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We are more than mid-way through our sermon series on this book by Martin Thielen called "What's the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian?"  And our planning team thought it might be fun, at this point, to have a pop quiz on what we've learned so far in the last five sermons.

To do that I'd like to have a volunteer from each side of the aisle, someone who will represent your side of the church, and answer some easy true/false questions on the last five sermons.  Who'd like to represent your side of the sanctuary?  (You can get help from your team members before you answer.)


Question #1 - Our first sermon was on whether Christians are allowed to doubt, or not.  True, or False:  Matthew is the apostle who doubted that Jesus had risen from the dead.  (False.  It was Thomas.)

Question #2 -  Our second sermon was on whether God causes both good and bad things to happen in our world.  True, or False:  "A Middle Way" between those who say "God Causes Everything" and those who say "There Is No God" is to say, "God exists but he is not responsible for cancer, car wrecks and other catastrophes".  (True.)


Question #3 -  Our third sermon was on the Christian's view of other religions.  True, or False:  It's impossible to say that Jesus is the only way to God while also respecting, studying and listening to people of other faiths.  (False.  We can always respect, study and listen to philosophies that differ from our own.)


Question #4 -  Our fourth sermon as on how to interpret the Bible.  True, or False:  One way to avoid having a hang up over the scientifically inaccurate parts of Genesis is to acknowledge that the beginning chapters of Genesis are allegory - stories written to teach spiritual truths, not scientific truths.  (True.)


Question #5 (last one) -  Our sermon two Sundays ago was on how Christians view and treat women.  True, or False:  In the Bible, the apostle Paul told women to never speak in church, never ask questions in church and never teach men in church because the Jewish and Greek cultures in which he lived never let respectable women do those things in public.  (True.)

Thank you for playing our quiz!  Julie, tell them what they've won!


Today we're looking at chapter 6 of Martin Thielen's book.  This chapter deals with people who aren't Christians because they can't believe the teachings of the Bible that say non-Christians will spend eternity in Hell.  "How could a loving God," they ask, "send people who don't believe in him to Hell forever and ever?"  Those who ask this question aren't alone.  In the latest serious pole done on this subject, 74% of Americans said that they believe in heaven.  But the percentage of those who believe in Hell drops 15 points to 59%.

Does Hell exist?   Before I share what I believe, let me say that Martin Thielen's main point in this chapter is right.  A person doesn't NEED to believe in Hell in order to be a Christian.  In the end, God will do what God will do and we'll all find out, eventually, if Hell is a real place, or not.  But our salvation doesn't depend on us believing that there is eternal punishment for sinners, or not.  So if you want to be a Christian, but you don't personally believe in Hell, that's okay.


Personally, I do believe in the existence of Hell, for two reasons.  First, because the Bible says that Hell exists.  And second . . . well, I'm sitting under the second reason I believe in the existence of Hell.  The cross.  Why did Jesus give his life on the cross?  What I mean is, if everyone goes to heaven when they die 
(if Hell doesn't exist) then what's the point of the cross?  Why did Jesus suffer in agonizing pain and torture, gasping for breath, dying there on those beams of wood, if God does not count our sins against us?  

One time my younger brother, Jeff, lied to my parents about whether he had cleaned his room, or not.  Right away my mom walked up the steps to see if he was telling the truth.  I knew he was gonna get busted, so I told him, "When mom comes back down, let me do the talking."  She came back down the steps with that "mom look" on her face.  You know the one?  The one that says, "You're in soooo much trouble."  So before she could say anything I blurted out, "It's not his fault.  I told him to tell you that because I made him play basketball with me instead of cleaning his room."  That was a lie. Heroic.  But a lie.  My mom turned that "mom look" on me and grounded me for a week.

Years later, when we were all grown up, the three of us were talking about that day, and I told her the truth about what really happened - how I was doing the big brother thing and covered up for my little brother.  My mom said, "Well, that was very nice of you, Daniel.  But it's not like I was going to ground little Jeffy, or anything.  He was only 4 years old!"


What?  I covered for him for nothing?  She wasn't going to punish him anyway?  (The youngest kid always gets away with murder, don't they?)  He was gonna get off "Scott free"?  I was grounded for a week . . . for NOTHING?  Grrrrr.


On a much grander scale, this is what we do when we say that Hell doesn't exist.  We make Jesus' sacrifice for us on the cross, his agonizing death, done for no reason at all - if everyone goes to heaven anyway!  


But the holiness of God, I believe, requires there to be a Hell.  Usually those who deny the existence of Hell emphasize the love of God.  They ask, "How could a loving God send anyone to Hell for all eternity?"  But they emphasize love of God and ignore the holiness of God.  In their mind it's either God's love OR God's holiness, and they're choosing God's love.  But, in truth, God is both love AND God is holy.  In fact, God is so holy, God is so pure, so perfectly good, that he cannot be in the presence of sin, or sinners.  This is why the Bible says, speaking of heaven:

“(O Lord) your eyes are too pure
to look on evil.”
(Habakkuk 1:13)
“Without holiness no one will see the Lord.”
(Hebrews 12:14)
"Nothing impure will ever enter it (heaven), nor will anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful, but only those whose names are written in the Lamb's book of life."
(Rev. 21:27)

