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1. Are All Religions The Same?
Imanuel G. Christian
One of the most basic claims of Christianity is that Jesus is the only way for salvation. Jesus Himself declared this very clearly, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). This was the message that the apostles preached; “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12). And, “All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name” (Acts 10:43). The Apostle Paul in one of his letters writes, “For there is one God and one mediator between God and mankind, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all people” (1 Timothy 2:5). 
John in his letter writes, “Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life” (1 John 5:12). Paul makes a very strong statement, “But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let them be under God’s curse! As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let them be under God’s curse!” (Galatians 1:8-9). 
But how many people accept this truth today? If not, why not? I remember a story from a collection of moral stories in Sanskrit. A Hindu Brahmin priest is returning home after buying a goat kid to offer as a sacrifice to his family deity. He is passing through a jungle area and is spotted by three cheaters. The cheaters do not want to harm the priest; their only intention is to get the goat. So, they devise a scheme. As the priest is merrily walking along on the jungle trail, holding the goat kid on his shoulders, one of the cheaters comes to him and tells, “Shame on you! You are a priest. A holy man! Are you not ashamed to carry this dog on your shoulder?” To which the priest replied, “Are you blind? Do you not see? This is not a dog, this is a goat kid!” The cheater shakes his shoulders and quietly walks away. 
As the priest is walking along, now looking at the goat on his shoulder, wondering what the fellow told him, another cheater comes along and tells him the same thing. This time the priest looks at the kid and hesitantly responds, “No. This is not a dog. Is it? No, this is a goat”. The cheater shrugs his shoulders and walks away. Now the priest is really wondering. Repeatedly looking at the goat and not sure what he is carrying. And then the third cheater shows up telling him the same thing. Before anyone can see him in this defiled condition, the priest quickly throws away the dog, no, the kid, and runs away. 
The moral of the story is: When a lie is repeated several times, it does not become a truth; but it does become easily acceptable and convincing. Today we live in a pluralistic, polytheistic, agnostic or atheistic culture and have been bombarded with all the lies from all the directions so the very truth of God and His Word is questioned not only by people of other religions, but by some of the very people who are known by the name of Christ. We hear that all the roads lead to the same place. All religions are just different ways to reach God. One God, but people choose to worship Him in their own different ways. You can believe in anything as long as you are sincere. 
But if this was true Jesus was the greatest liar and the Bible the most deceiving book! The basic question is; do all the world religions teach the same thing? Do all religions have the same concept of God and worship the same God? Just a cursory observation will tell us otherwise. Let us consider few theological points and do some comparison.
Theology: The Concept Of God
Every religion differs as to what they think about God. There are some religions, like Buddhism and Confucianism that are agnostic. They do not either reject the existence of God or accept it. Then there are some who are atheistic, like Jainism, who outright rejects the existence of God. 
Religions that do accept the existence of God do not have the same concept of God. Hinduism, for example, one of the major world regions, has a concept of God who is so impersonal, unknowable, and indescribable so that they have invented many gods and deities, many of whom are nature gods, like fire, rivers, trees, or animal gods. God of Islam is a capricious God who is ready to zap unbelievers. 
Contrast this with the concept of God in the Bible. A personal God who is interested in the world affairs, who loves the people of the world and who orders the events of the world and moves the history according to His plans and purposes to bring the humanity in closer relationship with Himself. A God who has revealed Himself and so can be known, can have personal relationship with Him. 
Anthropology: The Concept Of Man
One of the major aspects of any religion is their concept of man, who is man, where did he come from. Hinduism, for example, puts man and animal on the same line. in the theory of reincarnation a human being in this life may be born as an animal in another life and also the other way around; an animal in this life can be born as a human being in other life. But it provides no explanation how the cycle of incarnation began, when and how man came into existence in the first place. 
You can see how Hindu concept of man matches with Darwin’s theory of evolution, human being evolving from an inanimate cell. How this leads into devaluation of human life. How that comes into real practices like abortion, euthanasia and survival of the fittest that leads to horrible results like genocide carried out by Hitler and others.
Darwin deserves far more credit than we give him. We usually think of him in reference to creation vs. evolution. But basically what he has done is put man in the same line of animals. Let me give you a couple of examples. Garrett Matthias story was featured in May 2019 issue of The Reader’s Digest. He died of rare brain cancer at the age of five. A very smart kid. Before death he wrote his own eulogy. 
He writes, “My favorite hero is: Batman…and Thor, Iron Man, the Hulk, and Cyborg… When I die I am going to be a gorilla. I want to be burned (like when Thor’s mommy died) and made into a tree so I can live in it when I’m gorilla”. 

What a sad story! The best hope a dying five year old has is to come back as a gorilla. Gives you a picture of the family he grew up in. Gives you picture of the culture in which our children and grandchildren are growing up. 
Another example. We get Our Daily Bread in our email inbox every morning. On May 21, 2019 devotion this was cited. “In 2005, the London zoo introduced a four-day exhibit: ‘Humans in Their Natural Environment.’ The human ‘captives’ were chosen through online contest. To help visitors understand the humans, the zoo workers created a sign detailing their diet, habitat, and threats. According to the zoo’s spokesperson, the goal of the exhibit was to downplay the uniqueness of human beings. One participant in the exhibit seemed to agree: ‘When they see humans as animals, here, it kind of reminds them that we are not that special’”. 
The way the trend is going today, I would not be surprised if in few short years all the zoos in all the countries follow this example and the distinction between humans and animals is erased, and no surprise, the West would be in the lead. 
If we are not different from animals, we would live like animals. Actually, we would live worse than animals. Animals do not go against nature in their lifestyle, we humans do. And the Bible says so, as Isaiah noted God’s complaint, “I reared children and brought them up, but they have rebelled against me. The ox knows his master, the donkey his owner’s manger, but Israel does not know, my people do not understand” (Isaiah 1:2-3).
On the one hand, man is not any better than an animal. On the other, The New Age movements like Transcendental Meditation and Yoga put emphasis on inner personal resources. They emphasize that man is the master of himself and that he can master the whole universe. Yoga, for example, although it begins with physical exercises has as its ultimate aim first to master one’s own inner resources and then to master the whole universe. Ultimately one can play himself as god. Eastern cults have gained a strong hold on the Western society because they offer false hope and give permission to live your life your own way without having to obey God. 
Contrast this Bible gives the balanced view of man. Only human being is created in the image of God. In the Book of Genesis in the creation account, when God created the animals and birds and trees and plants, fish and sea creatures, in every case it is noted, God created them “after their own kind” (Genesis 1:11-25; those words used ten times). But when it came to the creation of man, God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness” (Genesis 1:16). Every other living thing was created “after its own kind”. Only human being is crated after God’s kind. 
Being created in the image of God separates human being from any and every other living being. Only human being, because created in the image of God has soul, has conscious, has the concept of good and evil, and has eternal life. Man created in the image of God is over and above every other created thing. 
Psalm Eight describes: 
O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! 
When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, and the son of man that you care for him? You have made him a little lower than God and crowned him with glory and honor. You made him ruler over the works of your hands; you put everything under his feet: all flocks and herds, and the animals of the wild, the birds in the sky, and the fish in the sea, all that swim the paths of the seas.

LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!

