Is That All There Is?

I Corinthians 15 (selections)


Complete this familiar quotation:  “In this world, nothing can be said to be certain, except __________ and __________.”  (Death and taxes)  Do you know who said this?  (Ben Franklin)  


We were reminded of the tax part this week, but as Christians we believe that we have an edge on the death part, don’t we? 


That’s because of Jesus, of course.  The resurrection of Jesus Christ is significant because of what it says about him—it validates his claim to be the Messiah, and validates his teachings as well.  But his resurrection is also significant for us as individual Christian believers and as a community of faith. Because of Jesus’ resurrection, we have the hope that we will live with Christ in eternity.  “Because I live, you too shall live,” he said.  


Our reading from the Bible comes from I Corinthians 15, which is written to some people who had become discouraged about the hope of the resurrection—they weren’t sure they believed in it any more--and in some cases were starting to question the value of being a Christian in this world.  It’s a long chapter, which is why I’m reading just pieces of it, but I recommend that you go home and read the whole thing to get the context.  Pay special attention to the verses in bold print.  

Read Passage:


Thomas Edison was a scientific genius as well as an exacting and practical man who didn’t casually say anything he didn’t believe.  Mrs. Edison told the story about what happened the night that Edison died.  At one point it became evident that he wanted to say something, so she and the doctor bent close to him.  This great scientist, with a smile on his face, said simply, “It is very beautiful over there!”  (illustrations unlimited, 177)  That was a glimpse of eternity.  You have heard stories like this before.  

The Bible also gives us glimpses:  it talks about no more tears, no more death and destruction; it promises healing and peace, wholeness.  


Beyond the glimpses, we also have our druthers, too, about the life to come.  For instance, Will Rogers said, “If there are no dogs in Heaven, then when I die I want to go where they went.”  


We have glimpses and we have our druthers, but the truth is that when we start talking about eternal life or heaven, suddenly we are in a zone that we really know very little about.  You can’t take a trip there and bring back souvenirs or photographs or videos.  There are no maps or tour books.  You can’t ask your friends and family how they like it there.  You can only book a one-way passage yourself.


In approaching this subject, then, we do need to realize that our vision is limited.  We cannot see clearly what life in eternity will be like.     It’s a little like what happened when a woman drove into a crowded parking lot with her Labrador Retriever in the back seat.   She parked, and rolled down the car windows to make sure the dog had plenty of fresh air.  The dog was stretched out on the back seat, ready for a nap while her owner went shopping.  The woman wanted to make sure the dog would stay put in the back seat.  She walked backward toward the curb, pointing her finger at the car and saying emphatically, “Now you stay. Do you hear me? Stay!”  


The driver of a nearby car gave her a strange look and said, “Why don’t you just put it in park?”  (internet)


Our vision is limited when it comes to eternity.  We see some things, but we don’t necessarily see the dog in the back seat.  

 
We can’t see heaven clearly, but we do have a pretty good view of what’s going on in this world, and it isn’t always pretty.  Woody Allen once said, “Civilization stands at the crossroads.  Down one road is despondency and despair, and down the other is total annihilation.  Let us pray that we choose the right road.”  (Illustrations unlimited, 367)


Life in this world is tough, whether you are a Christian or not.  As Paul says:      


If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied.  

Paul should know.   Ever since he became a Christian the quality of his life has taken a nosedive.  You think you’ve got it tough?  Think about Paul’s predicament.  He had a very dramatic Christian conversion.  But the leadership in the Christian community did not accept him right away.  Then, once he began preaching about Jesus, the Jewish leadership turned against him, too.  The pagans didn’t much like him, either.  Sort of the Rodney Dangerfield of the first Century—no respect.  He was beaten and left for dead.  More than once.  He was hauled off to jail, many times.  He had to keep watching his back, because somebody was always after him.   Then he had that “thorn in the flesh” that he talked about, that just wouldn’t go away.  A bad back maybe, or a trick knee.  Some people have even dared to suggest that his thorn in the flesh was a nagging wife, shame on them!  


