             May 13th, 2007, Sermon:    “ Eternal Life:  PRESENT & FUTURE! ”
                 ( Texts:   2nd Corinthians 5:1-10; Hebrews 9:11-15, 23-28; John 5:19-29 )
******************************************************************************
     Back in 1970 a Presbyterian minister known as Dr. James Kennedy published “Evangelism Explosion,” which is a resource that trains people how to share the Gospel of Christ with unbelievers.  This resource encourages you to ask questions as a way to get people to think about their need for salvation.  One question we’re encouraged to ask is this:  “If you were to die tonight, would you go to heaven?”

     However, there’s a problem with this question.  This question assumes that people actually know what heaven is.  Sadly, many people in this country do not believe what the Bible teaches about heaven.  For example, atheists do not believe there is a God nor do they believe there is life after death.  According to atheists, when you die, that’s the end.  There is no heaven.  So, you live as you please NOW.  “Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die!”
     Other people who follow eastern religions believe in reincarnation.  In other words, they believe that after you die you come back as some other form of life – and “what” you come back as depends on how you lived in THIS life.

     Still other people think that heaven is merely a state of mind – like a kind of dream.  Such people believe that your body turns to dust, never to rise again, but your mind somehow continues to live on in an eternal limbo somewhere.

     So, now you can understand why the question “If you were to die tonight, would you go to heaven?” is not a good question to ask until you know what a person actually believes about heaven.

     However, in the Midwest of America in communities like Jamestown most people have a basic Christian understanding of what happens after death.  Most people in Jamestown would believe that after death you either end up with God in heaven or with the devil in hell.  But apart from this basic knowledge there is still a whole lot of confusion about eternal life.

     For example, in our 2nd reading from Hebrews we heard these words:  “…man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment,…”  Simply put, at the very moment of your death you will either be with God or with the devil.  Sadly, many people do not understand this.  Many think that we remain in limbo after death until Judgment Day, and that’s when we will find out where we will spend eternity.  I mean, doesn’t the Apostles’ Creed talk about Christ returning to judge the living and the dead?

     However, what we must understand is that the judgment that will take place on the Final Day is based on whether or not we have eternal life NOW.  Listen to Jesus’ words from John chapter 3:  “…God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through Him.  Whoever believes in Him in not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.”  Did you hear that?  Your eternal destiny is based on whom you believe HERE AND NOW!
     With that understood, we’re going to learn from Scripture about eternal life.  First, we will learn WHAT eternal life actually is.  Second, we’re going to learn HOW we get eternal life.

     So, what is eternal life?  Many people wrongly think of eternal life as merely a FUTURE event.  Here’s how many people think:  “After you die your spirit goes to be with God while your body turns to dust in the ground.  Then when Jesus returns He will resurrect your body, your spirit will then enter your body again, and then you will live forever in God’s New Creation.”

     Now, this way of thinking about eternal life is true!  The only problem is that this way of thinking about eternal life is not the WHOLE truth.  You see, according to Scripture, eternal life is something we believers have NOW!  For example, in our Gospel reading Jesus said:  “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned.”  Did you hear that?  If you trust in Jesus as your Savior you have eternal life NOW!
     What we need to understand is that the most important thing about eternal life is that we love God and trust His Word.  Eternal life means that we have a love relationship with God through faith in His Word.  When God created Adam and Eve they were supposed to live forever in God’s love.  But they lost eternal life when they stopped loving God and no longer trusted His Word.  Simply put, we must face physical death because we sinners are spiritually dead!

     But Jesus came to save us from spiritual death and give us eternal life!  Jesus accomplished our salvation by His birth, life, death and resurrection.  However, you can’t RECEIVE this salvation unless Jesus gives you a new heart.  Jesus speaks His Word to us so that we might confess our sin and trust in Him for salvation.  Jesus creates new hearts in us so that we can love God and trust His Word.

