SERIES: Bucket list: What if you had 6 months to live? (TALK 4 of 4)

(4400 words)

Note to preachers: this written out message was completed weeks before the actual message. The preacher would inevitably end up adjusting it somewhat – by adding stuff, taking stuff out, including personal stories etc. (listen to mp3s for examples of how they changed it). 

TITLE: THAT DAY

Introduce the series. 

Welcome to the final talk of the Bucket List series. Have you ever noticed how quickly a mist can come in and then how quickly it disappears? Have you ever noticed a flower appear in your garden, and then days later fade away? 

If so, then you understand how brief our lives are. The Scriptures compare our brief life on earth to a mist and to a flower that – glorious as they are when they’re here – is all too soon gone with no trace left behind! How sobering! 

In this series we’re trying to get us to realize how short our lives are by imagining, ‘What if you had six months to live?’ Now most of us probably have more time than that left – but surely how we’d live if we had just 6 months left should be more or less how we should live always! 

Introduce this talk.

Two weeks ago we said that at the end of your life there are two evaluations when you die. The one evaluation happens on earth as the people you leave behind reflect on who you were as a person. But we also said there is an evaluation that happens in heaven – and that’s what we’re considering today. 

Have you ever watched a TV program that replays a helicopter view of a car chase in the USA? The guy is going through red lights and going so fast not even the devil can keep up with him. And you imagine the guy is thinking, ‘I’ll drive, drive, drive as fast as I can. No one can catch me. I’m the ginger bread man.’ But you know what’s coming right? And you can’t believe he can’t. What’s coming? A collision. The guy never gets away with it.

Well Scripture gives us a helicopter view on our lives. We can live our lives fleeing God and his plan for our lives. We’re thinking, ‘I’ll run, run, run as fast as I can. I’ll do what I want, when I want.’ Most of us also add, ‘I won’t break any major laws – I’ll avoid getting in trouble with the police and all – but still I’ll push the envelope on how I live, what I do.’ But where’s it going? 

Judgement Day. Collision Day. The Scriptures say that, ‘It is destined for a person to live and then die, and after that to face judgment’ (Heb 9:27). The funny thing is that most people don’t believe they’ll ever face their Creator and be judged. But it’s coming. Today we’re one day closer. We will see our Creator face to face and our entire lives, what we did, what we believed, why we did what we did – all of it will be replayed and judged. ‘Nothing in all creation is hidden from God's sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account’ (Heb 4:13). There is coming ‘the day when God judges everyone's secrets’ (Rom 2:16). 

The book of Revelations tells us there are two judgments that will come. First, the judgment of people who have spurned Christ and his grace. Second, the judgment of people who accepted Christ and his grace. This talk I want to unpack those two judgments. Here goes…

1. The judgment of those who spurned Christ and his grace. 

Listen to what the Scriptures say: ‘But because of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you are storing up wrath against yourself for the day of God's wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed’ (Rom 2:5). The Bible says we’re all sinners. And God is perfectly holy and hates the sin and rebellion in our lives. We were meant to be image-bearers, reflecting his face and goodness and love into the world. But instead we defaced him with sin in our hearts and deeds. If you ever doubted that sin is serious just look at how God promises to respond to it on That Day. He will pour out his righteous anger on it. Though our selfishness, lovelessness, disobedience and failure to love him, we defaced him from our lives! And he will judge us for that. 

But there is more than that… ‘They (who do not know God and spurn the offer of Christ’s grace) will be punished with everlasting destruction and be shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the glory’ (2 Thes 1:9). This is a reference to hell, the eternal separation from God in a realm of consciousness that is devoid of all signs of God’s grace entirely. 

Hell is such a hot topic, often creating more heat than light. And the question most people ask – and what a good question - is ‘How can a loving God send people he loves to hell?’ On our website – just click on Tough Qs on the top bar - we answer that question in detail but let me say three things right now…

First, there are degrees of punishment in hell. 

The Scriptures don’t develop this theme in much detail, but they do seem to teach that though hell will be terrible for all, it will be more terrible for some than others, depending on how they lived.’ 

For example in Matthew 11:20-24 Jesus speaks how, depending on how people respond to God and his word, judgment will be more agonizing for some than others. And in Luke 20:47 Jesus speaks of how self-righteous religious leaders who use their positions of power for self-glory and exploitation of people will – quote unquote – ‘be punished most severely’. 

Second, God doesn’t send us to hell. We choose to go there. 

