


WHAT'S SO BIG ABOUT  ETERNAL LIFE? 

My desire is to depart and be with Christ, for 
that  is  far  better. Philippians  1 :23 

The  other  day  I  received  a  letter  from  a  listener 
who writes often to  express  his disagreement with 
th!s  broadcast.  Even  though  he  is  not  a  believer,  he 
might be offended if I called him an atheist. But 
at least he is an agn_ostic. At any rate, he finds 
most  everything he  hears  on  this  broadcast  useless 
if  not  obnoxious. I always  benefit  from  his  insights. 

vyhat he said the ?ther day, though, was es
pecially valuable, for 1t  opened  my  eyes  to  some
thing  I had  just  never  thought  about  before.  He  re
vealed  his  disinterest  in  eternal  life.  Apparently,  he 
assumes  that Christian people  are always thinking 
about  eternal  life  and  are  trying  to  convince  others 
to believe in their religion so that these "others" 
may enjoy eternal life rather than eternal some
thing else. My correspondent told me, somewhat 
to my surprise I must  admit, that he did  not  find 
the idea  of eternal  ·life  very  appealing. 

I say  I was  surprised,  but  I  shou.ldn't  have  been. 
For it doesn't take much imagination to see how 
uninteresting eternal life must look to those who 
stand outsi?e the Christian faith and look in. My 
friend reminded me of several characteristics of 
eternal  life  which  turned  him  off,  and  all  I  needed 
was  this  reminder  to  see  that,  why of  course,  eternal 
life  must  look  pretty  dismal  from  his  vantage  point. 

There  are  several  things  that  mean  a  lot  to  us in 
this  life  that  will  apparently be  absent  in the  life 
to  come,  and  their  absence  does  not  make  e!ernal 
.life very attractive for some people. Let's start 
with sex. That  is very big in many people's lives 
these days. Sexual pleasure and satisfaction have 
become  practically  another  unalienable  right.  Well, 
so far  as  we  know,  this  won't  exist  in  heaven.  Ac-
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cording to the Bible, there will still  be males and 
females  in heav.en most  likely,  but  they  will  relate 
to  one  another  as  the  angels  relate  to  one  another. 
The sexual component of life as  we  know it now 
will just  not be there. Many people will  miss  this. 

Food-that's another thing that will apparently 
be unnecessary in the eternal state. People who 
enjoy all  kinds  of  cu.linary  delights  and  good  drinks 
will find that  there  will  be nothing  in  heaven  that 
will be comparable. The Bible reports that Jesus 
looked forward to celebrating Holy Communion 
with  His  people  in  eternity,  but  that  does  not  really 
compare  to  an  evening  at  a  good  restaurant  with  a 
good  meal  and  vintage wine.  Many  people 'will miss 
this,  too. 

We could go on, couldn't  we?  Think  of  the  en
joyment you get from your work. Lawyers, truck 
drivers,  surgeons, carpenters,  engineers-all  of these 
get  a  certain  kick  out  of  their job.  There  is  a  zest 
that  accompanies  learning  a  skill  and  using  it  well. 
And  sports-that  is  another  area  of  experience  that, 
so  far  as  we  know,  will  just  not  be  a  part  of  eternal 
life. Christians from Chicago will have no teams 
to moan and groan about and exult over when 
there is  an occasional victory. Th:nk  of  it-no  soc
cer, no Irons-sexual tennis matches, and no Olym
pics. Many  people  will  miss  a.II this,  as  well. 

. 
But the worst thing about eternal life, and my

friend emphasized this in his letter to me, is that 
it is eternal. Think of it-never ending. Anything, 
if it never  ends, no  matter how  pleasant,  becomes 
boring, isn't that right? He reminded me of the 
legendary  sea  captain  who  was  condemned  to  sail 
on endlessly, never  coming  to port. If  that  is  what 
eternal life is like, he said, I want no part  of it . 
However good it might be, it is just too long. 
Eternal  life  is,  in  short,  too  much  of  a  good  thing. 

All  this  reminds  me  of  a  cartoon  I  saw  the  other 
day  of  some very elderly  people, living  in  a  very 
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tun-down nursing home. One turned to the other 
and said, "Just think, if I hadn't quit smoking, i 
would  have  missed  all  this." I  guess  that's  the  way 
my friend  feels  about  eternal life.  If  believing  means 
that that's what you get, he wants no part of it. 
Eternal  life  he  can  do  without. 

