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Most Christians don’t know what they believe…or why they believe it.  
WHAT IF WE ACTUALLY BELIEVED THE BIBLE?
Our Belief System so far…
1. We believe there is one true God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit
2. We believe that God is involved in and cares about my daily life
3. We believe that salvation is in and through Jesus Christ
4. We believe that we can know God and his will for our lives because of the Bible
5. We are significant because of what God has done for us and sees in us.
6. And God has some stuff to do, and uses the Church as his primary means of accomplishing his purposes on earth.
7. I believe all people are loved by God and need Jesus Christ as their Savior.
8. I believe God calls all Christians to show compassion to people in need.
9. I believe everything I am and everything I own belong to God.
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.

We are to learn these Truths:
	Not to debate theology, but to live Truth;
	Not to defend God, but to express faith in the way we live;
	Not to win an argument, but to save a soul!
	Not to be frustrated with our failures, but to be freed from our frustrations!
    A pastor visited an older man. The Pastor said, “At your age you should be thinking about the hereafter.” The older man replied, “Oh, I do all the time. No matter where I am - in the living room, upstairs, in the kitchen, or down in the basement - I ask myself, ‘What am I here after?’”

KEY VERSE:  Do not let your hearts be troubled.  You believe in Good; believe also in me.  My Father’s house has many rooms; if that were not so, would I have told you that I am going there to prepare a place for you?  John 14:1-2

Today’s topic is eternity, something that I’m not able to comprehend. We are so bound by time. We want to know what is next. People do all kinds of things to predict the future. People make predictions about what will happen in the New Year. Movies and TV shows give us a picture of what people think will happen in the future. Futurists predict major changes they see coming in the future. But these things are only guesses. No one knows what the future will bring. 

Some people turn to demonic sources to try to figure out the future. They use things like fortune tellers and astrology, Ouija boards and palm reading to see into the future. Not only are these things a waste of time and money, they are also dangerous because they can mislead us and fill us with false hope or fear. Only God knows what is next. 

A big question is what happens after we die. Some people believe that when you are dead you’re dead. That is all. There is nothing after this life. We’ve created slogans that tell us that. “Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow you die.” Or “You only go around once in life, so grab for all the gusto you can get.” Or “YOLO … You Only Live Once.”  I might “GAG” if I hear that ever again.

KEY QUESTION:  What is going to happen in the future?

Does heaven matter?  I don’t think about heaven a lot but there have been a few times that I spent some real time thinking about heaven….
· When my sister was killed
· When Carla was in surgery years ago
· When I stood at the bedside as a friend took his last breath
· When I was involved in a serious car accident
· When I nearly died from anaphylaxis 
· And, like you, there have been other times…
Now, the above Key Verse is part of a larger passage that I share in most of the funeral services that I have had over the last 29 years.

“Do not let your hearts be troubled. You believe in God; believe also in me.  My Father’s house has many rooms; if that were not so, would I have told you that I am going there to prepare a place for you?   And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am.   You know the way to the place where I am going.”   Thomas said to him, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?” Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.  If you really know me, you will know my Father as well. From now on, you do know him and have seen him.    John 14:1-7

Jesus tells his disciples--Simon Peter and his brother Andrew; James and his brother John; Philip, Bartholomew, Thomas, Matthew the tax collector, James son of Alphaeus, Thaddaeus, Simon the Zealot, and you and me, and those families I’m standing in front of—he’s telling them something that they and we need to know.  The disciples were about to have their world turned upside down.  Jesus would die the next day.  And he wanted them to have some words of reassurance first.  He wants them, and us, when our world is turned upside down, to know this—when it looks like it’s all over, when the world says there is nothing else:  Jesus says there’s something more.  
In those funeral services, after sharing that scripture and some others I often share some more words proclaiming the reality of the Gospel.  The gospel in the face of death.  Gospel simply means good news.  Good news in the face of death.  Well, the good news is, there is good news, even in the face of death.  
Right then, when we most need it:  
when our world is upside down—when everything is dark, 
when everything seems lost, when everything seems bad,
 there is light, there is hope, there is good news.

And put simply, it is this:  There is something more.  
Something more than the end of a story.  Something more than death.  
Something more than this earth which is subject to decay.  
Something more than this body that is prone to pain and sickness.  
Something more than this world that is subject to sin and hurt and hatred.  
Something more than this time that sometimes seems to run out on us.  
There is something more.  This something is eternity.

