Believe – Eternity
Jeff Gauss
Epiphany Station, Thief River Falls, MN 
INTRODUCTION
My first real church experience as an adolescent was heavy on heaven and hell. 
When I was 11 years old we had a guy come and speak for several weeks at our church who had claimed to have gone to heaven, swung open the Pearly Gates, walked the Streets of Gold, swam in the River of Life and returned in time for dinner. All of this happened, of course, when he was alone in his bedroom reading his Bible, so his parents never knew he was “gone.” Even at 11 years old I found his story hard to believe, but the rest of the church seemed to buy it hook, line, and sinker and his teachings cast a cloud over the impressionable years of my spiritual formation.  
Heaven was the most wonderful place that you would go if you’re good deeds outweighed your bad on the day you died. If you were really good – like a pastor, evangelist, or missionary – you’d have a huge mansion all to yourself. If you were pretty good, you might have a pretty good home in heaven, but nothing like the mansions reserved for the super-righteous. You just wanted to make sure you did your best to avoid spending eternity in a tin shack.
If your bad deeds outweighed the good – or if in some unfortunate circumstance, you happened to be sinning just before you died or Jesus returned – then the most horrible place imaginable (called “hell”) was reserved for you and your kind. I had the distinct impression growing up that many people would be banging on the pearly gates, but few would be allowed to enter. Whereas, the gates of hell were wide open and the streets would be filled with liars, cheaters, drinkers, smokers, and people from the church down the street. 
I lived every day in fear of hell so that I could go to heaven when I died. Add to the anxiety that Jesus could return at any moment so you better look busy. You don’t want him to catch you sinning, napping, or being anywhere other than in church. 
I think the phrase “so heavenly-minded that you’re of no earthly good” was coined for the people in my church growing up. There was never any talk or teaching on any of the stuff we’re exploring in Believe – the ideas, actions, and virtues that really constitute what it means to be a Christian. No loving God with all of your heart, mind, and strength. No loving your neighbor as yourself. Instead, everything was just a mad dash to outrun the fires of hell and slide in under the limbo-bar of heaven. 
Years later, it came out that that man was a fraud. He made the whole thing up and made quite a living for himself as a result. It was no surprise to me. Even though I was forced to drink that Kool-Aid, I never truly swallowed. 
TRANSITION
For that reason, I still have a natural gag-reflex when it comes to matters of eternity. So much teaching on the topic has instilled fear instead of hope in people. So much that is taken as dogma is mere speculation. Everyone – believers and unbelievers – wants to know what happens next after you die and there is a long line of writers, teachers, and preachers ready to jump into the void with their personal experience or brand of theology as the conclusive answer, but it all just adds to the confusion. 
The best way I can think of to explain eternity is by a tale of two cities. 
NEW CITY OR SELF CITY?
Suppose you had the choice of living in the capital city of one of two countries. You can live in either place but you must live by the prevailing principles of life in the respective city.
We’ll call the first city New City. If you live there you must first give up your rights. You are not independent there. You have a person ruling the city who is good through and through, but you have to fully trust that leader’s guidance to live there. 
Anyone can live in New City. Anyone can have citizenship there. The ruler has opened wide the door to the city to everyone. But to live there it will cost you your independence and your self-rule. But the promise is you will always have everything you need.
You can live there or you can live in the second city. We’ll call it Self City. In this city, you and everybody else who lives there gets to keep their independence. You make the rules. You keep your rights. Instead of having one person who is ruling and is the center of the life of the city, everyone is king. Everyone there gets to live for themselves; do whatever they please. 
Anyone can live in either city. The main difference is if you live in New City you have to trust leadership to one person who is entirely good. Authority rests in the hands of one good ruler. If you live in Self City you have to trust yourself and everyone else who lives there. Authority there rests in the hands of many, many little rulers.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This idea is adapted from the book by Joshua Ryan Butler, The Skeletons in God’s Closet: The Mercy of Hell, the Surprise of Judgment, the Hope of Holy War (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2014).] 

Which city would you choose? 
Whether we realize it or not it is a choice we are making every day. New City is a vision of life in God’s city – what the Bible calls, New Jerusalem. There God is worshiped, others are loved, and we are free to be who God created us to be.  New City is heaven.
Self City is a description of life apart from God at the center. Here, the individual is at the center. Everyone is a god. People live alone in isolation with no one to love or be loved by. Instead of being who God created them to be, people are free to be whoever they want to be. Self City is hell.