No other religion puts such a high value on the human life. Man before God is nothing; but man under God is everything. Man is over and above all and every created thing, only lower than God. Jesus described the value of human being, “What good will it be for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul?” (Matthew 16:26). That is why the Bible allows capital punishment, life for life, there is no other even exchange. 
Hamartiology: The Concept Of Sin And Evil

No other religion has a clear concept of evil; how it came into the world and how it will end. Good and evil are considered coeternal; good can overcome the evil for some time, but is not able to do it completely and forever. That necessitates the repeated incarnations of Hinduism. 
No other religion has the concept of inherent sinfulness of man, the moral depravity of man. The concept of morality is comparative; I am okay as long as I am not as bad as the other people. Person can always find someone who is living worst kind of moral life than himself and feel good about him. There is no standard of morality, or the standard of mortality is different for each person. 
This provides a false sense of basic goodness of human being. The general idea is I am good enough, I am not bad. One of greatest hurdles that prevent people from coming to realization of the need of a savior is their assumed goodness. 
The Bible, on the other hand, clearly spells out how sin entered into mankind and how the evil took control not only of the human heart but the whole creation was tainted by the evil. It is not the environmental pollution, but the moral pollution that creates all the major problems we face in the world today. There will be time when the evil will be completely and permanently taken care of; the evil will be destroyed and the good will prevail. The world is not what it was basically created to be, and cannot be until the evil is ultimately taken care of. And there certainly will be time when God will finally take care of it and we will live happily ever after. 
Soteriology: The Concept Of Salvation

The concept of salvation is different in different religions. Not all religions believe in life after death. The Sadducees of Jesus’ time, for example, did not believe in afterlife. 
The Hindu concept of reincarnation means endless life cycle from birth to death to birth. “Moksha” is the traditional Sanskrit term for release or liberation from the endless cycle of deaths and rebirths which is the supreme goal of human strivings. Reflecting the diversity of Hinduism, liberation can be attained in a variety of ways, from performance of certain rituals to highly disciplined forms of yoga, or by self enlightenment. In Moksha the individual Atman (soul) is believed to merge into the cosmic Brahma. A traditional image is that of a drop of water that, when dropped into the ocean loses its individuality and becomes one with the sea, or a spark of fire put back into the fire. 
Buddha accepted the basic Hindu doctrines of reincarnation and karma, as well as the notion that the ultimate goal of the religious life is to escape the cycle of death and rebirth. Nirvana literally means extinction, and it refers to the extinction of all craving, an extinction that allows one to become liberated. 
In Sikhism it’s been a matter of great debate amongst the Sikhs about Sikhism’s belief in afterlife. Many believe that Sikhism endorses the afterlife and the concept of reward and punishment, but a large number of Sikhs believe otherwise.
Most religions do not have the concept of eternal punishment. It has been argued that God is a loving God and cannot send anyone to eternal punishment. 
All religions, except Christianity, are based on work salvation. Since there is no concept of inherent sin and the moral depravity of human being, morality is relative, works are weighed as good works versus bad works, and if the good works outweigh the bad, the person is a step ahead. Person is bound in the reward and punishment of good and bad Karmas (works) and there is nothing outside him that can help him. 
That is where the Biblical concept of grace comes into picture. Because sin has taken control of the human nature, man is not able to save himself. And so not by works, but only by the grace of God a person can be released from the bondage of sin and its eternal consequences. Those who come into the relationship with God through the work of Jesus Christ on the cross will live in the presence of God for eternity. And those outside that relationship will suffer endless time in hell. 
Eschatology: How Everything Will End
The general concept, as can be seen from the concepts of sin, evil and salvation, is cyclical; everything keeps going into never ending cycle. Evil and good coexist and there is no ultimate end of the evil. The Hindu concept of the four ages, for example, is a repeated and endless cycle. It begins with the age of truth and then it progresses into downward spiral into more and more evil and at the end of the fourth age the world is destroyed and then it begins again with the age of the truth. In the same way human birth, death and rebirth cycle never ends, trapping human being in endless cycle with no hope of escape. 
Solomon expresses this idea very vividly: 
What do people gain from all their labors at which they toil under the sun? Generations come and generations go, but the earth remains forever. The sun rises and the sun sets, and hurries back to where it rises. The wind blows to the south and turns to the north; round and round it goes, ever returning on its course. All streams flow into the sea, yet the sea is never full. To the place the streams come from, there they return again. All things are wearisome, more than one can say. The eye never has enough of seeing, nor the ear its fill of hearing. What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun. Is there anything of which one can say, “Look! This is something new.” It was here already, long ago; it was here before our time. No one remembers the former generations, and even those yet to come will not be remembered by those who follow them (Ecclesiastes 1:3-10).
Although Solomon is speaking here about life on earth, under the sun, the same cycle goes on forever and there is no end, no way out. 
On the other hand the Bible presents linear history; history moving from one point to the other point and bringing everything to the end as desired by God. It began with the creation, the Fall, God’s plan of salvation and will end when the current evil world system is destroyed and God’s Kingdom begins which will never end and people of God who have come into the relationship with God through Jesus will happily live with Him forever. No other world religion gives us this happy ending!
Bibliology
So, we do not believe any of the lies we are bombarded by all around us. We believe the Bible as inerrant and inspired Word of God. As Paul wrote to Timothy, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16). Or, as Solomon said, “Every Word of God is flawless; He is a shield to those who take refuge in Him” (Proverb 30:5). The psalmist says similar thing, “And the words of the LORD are flawless, like silver purified in a crucible, like gold refined seven times” (Psalm 12:6). 
And this Bible presents the unique unparallel claims of Jesus as the only Savior, no other way to receive salvation but through the grace of God on the basis of person’s coming into the relationship with Christ. 
The Conclusion

So, it is obvious that all religions are not the same. They do not all worship God and do not worship the same God. They do not all strive to reach the same destination. Each religion has a different concept of God, nature of man and his need of salvation, ways of salvation and the result of salvation and how the present world system will end. 
There may be some similarities in all religions: for example, all religions teach goodness, serving others, living a moral life devoid of greed and malice. But these are only superficial similarities. It is believed that there is a common thread among all the religions. But when it comes to stating more precisely just what that common thread is, conversations usually become vague or contradictory. They all offer major theological and metaphysical concepts that are radically different from each other. “All religions are the same”, is a statement of ignorance and a complete lie that we hear so often that it has become acceptable. 
Christianity is not a religion, but a relationship; relationship with the personal loving God. There is life after death. The soul that is born shall never die. Salvation is to come into a relationship with this God through Jesus Christ and to live eternally in the presence of God. Man is not able to save himself from eternal death. God loved mankind so much that He Himself provided the way of salvation through Jesus Christ. Christ is the only way - there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved. 
Our Response
So, what? How does all this relate to me personally? The very first thing, of course, is to accept the truth. You have to think logically and come to the conclusion that what the Bible says has to be true. If Jesus said there is no other way to come into the relationship with God, to receive eternal life of blissful existence, except through Him, we have to accept that as a true statement and so if that is true then come to trust Him who said that.
Secondly, if I have come to accept this truth and have come into relationship with Jesus, I need to continue growing in this truth, to be grounded in this truth so not only I am not deceived by the lies I hear all around me, but am able to defend it with full conviction. As Peter told, “In your hearts revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect” (1 Peter 3:15). The goal of every believer’s life is continued growth in the knowledge of God through daily personal study of the Word of God with a purpose of becoming more like Christ which would be evidenced in daily life. 
Third, guard the truth. Do not let the lies you hear rob you of your confidence in the truth. Occasional doubt is normal and we all have moments like that. Jesus did not rebuke Thomas for his doubt, but gently provided him the proof. It was only Thomas, however, among the disciples that called Jesus Lord and God. As Paul wrote to Timothy, “Guard the good deposit that was entrusted to you- guard it with the help of the Holy Spirit who lives in us” (2 Timothy 1:14). And, “Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called when you made your good confession in the presence of many witnesses” (1 Timothy 6:12). 
Four, share the truth. Seek opportunities to share the truth with as many people as you can. When someone says all religions are the same, just ask him to name two religions and let him tell what both those religions think about God, and some of the other points mentioned above. People have just heard the lie; they have not thought through it, have not really considered it carefully. 
Finally, live by the truth. If we claim to know the truth, we have to live by the truth. Peter writes, “Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming” (2 Peer 3:11-12). John writes, “Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when Christ appears, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is. All who have this hope in Him purify themselves, just as He is pure” (1 John 3:2-3). 
John ends his First Epistle by these words: “Little children, guard yourselves from idols”. This statement kind of seems out of place. But one of the Hebrew words for idol literally means a lie. So, in a sense he is saying, guard yourselves from all the lies you hear. Do not let anyone defraud you of your precious goat!
There is just one way for you all to come;
There is just one road that will lead you home;
There is just one gate to the realms of day—
The blessèd Jesus is the only way.