     Therefore, eternal life means that Jesus has brought you back into a relationship with the Father.  Eternal life means that you love God and trust Him.  Eternal life means that you want God to be part of your life HERE AND NOW!  

     On the other hand, if you DON’T have eternal life NOW, then you’re already condemned.  If you do not repent of your sin and trust in Jesus NOW, then you are already in hell because you are separated from God – and that’s how unbelievers will spend all eternity unless Jesus changes their hearts before they die.  Once you die, your eternal destiny is sealed forever based on your relationship with God in the PRESENT!

     With that understood, it’s foolish for people to want to live forever in heaven if they don’t want God in their lives NOW.  If you don’t love and trust God NOW; if you want nothing to do with God NOW; if you don’t want to hear God’ Word NOW, then why would you want to spend eternity with Him?  Those who will spend eternity in hell will experience what they already have in this PRESENT life:  separation from God!
     However, the Good News is that Jesus speaks His Word to us sinners so that He can give us eternal life.  As we heard Jesus say in our Gospel reading:  “I tell you the truth, a time is coming and has now come when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and those who hear will live.”  If you repent of your sin and trust in Jesus as your Savior, then you have been given eternal life!

     If you have eternal life NOW; if you repent of your sin and trust in Jesus NOW, then you can look forward to an eternity with the God who saved you.  As I’ve told you before, the greatest thing about eternal life is not merely that we will live forever.  Even the people in hell will live forever.  The greatest thing about eternal life is that we believers get to spend eternity with our One, True Love – the Father, Son and Holy Spirit!

     Now we’re ready for next part of the sermon:  “HOW do we get eternal life?”  At the end of our Gospel reading Jesus says:  “…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.”

     Some people hear these words of Jesus and wrongly conclude that eternal life is something you can earn based on your behavior in this life.  They say:  “Didn’t Jesus Himself teach that those who have done good will rise to live?”  In addition, they point us to Paul’s words in 2nd Corinthians, where he writes:  “…we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad.”

     What’s going on here?  As Lutherans we stress that we are saved by Grace alone through faith in Christ alone, and that we deserve nothing from God.  But it seems as though both Jesus and Paul are saying that eternal life with God is based on what WE do while we’re living in the body.  
     However, those who understand the words of Jesus and Paul in this way are taking those words out of context.  For example, in John chapter 15 Jesus says:  “If a man remains in Me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from Me you can do nothing.”  Simply put, Jesus is saying that He will produce good works in those who believe.  The same Jesus who saves us also does good works through us.  The good works that Jesus does through you will be the evidence of your salvation on the final day – the salvation you already have NOW through faith in Christ!
     The Apostle Paul teaches the same in Ephesians chapter 2, where he writes:  “For it is by Grace you have been saved, through faith – and this not of yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast.  For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”

     Did you hear that?  The God who saved you by Grace and gave you faith also produces good works in your life.  These good works will be the evidence of your salvation on the Day of Judgment – the salvation you already have NOW through faith in Christ!

     So, HOW do you get eternal life?  YOU don’t get it!  Instead, Jesus GIVES you eternal life!  As Jesus said in our Gospel reading:  “…the Son gives life to whom He is pleased to give it.”  Jesus is pleased to give YOU eternal life!  Jesus’ Word gives you eternal life in Holy Baptism.  Jesus’ Word gives you eternal life when you hear and read Holy Scripture.  Jesus’ Word gives you eternal life when you eat and drink His Body and Blood in Holy Communion.

     If someone asks you “If you were to die tonight, would you go to heaven?” you can answer:  “Yes!  Jesus has given me eternal life!  I trust in God NOW and I’m looking forward to living with Him for all eternity!”
     Jesus has given you a new heart.  That’s why you confess your sin and trust in God for salvation.  That’s why you strive to live according to God’s will.  You love Him!  Jesus has given you eternal life.  Jesus has given you a new heart that trusts God and longs to be with Him – NOW and for all ETERNITY!  Amen!