Life was tough for Paul.  After he became a Christian.  It was somewhat cushy before.  


So, he says, if you focus just on this present life, with no hope for the resurrection, and things aren’t going so well, discouragement is a natural result.  And with discouragement will come some significant lifestyle issues as well.   


This is a sore spot for the Corinthian Christians.  Because when they stopped believing in the hope of the resurrection, they started thinking differently about their lives.   They looked around at their families, their jobs, their homes, and said to themselves: Maybe this is all there is.  When you die, you’re dust -- that’s it.  So, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.”  Grab all the goodies you can now, because that’s it.  Death is the end of the road.  


This kind of thinking has some very distinct implications.  For one thing, it is very self-centered.  It’s also very much focused on this world. It translates into a belief that God’s job is to make me comfortable, and it’s up to God to fix everything (preferably today). Things ought to be better, easier, more palatable.  Being a Christian ought to mean that I don’t have to worry about my finances, my health, I shouldn’t have job stress.  God ought to smooth things out for me.


Sound familiar?  The Corinthians have nothing on us Baby Boomers, who are up to our eyeballs in instant gratification (aka, debt) and looking for more ways to spend money.  We want it, and we want it now.   Because, well, you can’t take it with you, can you?   Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.  


But, Paul insists, this is not all there is.   The space time continuum is just a limited part of God’s reality.  There is far more, and it’s waiting for us.    

It’s interesting to me that when people talk about heaven or eternity, most often they describe the surroundings or the environment:  will it be clouds and harps and hymns, or streams and fish and birds, or maybe a giant Club Med.  We think about where it’s going to be.  Paul talks about what needs to happen to us so that we will be fit to live there.  Our life now is like a seed that you plant in the ground.  And the seed itself gives no real clue as to what the plant will be.  A tiny tomato seed goes through a tremendous change in order to become a tomato plant and ultimately to bear wonderful Jersey tomatoes.  So it is with us.  The seed gives only the barest clue as to what our future life will be like.  

The plant is very different from the seed. Yet the seed and the plant are one.  And the life of the plant is in the seed.  If Christ is in you now, then you will live with Christ forever.  Forever. And in the resurrection life, you will be you and I will be myself.  Yet we will be different: whole, full of the life of God.  That’s your future.  Are you ready for it?  


No doubt you’ve heard about the elderly woman who was rocking frantically while she was reading her Bible.  Her grandson came and said, “What are you doing, grandma?”


“I’m cramming for finals,” she said.


Maybe that’s what the Corinthians were planning to do, too.  But I don’t think that’s what God intended.  I believe that God intends for us to begin living the resurrection life now as fully as human beings can.  


If you focus just on this present life, with no hope for the resurrection, discouragement is a natural result.  And so is a grasping, earthbound sort of lifestyle.  But for those who know their life is secure in Christ’s life, life is full of hope.  Eternity intersected the space-time continuum when Jesus came in the flesh.   God made the way for us to experience eternal life when Jesus rose from the dead.  The Holy Spirit lives in us, and gives us power for living far beyond what we could imagine. That enables us to have hope.  Those who live in hope, demonstrate that hope by how they live.    

If we think in terms of this world only, then we think of ourselves as owners and we cling to what we have and grasp for more, for therein lies our security.  Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.  But if we are secure in God’s love for us, then we recognize that in God’s economy, there is enough for everybody, and the way to live is to share.   Or as Jesus himself said it, don’t store up your treasure on earth where moth and rust consume it and where thieves break in and steal it.  But store up your treasure in heaven where there are no moths nor thieves nor rust.  “For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”  So, you can’t take it with you.  But you can send it on ahead.  To store up treasures in heaven means to invest in your own spiritual life, to work for Jesus in this present world, and to invest in other people.  That’s what lasts.  

Therefore, my beloved, be steadfast, immovable, always excelling in the work of the Lord, because you know that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.    
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