So what is eternity?  Simply defined, eternity just means that it goes on.  There is not an end.  And on it’s surface, that sounds great.  When we are faced with death—with what looks like an ending, the prospect of the never-ending sounds good.  But is that all eternity is?  Just no end? Never ending more of the same, day after day, really isn’t good news.  Day after day of life on a world that is broken, in bodies that hurt and wear out, in a culture that seems so often to be in decline, is not good news…one dead teenager after another….one Ferguson riot after another……
But the eternity that God has for us is more than just never-ending life.  Countless works of fiction have been written about people who for one reason or another do not die—there is a TV show on right now based on that premise.  And in each of these stories, each of these characters finally sees unending life not as a blessing but a curse.  Never ending life in these bodies, on this earth, is not good news.  
The good news is God’s eternity is more than a life that doesn’t end.  It is a new life, in a new place, to God’s own specifications.  That’s the good news about eternity. Not just that we live forever.  But that we can live in a world built by God, and in the presence of the master builder himself. 
Knowing that there is something more than this life ought then to change the way we live this life.  Knowing that death is not the end ought to change the way we look at death.  It doesn’t mean that we don’t get sad—we certainly do.  We mourn for lives lost too soon.  We mourn for lives lost at a good old age, too, because we know we will miss the company and the love we shared with those we’ve lost. But knowing that there is something more changes the way we mourn.
One of our readings this week pg. 163 was from First Thessalonians.  Paul was writing to a group of Christians who expected Jesus to return and take them to heaven any day.  And when they saw loved ones die in the meantime, they became concerned that those loved ones had missed out on the return of Jesus.  Paul wanted them to know that even death cannot separate us from the eternal love and life of God, so he wrote to them these words:  
Brothers and sisters, we do not want you to be uninformed about those who sleep in death, so that you do not grieve like the rest of mankind, who have no hope. 14 For we believe that Jesus died and rose again, and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him.   1 Thessalonians 4:13-14
He didn’t tell them not to grieve.  He did tell them not to grieve like those who have no hope.   Why?  Because even in death, we have hope. We have hope that there is something more. Even when the darkness of death closes in, we are called to live in the light of eternity.  We mourn and we grieve because we miss those we’ve lost—believe me, I do, and I know you do, too.  And that is OK.  But when we know the promise of eternity, we do not mourn like those with no hope.  We mourn, we hurt, we cry, but we look forward.
I want to invite you to a special service we will have this year.  It will be on December 21st at 7 PM and will be called BLUE CHRISTMAS. Washington Irving once wrote: "There is a sacredness in tears. They are not the mark of weakness, but of power. They speak more eloquently than ten thousand tongues. They are the messengers of overwhelming grief, of deep contrition, and of unspeakable love."
There is an undercurrent of tears and sadness in the holidays. It is not all consuming, but it is undeniably there. These days often remind us of what has been lost. It is best described as an empty chair at the table—the one we love is now seated at another table. The challenge that is before us is both to focus upon the blessings represented by the table itself—and to lavish our love upon those still sitting in occupied chairs. I am praying for you as you embrace that challenge this year, and to remind you that you do not need to be alone.
Our Blue Christmas Worship Service has been developed with this in mind. The music, the message, the scriptures, and the prayers will acknowledge our grief—but also point us to comfort and hope. You are invited to join us on the longest night of the year--December 21 at 7 PM
So what is it that we look forward to?  We are given a picture in the book of Revelation.  John, the follower of Jesus, was given a vision to share with the rest of us Christ followers.  His vision reminds us that we have something more to look forward to.  Here is part of what John was allowed to see about what God has planned for you and me for eternity.
Revelation 21:1-4  Then I saw “a new heaven and a new earth,” for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea.   I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband.   And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, 
“Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people, and he will dwell with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.   ‘He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.”
A new heaven and a new earth.  If you read the chapter this week, you got to see some of what this looks like.  John tells of the holy city, complete with 12 gates and twelve foundations, with jewels and gold and pearls. If you haven’t read the chapter from your Believe book this week, I’ll encourage you to read the last two chapters of Revelation this week to see for yourself this vision of eternity.  I’m not going to go over all the details.  But let me tell you the best part, the part you need to know more than anything.  Because there are some things in this eternity that are missing, and they might surprise you.  John tells us what he sees and what he does not see in this vision of eternity, and he tells us:
I did not see a temple in the city, because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple.  The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is its lamp.  Rev 21:22-23
What is missing in eternity?  There temple—why?  The temple was seen as the dwelling place of God.  In heaven, in eternity, God is not confined to a temple.  God is with us.  What else is missing?  The sun and the moon—why?  The glory of God gives it light.  Here and now, we experience darkness.  The darkness of night, the darkness of disappointment, the darkness of death.  Here and now, we experience darkness that even the sun cannot brighten.  But then—we are promised something more—we are promised the eternal light of the glory of God.
Read the first 2 chapters of the Bible—they tell about the world as God intended  it.  If you know the story, you know that God made everything, and God looked at it and called it good.  But if you know the story, you know that we broke it.  Then I want you to read the last two books of the Bible.  You’ll see that the eternity that God has planned for us is not just some pie in the sky in the sweet by and by.  It is not angels and harps sitting on clouds.  It is God fixing what we broke.  It is God re-making creation forever.  It is a new heaven, a new earth, a new holy city.  It is you and me, not because we are perfect, not even because we’re good, but because we’re forgiven and made clean.  And it is forever.
Steve McQueen was a top billing actor who lead a life as tough as the ones he portrayed on the screen. Success filled his life until alcohol and a failed marriage left him empty. In his despair he attended a crusade led by one of Billy Graham’s associates. McQueen made a profession of faith and requested an opportunity to speak with Billy Graham. A connecting flight in Los Angeles allowed Dr. Graham to spend a couple of hours with Mr. McQueen in the actor’s limousine. Dr Graham shared numerous scriptures in his quest to give spiritual hope and assurance. Steve McQueen struggled with the thought of God giving eternal life to a man who had such a checkered past. 
    In Titus 1:2, however, he found a promise that spoke to him - "in the hope of eternal life, which God, who does not lie, promised before the beginning of time" He requested something to write down the verse, but Billy Graham gave McQueen his Bible instead. Later, Steve McQueen died in Mexico while seeking experimental treatment for his terminal cancer. He passed into eternity with his Bible opened to Titus 1 and his finger resting on verse 2. Regardless of our past, we have the assurance of our eternal salvation because of God’s Word