Jesus is the way—the only way;
Lovingly He calleth, thus the Scriptures say,
Whosoever will, let Him come today—
The blessèd Jesus is the only way!

There is just one fount—there is just one cross—
There is just one help for the sinner’s loss;
There is just one hope—all in all to me—
O blessèd Jesus, it is none but Thee!

Arthur J. Hodge (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1843)
2. The Mountain Too High To Climb

Imanuel G. Christian

We are familiar with the Peanuts cartoons by Charles Schulz. Some of the cartoons present good theological insights. For example see this cartoon. Charlie Brown and Lucy are sitting inside their home and it is raining heavily outside. Lucy expresses her concern that this may flood the whole world. To which Charlie responds, No, that cannot happen, because God promised Noah that He would never do that again. Lucy’s response, you have taken a great load off my mind. To which Charlie responds, Sound theology has a way of doing that.
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You see, theology impacts life. What you believe determines how you live. Your worldview, your value system, your lifestyle, and things you do and do not do; all is determined by your theology. That is why we have to make sure what we believe and what we believe is the truth or not. We are people of convictions. And our convictions are not formed by the lies we hear in the world, but the truth we learn from the Word. 
There are two problems with religion, especially with Christianity. One, you have to take it by faith; you cannot prove it by imperial scientific evidence. It is not physical, it is metaphysical. And two, there are many things that we cannot understand. And this is true of all religions, but most for Christianity.
There are two results of these two problems. One, many have invented their own ways, manmade religions and two, we, believers, sometimes doubt our own faith. And so it is always good to think about what we believe, what is the Truth. 
From our first lesson you remember the story of the three cheaters? A Hindu priest carrying a goat. One of the cheaters comes and tells him, how can you, a holy man, carry a dog? To which his response, are you blind? This is not a dog! This is a goat! Few minutes later another cheater tells him the same thing. Now the man is confused. Not sure what he is carrying. A little later third cheater tells him the same thing, how can you, a holy man, carry a dog? The man throws away his prized goat and runs away. 
The moral of the story is: When a lie is repeated several times, it does not become truth; but it does become easily acceptable and convincing. Today we live in a pluralistic, polytheistic, agnostic or atheistic culture and have been bombarded with all the lies from all the directions so that the very truth of God and His Word is questioned not only by people of other religions, but by some of the very people who are known by the name of Christ. We hear that all the roads lead to the same place. All religions are just different ways to reach God. 
Last time we noted some of the major differences between Christianity and the major world religions: the concept of God, the concept of man, the concept of the sin and salvation and how to attain it, the concept life after death; and so on. Today we want to talk about one more major point that sets Christianity apart from any other world religion. The topic today is the mountain too high for anyone to climb.
Philippians 2:6-11
Who being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.
And being found in appearance as a man,
he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death—even death on a cross!

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place
and gave him the name that is above every name,
that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow,
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
Gods Seated On The Mountaintop!
For nine years, we lived in a small mountain town in India located in the foothills of the Himalayas. During this time, we travelled to different mountain areas. At one time, we took a bus for two days and reached a small remote village in the mountains. From there we walked three miles crossing a valley filled with beautiful flowers known as The Valley of Flowers (you can look up online under the same name) situated at about 10,000 ft elevation. 
Then we began climbing up a steep mountain crossing numerous glaciers. After hours of trekking about four miles and climbing about 4000’ of elevation finally we reached the top, 14,000 ft. There we saw a beautiful lake surrounded by mountain peaks and fed by glaciers. This place is called Hemkund, literally, bowl of ice. There on the top of the mountain is a temple. Approximately 150,000 pilgrims travel to Hemkund every year.
Every mountain peak you climb in the Himalayan mountain range, there you will see a temple. People go there not for the natural beauty and the joy of being surrounded by God’s awesome creation, but for a pilgrimage. We visited other places like Hemkund, such as Gangotri, the mouth of the River Ganges (10,200 ft.). And Badrinath (10,170 ft.) and Kedarnath (11,755 ft.), that we did not visit, are some of the most popular pilgrim places in India (you can view all these sites online). All these mountaintop venues have major temples and are pilgrimage destinations. 
Many civilizations are notable for mountaintop temples. The Incas built their temples on high mountain peaks and steep slopes. My wife and I recently toured Peru and saw some of these sites. The Mesopotamians built ziggurats and the Khmers built temples on mountains. Taoists and Buddhists also built their temples on high mountain peaks and ridges. Some are located on mountain slopes so steep that access is very difficult.
The ancient Greeks believed that their gods lived on Mount Olympus. The Hindus believe that Mahameru (Great Mountain) is the abode of gods. Ancients often looked to the skies and believed their gods resided there. As the gods lived in the heavens, places that were closer to the gods would have been considered as sacred.
The ancient Canaanites and other nations worshipped the heavenly bodies and their idols upon hills, mountains, and artificial elevations. The Israelites were commanded to destroy these places of idol worship, but instead, they imitated the heathens and worshipped the idols at high places (1 Kings 11:7; 2 Kings 17:10-11). These places of worship were known as the Bamah (High Places, used 105 times in the Old Testament including Numbers 33:52; Leviticus 26:30; Jeremiah 32:35; Ezekiel 20:29), because they were literally situated on higher grounds, on high hills or small mountaintops. 
Clearly, mountains have an important place in spirituality. The use of mountains and high places for worship is so widespread as to be almost universal. From the dawn of human civilization man has somehow imagined that the higher you climb, the closer you are to God. It’s as if God is sitting on top of a high mountain and by climbing that mountain you can reach God. 
Not only is there a belief that the higher you climb the closer you are to gods, but also the higher you climb the more significant you are. The closer to the stars, sun and moon you get, the more significant you become. By climbing physically higher, man has imagined becoming spiritually greater; not just being closer to God, but being more like God; attaining more of His power and spiritual attributes. 
Biblically, the Tower of Babel served this purpose, “Then they said, ‘Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves’” (Gen. 11:4). Towers serve this purpose as do many other tall structures. There is constant competition in the world to build the tallest building.
Eternity In Their Heart 
Solomon in the Book of Ecclesiastes presents the contrast between the things above the sun and the things under the sun in Chapter Three. By using the formal structure of couplets of the Hebrew poetry, he very vividly portrays that everything under the sun is for a moment:
A time to give birth and a time to die;
A time to plant, and a time to uproot what is planted
A time to kill and a time to heal;
A time to tear down and a time to build up. 
A time to weep, and a time to laugh;
A time to mourn and a time to dance (3:2-4)