In  contrast  to  the  rather  bleak  reaction  to  eternal 
life that  we  have just  been  talking  about,  there  is 
a very interesting  sentence in the  book of Philip
pians  in  the New  Te:stament  which  many  Christians 
themselves have been puzzled by. The book of 
Philippians  is  actually  an  ancient letter  which  a  very 
important church .leader of the early church, the 
apostle Paul, wrote to Christians living in the  city 
of Philippi. He  wrote it  from  prison,  and  it  looked 
as  if  he  wasn't  going  to  be  able  to  help  the  churc:1 
by coming  to  visit  them  again.  Yet,  he  spoke  about 
his  desire  to  come  to  them  once  more.  This  is  what 
he  writes: 

"I  know  that  through  your  prayers  and the  help 
of the Spirit of Jesus Christ th:s  [imprisonment of 
mine) will turn out  for my deliverance,  as  it  is  my 
eager expectation  and  hope that I shall  not  be  at 
all ashamed, but that with full courage now as 
always  Christ  will  be  honored  in  my  body,  whether 
by life or by death. For to me. to ,live is Christ, 
and to die is  gain. If it  is  to be life in the flesh, 
that  means  fruitful  labor  for  me. Yet  which  I  shall 
choose I cannot tell. I am hard pressed between 
the  two.  My  desire  is  to  depart  and  be  with  Christ, 
for  that  is  far  better. But  to  remain  in the flesh  is 
more  necessary  on  your account.  Convinced  of  this, 
I know  that I shall remain and  continue  with you 
all,  for  your progress  and  joy  in  the  faith,  so  that 
in  me  you  may  have  ample  cause  to glory  in  Christ 
Jesus, because of my coming to you again" (vv. 
19-26). 

This reveals the conscientious heart of a man 
who  felt  a  great  responsibility  for  the  people  whom 
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he had brought to the Christian faith. He wanted 
to  come  to  them  again  so  that  he  could  help  them 
further, but he had to recognize realistically that 
there  was  a  good  possibility  that  he  would  not  be 
able to do so. He was in prison,  and the govern
ment being what it was in those days, there was 
a good  chance that  he  would  be executed.  So  he 
found himself facing two  possibilities. He  might  be 
able to come and help the Christians in Philippi. 
He might be killed. Which possibility did he con
sider the better? Dying was better, so far as he 
was concerned. He said, "For  me to  live is,  Christ, 
and to die is gain." He said, "My desire is to 
depart  and  be  with  Christ,  which  is  far  better." He 
must  have  known something about  life  after  death, 
eternal life,  that  we  don't  know. 

Wei.I, he certainly did. In fact,  before  we make 
oil  kinds  of  statements,  possibly  rash,  about  eternal 
life, we should listen carefully to what he says 
about  it.  Just  as  we  consult  experts  regarding other 
obscure subjects, we should rely on the apostle 
Paul's expertise about this subject. What did he 
know,  that  we  don't? 

Paul  had  had  a  series  of  remarkable  experiences 
ot  the  beginning  of  his Christian  life  that  qualified 
him to speak with authority about  life everlasting. 
As  you  may  know, Pou.I  was  not  born a  Chrisfan. 
As a matter of fact, he was the greatest perse
cutor of  the Christian  community  immediately  after 
Jesus Christ's death. But Paul, the greatest perse
cutor, became the greatest missionary the church 
has ever known because Christ Himself appre
hended  him and made him His  representative. 

Paul was not actually converted in the usual 
sense.  He  was  captured  by  Christ  who  came  to  Paul 
in a visible manifestation as Paul was traveling 
toward Damascus with authorization to persecute 
Christians. I'll not go into this remarkable event 
in Paul's life, except  to  say that it is recorded in 
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great detail three times  in  the book  of  Acts. Paul 
also referred to his meeting with Christ several 
times in the  letters he wrote to the  churches. The 
point  is  just  this:  Paul  saw  Christ.  He  says  in  I  Cor
rinthians 15:8:  "Last  of  all,  as  to  one  untimely  born, 
he appeared  also  to  me.  For  I  am  the  least  of  the 
apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I 
persecuted  the  church  of God." 