Listen to how Tim Keller unpacks this thought:  

(We need to get someone with a good reading voice – other than the preacher – to read this…) 

‘(Hell) is God giving us up to what we have freely chosen-to go our own way, be our own "the master of our fate, the captain of our soul," to get away from him and his control. It is God banishing us to regions we have desperately tried to get into all our lives. Scripture sees hell as self-chosen.  Hell appears as God's gesture of respect for human choice. All receive what they actually chose, either to be with God forever, worshipping him, or without God forever, worshipping themselves." If the thing you most want is to worship God in the beauty of his holiness, then that is what you will get (Ps 96:9-13.) If the thing you most want is to be your own master, then the holiness of God will become an agony, and the presence of God a terror you will flee forever (Rev 6:16).’ And God is not so cruel as to force a person who doesn’t want to worship him to be in the place where he is worshipped forever. 

Third, God doesn’t want anyone to go to hell. 

2 Peter 3,9 says, ‘God is patient with you. He does not want anyone to perish. Rather, he wants everyone to turn their lives over to him.’ The important thing to recognize is that we are not the only ones unsettled by the thought of hell. God doesn’t want anyone to experience life or eternity apart from him. And so, in Christ, God himself experienced hell so we wouldn’t have to. 

(We need to get someone with a good reading voice – other than the preacher – to read this…) 

Again let me quote a long quote from Tim Keller: ‘In Matthew 10:28 Jesus says that no physical destruction can be compared with the spiritual destruction of hell, of losing the presence of God. But this is exactly what happened to Jesus on the cross-he was forsaken by the Father (Matt 27:46). In Luke 16, we read of a rich man in hell who is desperately thirsty and on the cross Jesus said "I thirst" (John 19:28). The water of life, the presence of God, was taken from him. The point is this. Unless we come to grips with this "terrible" doctrine of hell, we will never even begin to understand the depths of what Jesus did for us on the cross. His body was being destroyed in the worst possible way, but that was a flea bite compared to what was happening to his soul. When he cried out that his God had forsaken him he was experiencing hell itself. But consider--if our debt for sin is so great that it is never paid off there, but our hell stretches on for eternity, then what are we to conclude from the fact that Jesus said the payment was "finished" (John 19:30) after only three hours? We learn that what he felt on the cross was far worse and deeper than all of our deserved hells put together. And this makes emotional sense when we consider the relationship he lost. If a mild acquaintance denounces you and rejects you, that hurts. If a good friend does the same, that hurts far worse. However, if your spouse walks out on you saying, "I never want to see you again," that is far more devastating still. The longer, deeper, and more intimate the relationship, the more tortuous is any separation. But the Son's relationship with the Father was without beginning and infinitely greater than the most intimate and passionate human relationship. When Jesus was cut off from God he went into the deepest pit and most powerful furnace, beyond all imagining. He experienced the full wrath of the Father. And he did it voluntarily, for us’ 

This means that if we trust him, we don’t have to experience hell ourselves. As the familiar verse says, “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).

Let me address those of you who have not yet embrace Christ and his grace:  can I urge you to reconsider. And might I add – don’t let the fear of hell be the driving force in your decision. Rather let the scandalous love of God, demonstrated on the cross, be the drawing power in your decision. Though fear may sober you to the urgency of this decision, let love, not fear, be your reason for saying yes to Christ.  

And those of you who do trust in Christ, can I urge you to rejoice. Listen to the words of Christ: ‘Very truly I tell you, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be judged but has crossed over from death to life’ (John 5:24).
2. The judgment of believers. 

If you’re a Christian, this may come as a shock you, but you too will be judged. Listen to how 2 Corinthians 5:10 puts it: ‘We must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad.’ 

There is no danger of going to hell, but there is danger of losing your rewards. This talk of rewards is going to need some explanation, so let me use a chart that compares salvation with heavenly reward so we can make sense of reward…

First … 

	Salvation
	Heavenly reward.

	Every believer is equally 

loved and saved by Christ.
	But not every believer is equally rewarded and pleasing to Christ.


God loves everyone. All those who trust in Christ receive his love. In much the same way that a good father loves all his children the same regardless of their behaviour so God loves all believers the same. There is nothing you can do to make God love you more or less. And all believers are equally saved from the danger of hell.

But not all believers are equally pleasing to God. Imagine a mother has two kids that she both loves equally, yet one makes some really bad decisions and treats her badly, while the other loves her dearly and makes good decisions. The one child brings her more pleasure than the other one. It’s the same with God.  