And we choose hell every day.
That’s why – despite my (and perhaps your) gag reflex – today’s key idea is so critical. 
KEY IDEA: I believe there is a heaven and a hell and that Jesus will return to judge all people and to establish his eternal kingdom. 
That’s a statement that may be a little hard for some of us to swallow. It’s difficult for me. I don’t think any of us have a problem with heaven. It’s two other words in that statement that causes us to swallow hard: hell and judge. In fact, you’re probably still hung up on the statement “we choose hell every day.” 
How do we choose hell every day?
Furthermore, who would choose hell over heaven? That just doesn’t make sense. Who would choose fire, brimstone, and pitchforks over pearls, gold, and halos? 
And why would a good and loving God put anyone in hell for eternity? That is, perhaps, one of the top questions that believers and unbelievers alike have of Christianity. The notions of judgment and hell just don’t seem to jive with everything we’ve talked about so far. 
So what does the Bible really say about the afterlife: heaven, hell, and eternity? 
This is a big topic and, unfortunately, we don’t have an eternity to unpack it, so we’re going to have to be very brief.
Let’s begin at the beginning: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” (Genesis 1:1, NLT) 
What did God create? Heaven and earth.
Heaven and earth were created together by God and they were good. In fact, there are about two hundred verses in the Bible that pair “heaven and earth” together.  
But then heaven and earth were torn apart by sin. Because God blessed His crowning achievement (human beings) with the privilege of free will, they are free to trust Him or not. Sin is trusting our way instead of God’s way. Sin was not part of God’s creation. It is an evil intruder that gained entry into God’s good creation through human invitation.
This intruder had such a disastrous effect on God’s good creation that just six chapters into God’s Story, God is ready to put an end to the whole experiment because everyone is doing what they want instead of what He wants. The vast majority of God’s good creation has become fornicators, drunkards, murderers, liars, and idolaters in just a few short centuries. No one does good. Not even one.
These behaviors have no place in God’s Kingdom. But they have a place in us. Hell gains an entrance into the world through us. The problem is we don’t see it. We want to get rid of sex trafficking, genocide, and world hunger. We see those things as something other people—bad people—do. But those things exist because of lust, anger and greed. And those things are in us.
Any discussion about heaven and hell has to realize that we are not talking about something distant and thereafter. We are talking about something very close and personal. 
Hell is something we don’t want. But we choose it every day when we choose to do what we want to do without asking God what He would want us to do. We choose it every day when we let anger have its way. We choose it when we give into our own greed or gluttony. We choose it every day when lust takes hold of us.
Hell does not belong with heaven even though we often say “heaven and hell” as if they are counterparts. And yet there are zero times in the Bible where the words “heaven and hell” are used in the same sentence. Zero.
God created heaven. We created hell. 
That’s the story of the Bible. But thankfully it’s not the entire story. 
The last book of the Bible, called Revelation, looks forward to what happens next. It pictures God’s heaven as a New City. 
“And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven like a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. I heard a loud shout from the throne, saying, “Look, God’s home is now among his people! He will live with them, and they will be his people. God himself will be with them.” (Revelation 21:2–3, NLT) 
God dwells inside the city with his people. He is their God, their ruler. He is the center of their worship. And everyone who’s there wants to be there. They have come on God’s terms. They have given up their independence for complete dependence on Him. They have been clothed in Christ’s forgiveness, not their own attempts at goodness. 
Everyone is invited to live in this New City.
“Its gates will never be closed at the end of day because there is no night there.” (Revelation 21:25, NLT) 
The gates are always open. Everyone is invited in. But not everyone can enter. 
“Nothing evil will be allowed to enter, nor anyone who practices shameful idolatry and dishonesty—but only those whose names are written in the Lamb’s Book of Life.” (Revelation 21:27, NLT) 
This is where we ask the question: “What happens to the ones who are not written in the Lamb’s book of life?” The simple answer is they go to live in another place. And that place is hell.
Whereas God dwells inside the city with his people, Hell exists outside the city. We tend to picture heaven as “up there” and hell as “down there.” The Bible does not teach us that. Heaven is actually coming to earth. In Revelation we find that the New Jerusalem is “coming down out of heaven.” God created heaven and earth and is reconnecting them at the end of the story just as they were at the first.