What Solomon is saying here is that there is nothing under the sun that is permanent, everything and every event has a brief appointed time. There is an appointed time for everything. And there is a time for every event under the sun (3:1), and, He has made everything appropriate in its time (3:11a).
Although everything under the sun is temporal, God has set eternity in man’s heart (3:11b). Every culture, no matter how primitive or developed, has a concept of eternity, of something that will last forever. Because of this sense of eternity in his heart, man is looking for something that will last forever; most of all, something that will make him last forever. 
Our Futile Attempts To Climb The Mountain 
Because of this eternity in his heart, man, from the beginning of civilization, has been trying to reach God and has come up with various ways to climb the mountain that no one can climb. All world religions are man’s futile attempts to climb the mountain to reach God. 
For example, the Mormon theology is that God was just like us, humans, but he attained his godship by climbing up a ladder to divinity. In the same way we can attain the same high and exalted position that God now has. The central tenet of Mormon theology is: God once was what we are now (just like us human being), we will be what God is now (just like God, the same high and exalted position). 
The central tenet of Hindu theology is: I am Brahman! Man is divine. The only problem is we do not know our full potential. Like a burning coal covered by ashes, our divinity is covered by our ignorance. So, the Yoga provides an eight-step path to reach that full potential and become one with God. 
Satan tempted Adam and Eve; “When you eat of it (the fruit) your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God (Genesis 3:5). Does it not sound very much like Hindu theology? You are just like God, only that you do not know it. When you eat this fruit, your eyes will be opened, your ignorance will be dispelled and you will realize that you are just like God! From that point on man is in constant search to find ways to develop his divine potential and reach the ultimate heights. 
Even Socrates, considered as father of the Western philosophy, said, “Know thyself” and “Knowledge is virtue”, meaning if you knew yourself, if you really realize who you are, if you knew how good you are, you will be really good. 
The Mountain Too High To Climb
But the obvious problem is, if God is really God, a Supreme Being, transcendent, infinite, over and above every created thing, including humans, any attempt to physically reach God will leave a person frustrated and unsure of what is possible. God says, “As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts” (Isaiah 55:9). If God were seated on a high mountain, that mountain is too high for anyone to climb.
Similarly, Solomon said, “When I gave my heart to know wisdom and to see the task which has been done on the earth (even though one should never sleep day or night), and I saw every work of God, I concluded that man cannot discover the work which has been done under the sun. Even though man should seek laboriously, he will not discover; and though the wise man should say, ‘I know,’ he cannot discover” (Ecclesiastes 8:16-17). What he is saying is that man just does not know and cannot know. And if you think you know, you do not even know that you do not know!
One Sunday afternoon my family and I were cleaning up a church building. I was vacuuming children Sunday school area and found a small piece of paper. I keep that piece of paper in my Bible; keeps me humble. It reads, “If you have any question ask someone else because I’m stupider than you. My name is Rick”. He is not shy in giving his name. Too bad the Sunday school teacher did not get hold of it.
Out of the mouths of babes! Come to think of it, that is all of us before God! Actually, the Word of God says the same thing. On the other side of that piece of paper I have written Proverbs 30:23. Agur, one of the wise men, says, “Surely I am more stupid than any man, and I do not have the understanding of a man. Neither have I learned wisdom, nor do I have the knowledge of the Holy One”. And this was a wise man, whose words are recorded in the Word of God!
Do you know how much we know about the physical universe? Even with all the progress of science in the twenty-first century, scientists know only about five percent of the universe; the ninety-five percent still remains unknown. We don't know why the universe exists, what dark matter, or dark energy, is, or whether life exists anywhere else. We don't fully understand our own biology. We would never fathom how the human brain works. We don't know how the Earth works. There’s a lot we don’t know. All the stars, planets and galaxies that can be seen today make up just five percent of the universe. The other ninety-five percent is made up of stuff astronomers can’t see, detect or even comprehend. “The overwhelming majority of the universe is: who knows?” explains science writer Richard Panek, “It’s unknown for now, and possibly forever.” My question is if we do not know ninety-five percent of the universe, how can we know that we know five percent of it? 
Isaac Newton, who discovered the Law of Gravity when he saw an apple fall from the tree, was once complimented for his genius. His humble response, “I am like a boy collecting sea shells on the seashore while the vast ocean remains unexplored”. Almost three hundred years later (he died in 1727) we have not much progressed. That is true of the universe. But even more so of the God who created the universe. Because God has to be far greater than the universe He created. 
How can the finite human being reach this God? How can you know Him? How can you have a relationship with this Inaccessible God? How can you fill the hole in your heart? How can you have a meaningful and joyful life? There is no way a puny human being can do that by his own human efforts.
“He is not a mere mortal like me that I might answer him, that we might confront each other in court. If only there was someone to mediate between us, someone to bring us together, someone to remove God’s rod from me, so that his terror would frighten me no more. Then I would speak up without fear of him, but as it now stands with me, I cannot.” (Job 9:32-35).
God Comes Down The Mountain
The only way a finite human being could reach God, and have access to the infinite and transcendent God, is if God Himself came down to the human level and made Himself accessible. The only way man can know God, can have a relationship with Him, is if God revealed Himself to man.
And that is exactly what God has done in Jesus Christ. The Word that existed from the eternity past, the Word that was with God and the Word that was God… all things came into being by Him; and apart from Him nothing came into being that has come into being. This Word became flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:1-3, 14).
The Creator of the entire universe became flesh, incarnated Himself in human body and made His dwelling among people. Instead of man trying to reach God and failing miserably, God Himself reached down to man. There is no other way for man to reach Him or to have the relationship with Him, apart from Jesus Christ as God’s provision.
“Although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. For this reason also, God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee will bow, of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Philippians 2:6-11)
A few years ago, we received a Christmas card. On the outside of the card there are pictures of some of the most prominent men of the history: Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Hitler, Lenin, Napoleon, Mao, Maharshi Mahesh Yogi and Buddha. The caption over those pictures reads: “History is crowded with men who would be gods.” Opening the card inside is the picture of baby Jesus in the cradle and the caption reads: “But only one God who would be man”. 
History is crowded with men who would be gods. But only one God who would be man. This is what makes Christianity unique among all the world religions: instead of man trying to reach God and failing miserably, God reached down to man and made Himself accessible to whoever wants to come into relationship with Him through Jesus Christ. Christianity is not a religion, but a relationship with God through Jesus Christ. God so loved people that He provided the way of salvation, the way to come into a relationship with Him, by sending Jesus Christ into the world. By first coming into a relationship with Jesus Christ any one can attain the relationship with God and live eternally in the presence of God. 
“No priest, no theologian stood at the cradle in Bethlehem. And yet, all Christian theology has its origin in the wonder of all wonders that God became man. Alongside the brilliance of holy night there burns the fire of the unfathomable mystery of Christian theology” (Bonhoeffer in Eric Metaxas, Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy (Thomas Nelson, 2010), P. 472).
We would never fathom the mystery of incarnation. But we do not have to understand it. We have to believe
Our Response
One, it is only in Christ that we have access to God. There is no other name. Christianity makes sense. All other religions are man-centered. Christianity is God-centered. In all the other religions man takes the initiative and fails miserably. In Christianity God takes the initiative and fulfils the plan of salvation. Only through Christ we have access to God. As Christ Himself said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me” (John 14:6). And as Paul said, “For there is one God, and one mediator also between God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Timothy 1:5). 
Two, we do not have to understand; we have to believe. God is transcendent, infinite, beyond our reach and understanding. We will never understand Him fully. Even the eternity would be too short to understand Him. But not being able to understand is no excuse for not believing. Now we only see dimly like in a mirror (1 Corinthian 13:12). 
Paul said “We live by faith, not by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7). He was speaking in a spiritual sense. But we apply that more in our physical life than in our spiritual life. When we board an airplane, we do not know the pilot, we do not know the security personnel who checked everything and everybody, we do not know any of the ground crew, we do not know the mechanics who checked the engine; and yet we sit in the plane and just relax reading a book or dozing off. 
When we drive we do not know the other drivers around us, their driving habits, their mental and emotional condition, whether they are drunk or not, physically impaired or not, their driving capability; whether our car would hold up; whether the road or the bridge hold up. But we go seventy-eighty mile speed trusting all things going well and keep driving, even though things do go bad, bridges collapse and we and other drivers make mistake.
We can take example after example in physical realm where we live by faith and just assume everything is alright. Because there is no other way! We would go insane if we did not. But when it comes in the spiritual matters, we want proof. We want to put our fingers in the hole. 
And God in His grace does provide proof. But we have to accept that and believe that. Those who believe there is ample evidence of the truth. But those who do not want to believe, no matter how much proof is there, they will not believe. As in physical realm, so also in our spiritual realm we have to live by faith and not by sight.
Three, not being able to understand everything in the Word of God is no excuse for not trying to understand. The Old Testament prophets were intently searching Scriptures and were trying to understand what God was revealing to them in His Word (1 Peter 1:0-12). Similarly Peter instructs, “but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence (1 Peter 3:15). 
Four, not being able to understand is not an excuse for not obeying. God does not expect us to understand everything, but He does expect us to obey. Certain things we will never understand, but the Word of God is plain and simple that demands our obedience. Mark Twain said, “I am not bothered by the things of the Bible I do not understand, what bothers me most are the things that I do understand” Because then you have to obey them!
Moses said, “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.” (Deuteronomy 29:29). 
We have to be grounded in the Word of God. We have to study it, try to understand it, cherish it, share it and live by it. Do not let anything rob the joy of your salvation. 
Yes, there are two problems with religion. You have to take it by faith and many things we cannot understand. This creates obvious problems; many have invented their own ways-religions and we sometimes doubt our own faith. But God has given us enough light in His revelation that we can trust Him and be grounded in the Truth He has revealed so that we are not beguiled by all the lies we hear around us and doubt our faith, but live life as a believer confident of the truth and living by the truth. 
The Man And The Birds 
by Paul Harvey