There can be no sin, or sinners, in Heaven where God is.  So if we sinful humans are ever going to be in God's presence in Heaven we need some way to have our sins removed.  Jesus is that way.  That's why he sacrificed his life on the cross.  He took the punishment for our sin on himself there, dying in our place, because if he didn't we would only be fit for Hell.  To say that everyone goes to heaven when they die makes the sacrifice of our Lord meaningless, accomplished for NOTHING.  I can't do that.  So I believe in what the Bible teaches about Hell.
Matthew 5:29

"If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell."
Matthew 10:28

"Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell."
Matthew 23:33

“You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell?"
Luke 16:19-24   
    19 “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every day. 20 At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with sores 21 and longing to eat what fell from the rich man’s table. Even the dogs came and licked his sores.  22 “The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to Abraham’s side. The rich man also died and was buried. 23 In hell, where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. 24 So he called to him, ‘Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.’ 

The Bible says that Hell is a real place.  That's the bad news.  But please hear this good news:  God IS love!  God is not willing, God is not ready, God is not desiring, for anyone to go to Hell.  So, God has sent our world the great "Eraser of our Sins", Jesus.  By taking our punishment upon himself on the cross, God erases and forgives the sins of all who believe in him.  That's what John 3:16 is all about:  

“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."
 (John 3:16)

You might be wondering, "But what happens to those who've never even heard of Jesus?  Is it fair to send villagers in the remotest parts of Africa or South America, who've never even heard of Jesus, to Hell?"

Can I tell you another personal belief about this?  I've shared this at Wednesday night Bible Study, but I'm not sure I've ever said it in a sermon.  I've thought about this question for over 35 years, ever since I became a Religion Major in college.  And here's what I believe.  I believe that when a person's body dies their spirit is presented with something on the spiritual level like a set of doors.  
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And standing by each door is a person who represents a different religion's path to God.  Jesus is standing by one door.  He is the only true path.  But Mohammed is standing by another door.  And Buddha by another.  And Krishna by another.  And Moses by another.  And so on, and so on.  And in an instant the philosophy of each different path to God is explained to the spirit of the person who has died - fairly and accurately.  Then each person is told, "When you are ready, make a choice.  Choose the path that you believe leads to God in heaven.  Open one door and walk in."


Now, if it's me, I choose the Jesus door right away.  How about you?  I don't even think twice about it.  That's because I've already given my life to Jesus.  I opened the door of my heart to Jesus back when I was in high school, a 100 years ago.  It's a no brainer for me which door I open in heaven.  Hopefully for you too.

But I believe God gives anyone who's never given their heart to Jesus, or who's never even heard of Jesus, a fair, informed and real choice.  This is my belief.  To me, this keeps God love and God's justice intact, while honoring the sacrifice that Jesus made for us on the cross.  Out of love, God gives each person an informed choice, accurately explaining each path to them.  Out of justice, God gives each person a fair choice.  And out of honor for the sacrifice that Jesus alone has made for the world, Jesus' door is, in fact, the ONLY door that opens up to Heaven.  Why?  Because John 3:16 is right.  Jesus is God's "one and only Son".  Only Jesus came to earth from heaven.  Mohammed didn't.  He said many times that he was just a man.  Only Jesus gave his life for us.  Krishna didn't.  And only Jesus was raised from the dead, on Easter.   Buddha surely wasn't.  (In fact, Buddha didn't even believe in God.)

Jesus' door is the only one to Heaven.  Only his sacrifice on the cross brings a cleansing away of our sin, making us holy and fit for Heaven.  


And, oh my, heaven is where we want to be.  You know, instead of talking about Hell, I'd much rather spend the rest of this sermon talking about Heaven, because "Heaven is for Real".  You may know that that's the name of this really popular book that's been out for some time now by Todd Burpo.  It's the story of Todd's son, Colton Burpo, and how he experienced heaven as a 4 year old.  

Let's watch his story.

[Show the Burpo's on The Today Show, via You Tube, called "The Boy Who Went to Heaven".]


Heaven IS for real.  That's what many people, from Don Piper to Colton Burpo, are telling us - people who have died for a short time, seen heaven, and came back to us.  And that's what the Bible tells us too.  Heaven is for real:

Matthew 5:12

“… great is your reward in heaven."
Matthew 6:20

"… store up for yourselves treasures in heaven."
Luke 15:7

"… there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents …"
Philippians 3:19
"Our citizenship is in heaven." 

Revelation 4:1-6
After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open in heaven.  At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it.  And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian.  A rainbow, resembling an emerald, encircled the throne.   Surrounding the throne were twenty-four other thrones, and seated on them were twenty-four elders. They were dressed in white and had crowns of gold on their heads. From the throne came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder. Before the throne, seven lamps were blazing. These are the seven spirits of God.   Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal.

Revelation 7:15-17
Therefore, “they are before the throne of God and serve him day and night in his temple; and he who sits on the throne will spread his tent over them.   Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst.  The sun will not beat upon them, nor any scorching heat.   For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd; he will lead them to springs of living water.  And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” 


Heaven is a real place.  Are you ready to go there when it's time for your body to breath its' last?  I'd be a horrible pastor if I didn't offer you the way to heaven this morning, which is faith - faith that Jesus died for YOUR sins, in YOUR place, on the cross . . .