But what separated them cannot be present in His New City. All the evil: the lying, cheating, abuse, murder, pride, idolatry, lust, and greed cannot enter. Those things have to be checked at the door. And the simple reality is that there are people who will not want to check those things at the door. They will not want to live on the King’s terms. They will want to live on their own terms. Those people will choose eternity outside the city. And Jesus calls that choice hell – eternal separation from God and His Kingdom. 
Hell is not “down there.” It’s “out there” – outside of God’s City. It is outside of God and inside of us. And Jesus came to get the hell out of us so once again God could bring heaven to earth.
KEY APPLICATION: What difference does it make? 
What you believe about the afterlife influences how you live this life. So let’s do some reverse-engineering. If I believe in heaven and hell in the afterlife, how should I live this life? 
1. Live with hope
“He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there will be no more death or sorrow or crying or pain. All these things are gone forever.”” (Revelation 21:4, NLT) 
No matter what this life deals me, I can live with hope! 
Because there’s a heaven:
· The lost WILL be found.
· Darkness WILL be overcome by light. 
· Good WILL prevail over evil. 
· Sadness WILL be turned to joy. 
· Pain WILL be transformed into pleasure. 
Because of Jesus, we have hope! Hope that invades this life from the afterlife and changes our perspective, lives, and world with its transformational power!
2. Love with abandon 
“Three things will last forever—faith, hope, and love—and the greatest of these is love.” (1 Corinthians 13:13, NLT) 
In the end, it’s not going to matter:
· What kind of car you drove.
· Who you voted for. 
· Whether you preferred organs or guitars.
· Where you stood on this or that issue.
All of those things will fade away and only one thing is going to matter: love. 
In the end, we are called to do the same thing that Christ did (love) so that others can be in the same place he is (heaven).  
3. Lead people to Jesus 
“Jesus told him, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one can come to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6, NLT) 
Jesus is the only way to get to heaven. We don’t have to scare people into heaven. We don’t need to argue them, wrestle them, or push them into heaven. 
We just need to lead them.
And that is perhaps why how you live this life matters so much for the afterlife. Because everyone’s watching your lead. 
And you’re either leading people to heaven or hell by your words, actions, and character. 
PASCAL’S WAGER
In the 1600’s the mathematician Blaise Pascal penned something that came to be known as Pascal’s Wager. In it, he saw belief as two sides of a coin. “Heads” – to believe that the God of the Bible is the One True God and that he made a way for you to spend eternity with Him through His Son, Jesus Christ. “Tails” – to disbelieve in this God and reject the offer He has made through Jesus Christ. 
Say you choose “tails” (disbelief) and in the cosmic coin flip of eternity, “tails” it is. What do you gain? Nothing. You guessed right, but it benefits you nothing. You guessed there was nothing after this life and you were right. Congratulations!
But say you choose “heads” and “heads” it is. What do you gain? Everything! You believed in the God of the Bible and it’s all true. You gain happiness in this life and eternity in heaven with Him. 
Now, what if you guess incorrectly? What if you choose to believe “heads” but the true reality is “tails?” You believed in all of this God and Jesus stuff, but it turned out to be a fairy tale. What do you lose? Absolutely nothing. In fact, you still gained love, joy, peace, and friends in this life even if there is no afterlife.
But, now, what if you pick “tails” and it turns out to be “heads?” You didn’t believe in all of this Jesus stuff, but it turns out, you were wrong. It’s all true! The God of the Bible is the One True God and Jesus is the only way to Him and all of this business about heaven and hell is also true. But you didn’t believe. What do you lose? Everything! 
In other words, if you put all of your chips on “believe” and it turns out not to be true, you don’t lose anything. But if it’s true, you win everything! 
Conversely, if you put all of your chips on “unbelief” and you guessed right, you still don’t gain anything. However, if you bet on “unbelief” and “belief” is true, then you’ve lost everything!
The consequences for not believing are far greater than believing. And the rewards of believing are far greater than not believing. 
Everybody must place their bet.  
So what do you have to lose? Self-destructive habits? Unhealthy relationships? Poor self-image? 
But you have everything to gain: freedom, love, peace, joy, patience, kindness, self-control, etc. And that’s just in this life. 
God has given each and every one of us the gift of choice. And you have a choice to make. 
In which city do you choose to live?
Go ahead. Bet your life! You have nothing to lose and everything to gain. 