The man to whom I’m going to introduce you was not a scrooge, he was a kind, decent, mostly good man. Generous to his family, upright in his dealings with other men. But he just didn’t believe all that incarnation stuff which the churches proclaim at Christmas Time. It just didn’t make sense and he was too honest to pretend otherwise. He just couldn’t swallow the Jesus Story, about God coming to Earth as a man.

“I’m truly sorry to distress you,” he told his wife, “but I’m not going with you to church this Christmas Eve.” He said he’d feel like a hypocrite. That he’d much rather just stay at home, but that he would wait up for them. And so he stayed and they went to the midnight service.

Shortly after the family drove away in the car, snow began to fall. He went to the window to watch the flurries getting heavier and heavier and then went back to his fireside chair and began to read his newspaper. Minutes later he was startled by a thudding sound…Then another, and then another. Sort of a thump or a thud…At first he thought someone must be throwing snowballs against his living room window. But when he went to the front door to investigate he found a flock of birds huddled miserably in the snow. They’d been caught in the storm and, in a desperate search for shelter, had tried to fly through his large landscape window.

Well, he couldn’t let the poor creatures lie there and freeze, so he remembered the barn where his children stabled their pony. That would provide a warm shelter, if he could direct the birds to it.

Quickly he put on a coat, galoshes, tramped through the deepening snow to the barn. He opened the doors wide and turned on a light, but the birds did not come in. He figured food would entice them in. So he hurried back to the house, fetched bread crumbs, sprinkled them on the snow, making a trail to the yellow-lighted wide open doorway of the stable. But to his dismay, the birds ignored the bread crumbs, and continued to flap around helplessly in the snow. He tried catching them…He tried shooing them into the barn by walking around them waving his arms…Instead, they scattered in every direction, except into the warm, lighted barn.

And then, he realized that they were afraid of him. To them, he reasoned, I am a strange and terrifying creature. If only I could think of some way to let them know that they can trust me…That I am not trying to hurt them, but to help them. But how? Because any move he made tended to frighten them, confuse them. They just would not follow. They would not be led or shooed because they feared him.

“If only I could be a bird,” he thought to himself, “and mingle with them and speak their language. Then I could tell them not to be afraid. Then I could show them the way to safe, warm…to the safe warm barn. But I would have to be one of them so they could see, and hear and understand.”
At that moment the church bells began to ring. The sound reached his ears above the sounds of the wind. And he stood there listening to the bells – Come all ye faithful – listening to the bells pealing the glad tidings of Christmas.

And he sank to his knees in the snow. 
(https://christianheritagefellowship.com/paul-harvey-and-the-man-and-the-birds/)
A man becoming a bird is nothing compared to God becoming man. But that is exactly what God did. Because otherwise to reach Him is a mountain too high for man to climb (Phil 2:6-11).
O come, all ye faithful, joyful and triumphant!
O come ye, O come ye to Bethlehem;
Come and behold him
Born the King of Angels:
O come, let us adore Him, 
O come, let us adore Him, 
O come, let us adore Him, 
Christ the Lord.
Yea, Lord, we greet thee, born this happy morning;
Jesus, to thee be glory given!
Word of the Father, now in flesh appearing!
O come, let us adore Him, 
O come, let us adore Him, 
O come, let us adore Him, 
Christ the Lord.
3. A Valley Too Deep to Cross

Imanuel G. Christian

This has been very special weekend for my wife Violet and me. This Friday we celebrated our 53rd anniversary. God has tremendously blessed us through the years. Last 45 years in full time ministry together. God has blessed us with three happily married sons and eight grandchildren; ranging from age seventeen to two.
By now you all know how much I enjoy the opportunities to share the Word of God with you all here. One of the joys of the ministry is to have opportunities like this to share the Word of God.
Hopefully you remember our topic, Jesus the only way. I am sure you remember the story of the three cheaters. A Hindu priest carrying a goat. One of the cheaters comes and tells him, how can you, a holy man, carry a dog? To which his response, are you blind? This is not a dog! This is a goat! Few minutes later another cheater tells him the same thing. Now the man is confused. Not sure what he is carrying. A little later third cheater tells him the same thing, how can you, a holy man, carry a dog? The man throws away his prized goat and runs away. 
Remember the moral of the story? A lie when repeated several times does not turn into a truth, but it does become convincing. One of the lies in our contemporary culture we hear is that all religions are the same. You follow whatever path you want to, it does not make any difference; it leads you to the same God. 
This may sometimes lead us to doubt our own faith. So we have been taking few points to dispel that lie so we would be confirmed in our own faith and also be ready to share the Truth when opportunity arrives. 
All religions are the same is a lie from the very depth of hell. As Paul said, “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel that displays the glory of Christ, who is the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:4). 
In our first lesson we took several concepts and saw that Christianity is drastically different and unique among all world religions. The concept of God, concept of human being, concept of sin and salvation, the concept of life after death and how everything will end; all these are unique in Christianity.
In our second lesson our topic was Mountain Too High to Climb. We saw that the concept of God in Christianity is different from any other religion. God, in other religions is thought of as seated on a high mountain and man is trying to climb that mountain. But God is so highly exalted, transcendent, unfathomable and beyond human reach, that no one can reach up to Him. The only way we can reach God, can have access to Him, can have relationship with Him is if He Himself came down to our level. 
And that is exactly what God did in Jesus Christ. God, who existed from the eternity past, became man and dwelt with us so through Jesus we can now know God and have relationship with Him. There are many men who would be god, but there is only one God who would be man. 
Today our topic is A Valley Too Deep to Cross
Isaiah 6:1-7; Revelation 4:8
As we read think about what is the one central attribute of God and the one central attribute of man that is in focus here, the problem this creates and how it is resolved
In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord, high and exalted, seated on throne; and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him were seraphim, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. And they were calling to one another:
“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty;
 the whole earth is full of his glory.”
At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. 
“Woe to me!” I cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.”
Then one of the seraphim flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs from the altar. With it he touched my mouth and said, “See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.”
Revelation 4:8
Each of the four living creatures day and night never stop saying:
“‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty,’
who was, and is, and is to come.”
Most of us, I suppose, have visited the Grand Canyon. It is 277 miles long, 18 miles wide and 6100 feet deep. Now imagine God and man standing on the opposite rims of the Grand Canyon. Can any human being jump that 18 mile gap to reach God?
Bob Beamon in 1968 summer Olympic had long jump record of 29’ and two and a quarter inch. It took twenty three years to break that record, which was done by Mike Powell in 1991, who jumped 29’, four and a quarter inch, just two inches longer than the first record. Until today (2019), twenty eight years later, that record still stands. No one has been able so far to reach thirty feet!! 
But the valley between God and man is far wider and deeper than the 18 miles width and 6100 feet depth of the Grand Canyon. 
Most Significant Attribute Of God
What, do you think, is the most significant attribute of God? “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty” as both Isaiah in the Old Testament and John in the New Testament saw. These words, the word holy three times, are used only these two places in the whole Bible. But these words emphatically bring out the most significant attribute of God. 
In Hebrew language there are no comparatives or superlatives. In English we would say holy, holier and holiest. But since there are no comparative or superlative, the Hebrew language uses repetition. Twice is better and three times is the best, the most. We sometimes use similar language. For example, when you are buying a property three most important things to consider are location, location and location! Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God almighty. There is no one who can reach the level of His holiness. Only Thou Art holy, there is none beside Thee. 
The holiness is God’s intrinsic quality. That is what makes Him God. One of the names of God in the Old Testament is “Holy”, just plain Holy. The phrase “Holy of Israel” is used 34 times in the Old Testament, 28 times in the Book of Isaiah. Holy of Israel means God of Israel, where Holy and God are synonyms.