Second…

	Salvation
	Heavenly reward.

	This is God’s gift to you.
	Results from what you do with that gift.


Salvation is a gift. Pure undeserved gift. It comes because of what Christ has done for us. But what we do with this gift of salvation determines our reward. Salvation comes from what Christ did for us. Reward comes from what we do with what Christ did for us. 

Listen to Philippians 3:12: ‘Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already arrived at my goal, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.’ Paul speaks of salvation as ‘Christ Jesus taking hold of me.’ Once Christ takes grip of our lives he never lets go. We’re safe in the grip of grace. But notice that he takes hold of us in the hope that we will ‘press on to take hold of that for which he took of us’. He’s speaking about reward. 

Third…

	Salvation
	Heavenly reward.

	Comes from trusting in Christ’s grace.
	Comes from the consistent, whole-hearted, Spirit-empowered pursuit of Christ and his will for you.  


Salvation comes the moment we trust in Christ. But how do we receive heavenly reward? Though the Scripture goes into great detail on this point – let me try summarize all that teaching by saying that reward comes by pursuing Christ and his will for your life.

We need to pursue Christ and his will consistently. If we pursue him on and off when we feel like and only when circumstances are favourable then our reward is diminished. 

We need to pursue Christ and his will whole-heartedly. If we pursue him with a cold-heart or with a hard-heart or a half-heartedness then our reward is diminished. 

We need to pursue Christ and his will with the Spirit’s help. If we pursue him in our own strength and wisdom and not with the strength and wisdom that the Spirit provides then our reward is diminished. 

Fourth…

	Salvation
	Heavenly reward.

	Received in a moment.
	Achieved over a lengthy period of time.


There is a famous old hymn called ‘between the saddle and the ground.’ It was written by a man who had been considering surrendering his life to Christ but had been delaying. One day riding his horse he was flung to the ground. Thinking he might die he surrendered his life to Christ. But he survived and followed Christ the rest of his years. He wrote a song to celebrate his salvation moment: ‘between the saddle and the ground, I mercy sought and mercy found.’ Salvation can happen in a moment.

Had he died there, he would have been with Christ forever, but he would have received no reward over and above his salvation. That’s because rewards by nature are achieved – with the help of God’s grace of course – over a period of time. 

Fifth..

	Salvation
	Heavenly reward.

	Gives you a glorious eternity with Christ.
	Gives you a greater joy, honour and responsibility from Christ in eternity. 


To be saved means that one day we will experience a glorious eternity with Christ in the new heavens and new earth. And we will spend all eternity celebrating the grace of Christ that made it possible for sinners like us to be there. 

But now – and this is the part that most Christians don’t seem to know about even though the Scripture teaches it – there will be different degrees of reward in eternity. Though life in the new heavens and earth will be unimaginably and perfectly amazing for all, it will be even more amazing for some – as hard as that is to conceive. Let me explain…

Some believers will experience greater joy. Though eternity will be marked by great joy, for some there may be deep regret for a time. Comparing a believers’ life and choices to a building, and comparing Judgment Day to a fire, Paul says that some believers will ‘have their work burned up on the Day of Judgment’. They will suffer loss, though they themselves will be saved, but only as through fire’ (1 Cor 3:15). Some believers on That Day will look back on their lives as believers and will say – all that energy and time and money spent on something that didn’t last. What a wasted life as a Christian! If only I could do it again. It will be like spending one’s life building a house and then seeing that house burnt to the ground because it wasn’t fireproof. No doubt God will wipe away the tears of regret so that the person can enjoy the rest of eternity, but nonetheless some will experience joy and others regret (though no doubt the regret will soon enough give way to joy). Have you watched the movie ‘Schindlers list’? It is a movie (based on a true story) of a wealthy man, Schindler, who uses the money he has to rescue Jewish people from concentration camps in World War 2. But at the end of the movie when he has given so much energy and money and time to rescuing people, he looks down at his expensive watch and ring and is filled with regret as he says, ‘I could have saved more people!’ Oh, don’t let those of us who do already give much time, treasure and talent become complacent. If more can be done, then let’s do it! Rather that then the Schindler-type regret we might feel on That Day. 

