our reading from Philippians Paul says the following about those who reject Christ:  “Their destiny is destruction.”  Now, the “destruction” Paul is talking about is eternal life separated from God and His love.

     Our Old Testament reading from Daniel says that the destiny of unbelievers is everlasting contempt.  In our Gospel reading Jesus says that unbelievers will be resurrected only to be condemned.  In addition, at the end of Matthew chapter 25 we read these words of Jesus about the future destiny of unbelievers:  “…they will go away to everlasting punishment,…”  The “everlasting punishment” of which Jesus speaks is eternal life separated from God and His love.  Now, at this point there are two things we must understand.  
     First, we are ALL sinners and therefore we ALL deserve this horrible destiny.  None of us are worthy of being eternal objects of God’s love.  Instead, as Paul says in Ephesians chapter 2, we are all by nature objects of God’s wrath. 
     However, the second point is this:  God does NOT desire this horrible destiny for anyone.  God wants to rescue us from the eternal destiny of damnation we deserve.  That’s why Jesus spoke these words as recorded in John chapter 3:  “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.”  

     Simply put, God wants ALL sinners to repent and trust in Jesus who gives us the certain hope of eternal life in God’s love.  You see, the true blessing of eternal life is not merely that we get to live forever.  No!  The true blessing of eternal life is that we get to live forever with our loving God – and only Jesus can give us sinners this eternal gift!  
     However, we will see no reason to trust in Jesus unless we take our sins seriously and recognize that we deserve eternity in hell.  Therefore, God gives us warning signs to get our attention.

     One of God’s warning signs is PHYSICAL death.  As horrible as physical death is, it is actually a gift from God.  God uses physical death to make us face the fact that this world is broken and that we’re not in control of our lives.  The reality of physical death humbles us and forces us to see that we need a Savior from sin.
     For example, my son, Joshua, has a T-shirt that has these words on the front:  “The leading cause of death is sin.”  In Romans 6:23 Paul says:  “The wages of sin is death,…”  But then Paul goes on to say:  “…the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”  The “eternal life” Paul is talking about is eternal life in God’s love -- living in a world where sin no longer separates us from God.
     Jesus came into this world give us an eternal destiny filled with peace, love, joy and hope.  Jesus did this by living the perfect life of obedience and faith that we sinners could never live.  Jesus did this by taking our many sins to the cross and suffering God’s wrath in our place.  Jesus did this by conquering death for us when His body came back to life again on the third day after His death.
     In our Gospel reading Jesus says:  “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.”  What is Jesus teaching us?  

     Jesus is saying that when God’s Spirit convicts us of sin and brings us to faith in Jesus as our Savior, when then cease to be SPIRITUALLY dead and, instead, have SPIRITUAL life.  In other words, you Christians have the best part of eternal life right NOW.  You are reconciled to the Father through His Son, Jesus!

     Isn’t that amazing?  Jesus speaks His word to us spiritually dead sinners in order to give us spiritual life.  Jesus condemns our sin and then points us to His cross where He suffered the condemnation we deserve so that we might live in His love forever.  If you believe in Jesus as your Savior, then you have crossed over from spiritual death into spiritual life!

     Now, even though this Good News of God’s love and mercy for sinners is amazing, there’s even more Good News!  In our Gospel reading Jesus says:  “Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out – those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.”
     Jesus teaches that God will do another amazing work on the Final Day when He returns in power and glory.  Jesus will raise the bodies of all people from the dust of the ground.  Jesus then says:  “…those who have done good will rise to live,…”  

     Now, please understand, Jesus does NOT mean that our good works in this life make us worthy of eternal life in God’s love.  No!  You see, the “good” Jesus is talking about is the life of repentance and faith.  In other words, those who repent of their sin and trust in Jesus for salvation – such as these can look forward to eternal life in God’s love.

     In contrast, those who “do evil” are those who cling to their sin and refuse to believe in Jesus as their savior – such as these will be resurrected on the Final Day only to be condemned.  Now, God does not want this to happen to sinners, but God must do this to those reject Jesus’ words and want nothing to do with the Father’s loving plan for their lives.
     This takes us back to the question I asked at the beginning of the sermon:  “What is YOUR destiny?”  If you trust in Jesus as your Savior from sin and eternal condemnation, then your destiny is eternal life with your loving God in the New Creation He will make for His people when Jesus returns. 
     In our reading from Philippians Paul writes:  “…our citizenship is in heaven.  And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like His glorious body.”

     So, no matter what trials or difficulties you must face in this life – even when you must face death itself – you have a glorious destiny that is sure and certain.  Through faith in Jesus you have spiritual LIFE right now – that’s why you hear Jesus’ words and strive to live for Him.  One day you will hear His voice, your body will be resurrected from the dust, and you will live forever in God’s love.  This is YOUR destiny!  Amen!