The holiness of God supersedes His all other attributes. Holiness of God puts limitation on God’s all other attributes. For example, being all powerful and inability to do something cannot go together. That would be oxymoron! But because of his holiness the all powerful God cannot do some of the things that we can do. He cannot lie, he cannot cheat, He cannot commit any sinful act. He cannot do anything that is against His holy nature.
Similarly, an omnipresent God cannot be with evil. Or, all knowing omniscient God does not know many things, like He does not know the feeling of guilt. 
When we think about the attributes of God, we think of Him being omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent. These are actually not intrinsic attributes of God. These are some of His abilities. What makes God God is not being omnipresent or omniscient or omnipotent. But what makes God God is His holiness. 
Think about Jesus. While on earth omniscient God grew in wisdom and knowledge. Omnipresent God limited His presence. Nowhere in the New Testament we see Christ present at more than one place at the same moment. Omnipotent God became obedient to His parents. In everything He was just like us. There was only one thing he could not give up and still be God; His sinlessness, His holiness. What separated Him from the rest of the mankind was His holiness. He was God because He was sinless. During His earthly life He laid aside all His abilities we assign to God, except His holiness. He could not have been God without His holiness.
Most Significant Attribute Of Man
On the other hand, what is the most significant attribute of man? You know the number given to the Antichrist, right? 666! There are more speculations about the meaning of that number than that number itself! But one of the most convincing interpretations is that if the number seven is for perfection, for God, the number six is for imperfection, for man. The text does say that this is the number for man. If God is holy, holy, holy; man on the other hand, is unholy, unholy, unholy. 
One of the commonly accepted principles of Christianity is the total depravity of every human being. Total depravity does not mean that every person is as depraved as he could be; there are comparatively good human beings. But it means that every aspect of being is tainted by evil, by sinful nature. As the prophet Jeremiah said, “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure” (Jeremiah 17:9). And that applies to every human being ever born on the face of the earth. 
Adolf Eichmann was a Nazi official who helped Hitler to carry out the mass murder of six million Jews during World War II. For years, he had evaded the authorities and lived in relative peace in Argentina. He was hunted down and on May 11, 1960 he was in the custody of the Mossad, Israel’s secret service and brought to trial, sentenced to death and hanged in May 1962. 
One of the key witnesses at the trial was a Jew named Yehiel Di Nur, who suffered under Eichmann and witnessed firsthand all the atrocities. At the trial after his initial brief testimony Di Nur fainted and could not continue. 
In an interview on 60 Minutes, some twenty years later, aired on 6 February 1983, De-Nur recounted the incident of his fainting at the Eichmann trial to Mike Wallace the host. 
Wallace asked him, why did he faint? Was he overcome by hatred? Was he overcome by fear? Was it because of his horrid memories? No; it was none of these, he answered. Rather, Dinur explained to Wallace, “All at once I realized Eichmann was not the god-like army officer who had sent so many to their deaths. This Eichmann was an ordinary man. Man just like me. So I was afraid about myself. I realized that if he can do such things, what prevents me doing those things? I am capable to do this. I am ... exactly like he.” 
The Valley Too Deep To Cross. 
Holiness of God and sinfulness of man creates the vast valley between God and man that cannot be crossed. The valley too deep to cross. 
It was not like that from the beginning. God created man upright. But they sinned and that created that vast and deep valley. Since then every human being is born with sin nature and is prone to sin. As David said, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me” (Psalm 51:6). 
The Bible says, “Without holiness no one will see the Lord” (Hebrew 12:14). And so the command, both in the Old Testament and the New Testament, “Be holy because I Am holy” (Leviticus 11:45, 46; 19:2; 20:7, 26; 21:8; 1 Peter 1:15, 16).
Can anyone be holy as much as God is holy? Our goodness is comparative. We compare ourselves with those who, we think, are worse than us and we feel better. Compared to people like Hitler, we all can pat our backs and feel good. We can compare ourselves with what is going on in the world around us or in the culture we live and feel ourselves far better than them. The Pharisees did the same, “I am not like….”. And there is a Pharisee in every one of us. We all have that holier than thou feeling. 
But who can meet that standard of holiness that God expects? The standard of righteousness that God wants us to meet is His righteousness that we can never attain. From the beginning of mankind humans have been trying their own ways to meet that standard, to cross that valley too deep to cross. Adam and Eve made clothes from fig leaves. Our good works are like filthy rags (Isaiah 64:6). Our religious activities are like clothes made from spider webs, “Their cobwebs are useless for clothing; they cannot cover themselves with what they make. Their deeds are evil deeds, and acts of violence are in their hands” (Isaiah 59:6). 
In 2009 a movie Slumdog Millionaire was very popular. It is filmed in India featuring slumlord who is capturing street kids and maiming them and forcing them to beg, exploiting them to get rich. I have to warn you, this is very repulsive. In the movie there is a scene of two boys goofing around. One of them goes in a public latrine. The other boy just for the fun of it latched the door from outside.

Then they hear loud shouts welcoming Amitabh Bacchan, a famous and very popular Hindi film actor. The boys are great fan of him. The boy outside, forgetting his friend, runs away to see his favorite actor. The boy inside wants to do the same but has no way to get out. He does not want to miss the chance of seeing his favorite actor. So he takes extreme measures. The latrine is made of a cement slab with a hole with the sewer running below. He slips through the hole, walks through the sewer and comes out at the other end completely covered with the filth. 
This is the picture of every human being covered with sin! In the book of Isaiah God tells, “From the sole of your foot to the top of your head there is no soundness—only wounds and welts and open sores, not cleansed or bandaged or soothed with olive oil” (Isaiah 1:6). 
God provides the way

The valley between God and man is too deep to cross by any human being unless, of course, God Himself provides the bridge to cross it. And that is what God has done in Jesus Christ. 
The Lord looked and was displeased
that there was no justice.
He saw that there was no one,
he was appalled that there was no one to intervene;
so his own arm achieved salvation for him,
and his own righteousness sustained him.
He put on righteousness as his breastplate,
and the helmet of salvation on his head (Is. 59:15-17)

There is only one Mediator between man and God who has provided the way to come into relationship with the holy God. Now the curtain is torn and we can enter into the holy of holies and have relationship with the holy God. The valley too deep to cross can now be crossed by the cross, by everyone who comes to Christ by faith. 
He took all our filth and gave His clean robe of righteousness to us! That is exactly what happens when a person comes to Jesus by faith. It is mind boggling. God in Christ took away our filthy garments and robed us with His own righteousness: “I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, My soul shall be joyful in my God; For He has clothed me with the garments of salvation, He has covered me with the robe of righteousness” (Isaiah 61:10). Or, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God”. (2 Corinthians 5:21). 
One of the things that prevents people from coming to Christ is their assumed goodness. Unless and until you realize the valley too deep to cross, you will not see the value of God reconciling mankind to Himself through Christ