Some believers will experience greater honour.  Christ taught that if we are faithful and fruitful in this life that when we see him he will say, ‘Well done good and faithful servant!’ (Matt 25:23). He may say ‘Well done, you embraced discomfort, inconvenience, sacrificial generosity and humility as you determined to do all I called you to do.’ But some people will not hear those words. Perhaps the words they hear will be, ‘When I called you to so much, why did you settle for so little? Why did you mess around with sin? Why did you esteem what people thought of you above what I thought of you? Why did you spend your life pursuing temporary things like fame, pleasure, comfort and riches? Why did you try live a life where people esteemed and served you, when you were meant to live a life which esteemed and served people? On that day Christ’s words will come to pass: ‘Many of you who are first will be last, and many who are last shall be first.’ And for those who sought above all to be first here – it will prove to be wasted life! Rather seek first God’s kingdom, not your own!

Some believers will experience greater responsibilities. Though there will be a lot of worship and community in the new creation, there will also be lots of creative and thrilling work. In the original creation God gave Adam and Eve responsibilities. And in the new creation God will give his people responsibilities. Revelations 3:21, speaking of the future, says that we will reign with Christ. But Jesus tells us that, depending on how faithful we’ve been with our God-given responsibilities here, we will be given responsibility he will give us there. For example, Jesus told the parable of a King who gave a man 10 Minas (which was his currency). This man invested it, producing ten more. Jesus then said that one day when the King returns he will say, ‘Well done, my good servant!' his master replied. 'Because you have been trustworthy in a very small matter, take charge of ten cities’  (Luke 19:17). Wow – faithful with ten minas here and now and you get ten cities then and there! If God has called you to do something, be as faithful and fruitful as you can be, because God will entrust you with greater responsibility for all eternity. By the way, so many of us have grown up thinking responsibility is something bad – but we’re totally deceived on the point. God so badly wants to grow our capacity for responsibility, our capacity to be trusted with his authority. When we understand that, we won’t shy away from spiritual responsibilities God may want to entrust to us here and now. For some of us this may being available to serve in a practical way in a church, or adopting or parenting children, or heading up a small group or ministry, or pioneering a company that lifts the economy of our country, or working in a career or in an organization that lifts up the poor. Be assured, any responsibility you assume here is prep for even greater responsibility there. 
To sum up this point: Yes eternity will be unimaginably and perfectly amazing for all, but – and this does perplex us how this can be – it will still be more amazing for some. Some will enjoy a greater joy, honour, responsibility and capacity for glory forever and ever! If you give your life, your heart, your soul and your all to Christ, the rewards truly are out of this world! 

By the way you might be asking, ‘So is that what is meant to motivate the Christian life – the promise of rewards?’ My answer is: rewards are but one motivation among many. God is the Creator who gives us wisdom to live – that motivates us. God is also the Father who loves us unconditionally – that certainly motivates us. God is also the Saviour who died to break the power of sin – that motivates us. God is the Spirit who indwells and energizes us – that motivates us. But – and this is the point I have just made – God is also the Judge who rewards us in eternity – and yes, that motivates us too. Not the main motive at all, but a motive nonetheless! 

In conclusion. Oh, fellow-Christ-follower, can I urge you to pursue Christ and his will every day of your life. Do it with everything you’ve got, pouring your best energies and time and talents and treasures into it. And do it in the strength and wisdom that the Spirit provides. 

Let me land this talk and this series with a story. Alfred Nobel was a Swedish chemist who made his fortunes by inventing dynamite and other explosives – which governments then used to produce weapons. When his brother Ludwig died, a French newspaper accidentally thought Alfred had died  and printed his obituary. It said, ‘Alfred was a man who grew rich by enabling people to kill each other in unprecedented quantities.’ At that moment Alfred was given a forward flash of the assessment of his life. And it shook him. He resolved to change. He wanted a different evaluation of his one and only life. So he spent almost all his money – 9 million dollars – to start the Nobel Prize which rewarded and honoured those whose achievements most benefited the world. That sobering and shocking forward flash was the greatest thing that ever happened to him. 

And how desperately we need a forward flash to see where our lives are actually going. That would help us to reconsider how we live life now. The Scriptures give us a forward flash of our own lives. One day we will collide with our Creator, face to face, and give account for our lives. Let’s live with that day in mind. Martin Luther once said, ‘In my calendar there are only two days I take note of: 1) this day and 2) That Day. And I resolved to live this day in light of That Day’. Let us do the same. One day our short lives will be passed, and how we lived – what we filled the bucket of our lives with – will either be an occasion for the deepest joy we’ve ever felt or deepest regret! 