Because  of  this  unique  introduction  into  the  Chris
tian faith, the apostle Paul always expressed a 
thoroughly  Christ  centered  form  of  Christianity.  This 
is  significant  in  connection  with  our  thinking  about 
life  eternal,_for  example.  Whereas  we  tend  to  think 
about eternal life as simply an extension of this 
life,  or  we  think  of  it  as  being  somewhat  uninterest
ing, perhaps, because  some  of  the  things  we  enjoy 
here  wil,I  be  missing  there,  the  apostle  talked  about 
eternal life  in  glowing  terms  because  it  would  pro
vide an opportunity to be with Christ. Christ was 
the center of everything for him. After all, Pa·ul 
had actually seen.  the  glorified Jesus on the road 
to Damascus and from that day  onward  he lived 
for  the  day  that  he would  be  with  that  Jesus  again. 

There are indications in the Scriptures,  too, that 
the apostle Paul not only met Jesus on the Da
mascus road, but he also received supernatural 
instruction concerning the religion of Jesus Christ 
and concerning heaven. In the book of Galatians, 
he  refers  to  a  time  he  spent  in  Arabia  rather  soon 
after  he  became  a  Christian.  This  is  what  we  read: 
"I  would  have  you  know,  brethren,  that  the  gospel 
which  was  preached  by  me  is  not  man's  gospel.  For 
I  did  not  receive  it  from  man,  nor  was  I  taught  it, 
but it came through a revelation of Jesus Christ. 
For yo-u have  heard  of my  former  life  in  Judaism, 
how  I  persecuted  the  church  of  God  violently  and 
tried to destroy it;  and I  advanced  in Judaism  be
yond many  of  my  own  age  among  my  people,  so 
extremely zealous was I for the traditions of my 
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fothers.  But  when  he  who  had  set  me  apart  before 
I was  born,  and had  called  me  through  his  grace, 
was  pleased  to  reveal  his  Son  to  me,  in  order  that 
I  might  preach  among  the  Gentiles,  I did  not  confer 
with  flesh  and  blood,  nor  did  I  go  up  to  Jerusalem 
to  those  who  were  apostles  before  me,  but  I  went 
away into Arabia; and again I returned to Da
mascus" (Galatians  1: 11-17). 

With  this,  the  apostle  indicates  that  there  was  a 
period after his conversion in which he received 
special  instruction  from  God.  How  this  occurred, we 
do not  know. But that  he needed such· instruction 
is dear,  for  this  man  had  zealously  persecuted  the 
church because he believed that no people were 
more  mistaken  and  perverse  than  Jes·us' followers. 
Such  error  had to  be  removed  from  his  mind,  and 
truth had to  take  its  place. 

So you see, Paul did know something about 
eternal  life  that  we  do not  know.  And  that  is  why 
he said  that  it's  better  to  depart  this  life  and  to  be 
with Christ than to stay here. Even though we 
cannot understand how this can be true, for this 
life is very sweet and enjoyable for many of us, 
we have  to  take  Paul's  evaluation  of  the  two  pos
sibilities  very  seriously. 

That he knew something about eternal life that 
we do not know, is also clear from another  very 
intriguing part of his writings, found in II Corin
thians  12.  We  read  there:  "I  know  a  man  in  Christ 
who fourteen years ago was caught up to the 
third heaven-whether in the body or out of the 
body  I  do  not  know,  God  knows.  And  I  know  that 
this  man was  caught  ·up  into Paradise-whether in 
the  body or  out  of  the  body I  do  not know, God 
knows-and he heard things that cannot be told, 
which  man  may  not  utter" (2-4). 

These  words  are  mysterious,  and  I  would  hesitate 
to say anything too definite about them. Though 
Pou.I seems  to  be talking  about  someone  he  knew, 
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The message  printed in this  pamphlet  was heard over the 
Back  to  God  Hour,  which  is  broadcast every  Sunday in 
co-operation  with  the  Christian Reformed  Churches of 
America, in Queensland, New South  Wales,  Victoria, 
Tasmania and Western Australia, and by shortwave 
throughout the world. 
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