Our goodness, our holiness, is comparative holiness. But God does not grade us by a curve. Before God there is no difference between Hitler and me. The only difference is the grace of God that takes hold of me and prevents me to go that extreme. It is only His mercy that does not zap us every time we sin.
A couple of weeks ago we had a pest control person to take care of ant infestation in the house. When the young man came I asked would it be okay if I walked around with him and talked. When someone comes to our home for any service, I stay with him and talk. I observe how he does it so if possible I can learn and take care of that particular problem next time. It also helps me to make sure that the thing is done right. 
But that gives also me opportunity to share the Gospel. No one that comes to the Christian home goes without hearing the Good News. After few initial get acquainted questions I ask do you go to church. This man said he does not like religion. I said, I do not like religion either. Then I had almost an hour with him to talk back and forth and share the Gospel. At the end when I asked him if he had any question, he asked, why God did not punish those people in the Bible who committed rape, incest, adultery, murder. 
You see, when people hear the Gospel most of the time they do not want to commit themselves and want to avoid the topic and so come up with some question or point. The Samaritan woman did the same thing. The fellow who asked who is my neighbor also was just trying to avoid the main issue. 
I told him, for the same reason that He does not zap you and me when we think bad thoughts or commit a sin. If God zapped every one every time they did something wrong, no one would be alive in the world. We think about sins of other people and think why does God not punish them, but we forget that before God we are sinful people. Our goodness, our holiness, is comparative holiness. But God does not grade us by a curve. Before God there is no difference between Hitler and me. But God in His mercy through Christ overlooks our sins and in His grace has provided the way for forgiveness. 
No other religion speaks about the holiness of God in these terms. Sinfulness of man and the wide gap that creates making impossible for man to come into the relationship with God. A valley too deep to cross. 
No other religion provides the way to fill the gap between God and man.

No other religion provides the way of forgiveness. 
No other religion provides the way to attain the holiness that God requires.
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Our Response 
One, It is only in Christ that we have access to God. There is no other name.  
Christianity makes sense. It is logical religion. Obviously there is no other way to bridge the gap between God and man except through Christ. 
If you have not yet come to that point, you can do that right now. Until and unless we come into the relation with God through Christ and receive His forgiveness and His holiness, we all are like Hitler destined to the same eternal fate. 
Two, those of us who have received the righteousness from God, now demonstrate the righteousness of God in our daily life. God has robed us with His righteousness, now it is our responsibility to keep that robe clean. You know the story of the king Hezekiah who got sick and prayed to the Lord to heal him and the Lord granted him fifteen years more to live. In his thanksgiving prayer he muses to himself, how can I thank the Lord for this? He answers his own question, “I will walk humbly all my years because of this anguish of my soul” (Isaiah 38:15). All my life I will walk so carefully that I do not defile myself, do anything that displeases the Lord. 
It was God who first put on righteousness as his breastplate, and the helmet of salvation on his head. And now it is our responsibility to put on the breastplate of righteousness and helmet of salvation. 
Three, be assured of the truth of the Gospel. Study it, understand it, cherish it, share it. Do not let what we hear around us doubt your faith. Do not let anyone steal your goat!
Holy, Holy, Holy! Lord God Almighty!
Early in the morning our song shall rise to Thee;
Holy, Holy, Holy! Merciful and Mighty!
God in Three Persons, blessed Trinity!

Holy, Holy, Holy! though the darkness hide Thee,
Though the eye of sinful man, Thy glory may not see:
Only Thou art holy, there is none beside Thee,
Perfect in power in love, and purity.

Holy, holy, holy! Lord God Almighty!
All thy works shall praise Thy name in earth, and sky, and sea;
Holy, Holy, Holy! merciful and mighty,
God in Three Persons, blessed Trinity!
Reginald Heber (1783–1826). 
4. The Place No One Needs to Go