The central belief about our future and eternity is that when we die, our bodies return to the earth, but our spirits live on. Those spirits go to one of two places — heaven or hell.
Even though I’m a pastor, I honestly don’t like the part about hell. I never have, and I never will. My job, and even the way others perceive us pastors, would be easier if it were not a part of the gospel message. But as we previously discussed about the Bible, we have to take God’s truth as a total work and even accept the areas we don’t like or wish were not there. Of course, those who have received Christ’s offer of salvation by grace no longer need to be concerned about this matter anyway, because he has removed this fear from our future.
Let me emphasize an important point here: When we die and go into eternity, this moment is not the end, as many tend to believe. 
Jesus Christ is going to return to the earth, and his first order of business will be to judge mankind. When Jesus returns, he’ll make all things right, and everything will come under the authority of his justice. He will throw Satan and his followers, along with sin and death, into the lake of fire. Christ’s followers will then receive an imperishable, resurrected body, just as Christ now has. Jesus and his people will then reside on a new earth surrounded by a new heaven. For the Christian, this is the future. When we say, “The best is yet to come,” we can confidently mean what we say!
On this great day, God himself will live among us and the original garden of three will expand into a great city of millions.
The Lord reigns, he is robed in majesty; the Lord is robed in majesty & armed with strength; indeed, the world is established, firm and secure.  Your throne was established long ago;  you are from all eternity. Ps. 93:1-2
Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne & the living creatures & the elders. In a loud voice they were saying: “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power & wealth & wisdom & strength & honor & glory & praise!”
Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, saying:  “To him who sits on the throne & to the Lamb be praise & honor & glory & power, forever & ever!”  Rev. 5:11-13

KEY APPLICATION:  
What difference does this make in the way I live?

  If we truly believe God has prepared an eternal home for us — a house with many rooms, as Jesus explained in John 14 — then we can and will . . . 3 Things!
• live with hope every day, regardless of the circumstances around us; life may or may not get better here, but we can know that God’s home awaits us.
• love people with freedom and boldness, because our future is secure in him.
• lead more people into a relationship with Christ, because we want to share this great hope with others.

"Enter through the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the road is broad that leads to destruction, and there are many who go through it. How narrow is the gate & difficult the road that leads to life, & few find it” (Matt. 7:13-14).

BECAUSE WHAT WE BELIEVE…MATTERS!!!

Prayer