Imanuel G. Christian

By now you know the story of the three cheaters and the Hindu priest being cheated of his precious goat. And the moral of the story? A lie when repeated several times does not turn into a truth, but it does become convincing. 
One of the lies we hear today is that all religions are the same. Follow your own path and you will find peace and fulfillment. In our first lesson we saw the drastic differences between Christianity and other religions. 
Then in the second lesson we covered little bit of theology; God is so exalted and high that no one can reach Him, except that He Himself comes down and makes it possible for us to have access to Him. 
Then we talked about the valley too deep to cross. The holiness of God and sinfulness of man creates a vast and deep chasm between man and God that can only be crossed through the Cross. Today our topic is the place no one needs to go. 
Revelation 20:11-15: 
Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. The earth and the heavens fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. 12 And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. 13 The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what they had done. 14 Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death.15 Anyone whose name was not found written in the book of life was thrown into the lake of fire.
In a public school elementary class a teacher was having a class on biology and the lesson was on whale. Along with other things about the whale she mentioned that whale is a large mammal, but it has very narrow throat so it cannot swallow a large object, for example, it cannot swallow a grown up human being. 
There was one girl from a Christian family who had learned the story of Jonah in her Sunday school class. So she raised her hand and said, “But, teacher, it swallowed Jonah!” To which the teacher said, “Well, as I told you, whale is a large mammal, but it has narrow throat so it cannot swallow a grown up person. 
But the girl insisted, “But it did swallow Jonah”. The teacher by now was on the edge. She responded, “Young lady, I told you several times that the whale is large, but it has narrow throat so cannot swallow a grown up person.” The girl responded, “Okay, when I go to heaven, I will ask Jonah”.
But the teacher did not want to give up. Of course she did not believe in heaven or hell. But she responded, “How do you know Jonah went to heaven and not to hell? What if he went to hell?”
“Then YOU ask him” was the girl’s final response. 
This is a joke. However, the teacher was right; whale is a large mammal but it has narrow throat and so cannot swallow a grown up human being. But that does not mean the Bible is wrong. The Bible does not mention that it was a whale or what kind of fish it was that swallowed Jonah, it just says a great fish. Also, if you remember, in our second lesson we learned that even in the twenty first century we know only five percent of marine biology. So the science does not and cannot prove the Bible wrong.
Hope you have liked the three messages we talked so far. I certainly do not like the message today. Nobody likes to be a bearer of bad news. And if there is one thing I or we all would like to be taken out from the Bible, it is the topic we are going to talk about today.
Hell? Who in his right mind would want to think of hell? We hear this word as a curse word. We use it for an extremely painful or difficult situation. But we rarely, if ever, think of it as a final and eternal destination. 
When you think of hell, if ever, what comes to your mind? Fire and brimstone? Weeping and gnashing of teeth? No rest day or night? Their worm does not die and their fire is not quenched? Lake of burning sulfur? Everlasting destruction? People tormented day and night forever and ever? If you think of hell in any of these terms, you are right! Actually, that is how the Bible describes it. 
Nobody wants to go there! When we think of life after death, we always have wishful thinking; we always think of heaven and never of hell. Hell is puzzling to many people. God is love; God is the epitome of love. How can a loving God send people to such a gruesome and horrible punishment and torment them forever? God sending people to a place of eternal torment has been repulsive to many.
S. Radhakrishnan, a well-known Indian philosopher of yesteryears (1888-1975) said, “God’s love would not allow even the worst sinner to slip away from Him completely… If God destroys His delinquent children, then we are attributing to God a very primitive instinct which even civilized men have sublimated. If Jesus took little children on His knees and told His hearers that the only way of pleasing God was to become themselves like little children, it is atrocious for us to thrust these citizens of the kingdom of heaven into the fire of hell” (Indian Religions (Orient Paperbacks, 1990), P. 149). 
Similarly, Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) rejected Christianity mainly because of its concept of hell, “There is one serious defect to my mind in Christ’s moral character, and that is that He believed in hell. I do not myself feel that any person who is really profoundly humane can believe in everlasting punishment” (Why I Am Not a Christian and Other Essays on Religion (Touchstone, 1967), P. 17). 
Can you think of the audacity of this “lover of wisdom” that he would find serious defect in Christ’s moral character and less humane than any human being! But Russell was right in one thing. Russell rightly understood that Christ believed in hell. Christ referred to hell far more than to heaven. If Christ was a moral teacher, as accepted by most people, He taught only what is true and so we have no choice but to accept the reality of hell. The word Gahanna, which is translated as hell in most of the versions, is used thirteen times in the New Testament, twelve of it by Christ Himself. 
Now this raises a serious question. The Bible on the one hand does speak of the love of God and on the other hand does mention eternal punishment. How can we reconcile the love of God and the eternal punishment of hell? Fire and brimstone? Weeping and gnashing of teeth? No rest day or night? Their worm does not die and their fire is not quenched? Lake of burning sulfur? Everlasting destruction? People tormented day and night forever and ever? 
Hell? Certainly Not! Three Wrong Answers
To avoid the Biblical concept of hell, people have come up with basically three explanations. None of these is new. 
Universal Salvation
One of the most prevalent arguments against hell is the concept of universal salvation. All of the non Christian philosophers, as we saw Radhakrishnan and Russell, and most of the liberal theologians accept the concept of universal salvation. 
“I believe that all people are included in the grace of God. I believe that all the theologies that have made a large place for damnation and hell are unfaithful to a theology of grace. … A theology of grace implies universal salvation. What could grace mean if it were granted only to some sinners and not to others according to an arbitrary decree that is totally contrary to the nature of our God? If grace is granted according to the greater or lesser number of sins, it is no longer grace-it is just the opposite because of this accountancy. Paul is the very one who reminds us that the enormity of the sin is no obstacle to grace: Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more (Romans 5:20). This is the key statement. The greater the sin, the more God’s love reveals itself to be far beyond any judgment or evaluation of ours. This grace covers all things. It is thus effectively universal… nothing in his creation is excluded or lost.” (Jacques Ellul (1912-1994), What I Believe (Eerdmans 1989), pp. 188-192).
Conditional Immortality
Another erroneous theological concept trying to avoid the concept of hell is a concept of Conditional Immortality (CI). CI says that not all human beings are immortal, only those who receive Jesus by faith will live forever in heaven with God; the rest of humanity, all unbelievers, will be resurrected at the final judgment, thrown into fire and instantly destroyed physically. 
CI believes that all humanity lost their immortality at the Fall. When Adam and Eve sinned, they were kicked out of the Garden of Eden “Lest they eat the fruit of the Tree of Life and live forever (Genesis 3:22–23). In Revelation 22:2 access to the tree of life is restored—but only for the inhabitants of New Jerusalem. The unbelievers are already destroyed physically before the New Heaven and New Earth come into being (Revelation 20:11-15). 
Thus, immortality and eternal life are conditioned upon salvation. The lost will not live forever, in the end they will be annihilated, and will not sufferer eternally, according to those argue for conditional immortality.
Many passages in the Bible are interpreted accordingly. John 3:16 “will perish” means they would die physically forever, and not enter into heaven, or hell. Paul says, “The wages of sin is death”—not living forever in torment (Romans 6:23). Jesus tells us in Matthew 10:28 to fear God who “can destroy both soul and body in hell.” He says in Matthew 7:13—14 that the narrow and difficult path leads to “life,” while the wide and easy path leads to “destruction.” 
In Jesus’ parable of the wheat and the tares, the weeds are “burned up” or “consumed” (Matthew 13:30) by fire, which Jesus interprets as meaning that the unrighteous will be thrown into a fiery furnace (verses 40–42) and permanently destroyed. Peter says that, in condemning Sodom and Gomorrah to destruction by burning them to ashes, He “made them an example of what is going to happen to the ungodly” (2 Peter 2:6). The residents of Sodom and Gomorrah were incinerated. Therefore, the ungodly will not live forever in ruin; they will be utterly destroyed.
However, one of the major differences between other living beings and the man is that, because the man is created in God’s image man is immortal. Man is separate, different from all other created living beings. Every other living being is created “according to its own kind”, a phrase used nine times in the first chapter of Genesis. But when it came to man, man was not created according to his own kind, but according to God’s own kind, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness” (Genesis 1:26). 
Because man is created in the image of God his soul is eternal. The Bible says, God has set the concept of eternity in his heart (3:11b). Every culture, no matter how primitive or developed, has a concept of eternity, of something that will last forever. Because of this sense of eternity in his heart, man is looking for something that will last forever; most of all, something that will make him last forever.
So you cannot separate mankind in two groups, one in the Christ who will live forever and the other without Christ who will be annihilated and dead forever. If the one is going to live forever, the other too will live forever. 
This is part of the doctrinal statement of our church: “The spirits and souls of the unbelieving remain after death conscious and in misery until the final judgment of the great white throne at the close of the millennium, when soul and body alike shall be reunited and ultimately cast into the lake of fire not to be annihilated, but to be punished with everlasting destruction from the presence of the Lord, and from the glory of His power” (Stonebrair Church Membership Class Handbook, P. 17) 
Temporal Hell
Third wrong concept of hell is making it temporal, a place or state of suffering inhabited by the souls of sinners who are expiating their sins before going to heaven. People in hell suffer punishment for their sins they committed during their life on earth. The punishment in hell will purge them, make them pure, acceptable and make them eligible to enter heaven. This way hell is temporary. Love Wins by Rob Bell seems to argue for this, hell is a “temporary period of pruning” and “intense experience of correction” (P. 91). Although Catholics believe in eternal hell, their doctrine of Purgatory speaks about temporary hell. 
Of course, the Bible describes hell as eternal punishment. As we see from the story of the rich man and Lazarus, there is no opportunity to cross from one place to another after death. That choice is here during the life on earth. Either person has believed in this life and so suffers no condemnation and at death goes directly in the presence of God, or has not believed and goes directly in hell; there is no third option.
The Bible clearly describes hell as eternal punishment. And if heaven is eternal, hell is eternal. If you make hell temporary, heaven becomes temporary. Because the words Ages and ages, or forever and ever are used both for hell and heaven. 
The Practical Result Of The Wrong Answers
The consequences of all these wrong ideas, no fear of hell or the ultimate judgment, are obvious. Eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we die. And then it is over. No one to answer to. No accountability. No responsibility. One of the main reasons for the decline in morality and ethics in our culture is no fear of God, no fear of judgment.

 “Because the sentence against an evil deed is not executed speedily, the heart of the children of man is fully set to do evil” (Ecclesiastes 8:11). And so the overall lesson Solomon draws at the end of the book is, “Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil” (Ecclesiastes 12:13-14). The Bible says, “It is dreadful things to fall into the hand of the living God”. And, “For our God is a consuming fire” (Hebrews 10:31; 12:29). 
We believers do not need that fear. We do not fear judgment; we have no fear of hell. “Now therefore there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ”. We want to live life pleasing to God not because of fear of hell or of judgment, but because of love for God and for the gratitude we feel for what He has done for us, as Paul says in Romans. 
Hell? Certainly Yes! Three Right Answers
Behind all these wrong concepts is human thinking. How can loving God throw His children in such a horrible place forever and ever? That punishment is far exceeding to the sin and way out of proportion! 
Holiness Of God Requires It
The first right answer against all the wrong answers above is the holiness of God. That was our topic in our previous lesson. Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty! Without holiness no one can see God. And God’s standard of holiness is “Be holy as I am holy”. And no human being can ever meet that standard. The holiness of God requires just punishment of sin. As it was mentioned last week, the holiness of God overrules all His other attributes. Love of God is controlled by His holiness. Holy God cannot tolerate or overlook sin no matter how much He loves or would like to do so. We being sinful people have no concept of how repulsive sin is to God. 
Last Sunday I used an extreme example describing a scene from the movie Slumdog Millionaire. I am afraid that may be too repulsive to talk about. But my point there was that is exactly how repulsive sin is to holy God. 
Our Sense Of Justice Demands It
The prophet Habakkuk in the Old Testament cried out to God asking for justice, “Why do you make me look at injustice? Why do you tolerate wrongdoing? Destruction and violence are before me; there is strife, and conflict abounds. Therefore the law is paralyzed, and justice never prevails. The wicked hem in the righteous, so that justice is perverted” (Habakkuk 1:3-4). 
That is all common human cry for justice. As we see the evil rampant all around us, we cry out to God for justice. God is God of justice. And since we are made in the image of God, one of our human traits, no matter how sinful we are, is to shout out, “That’s not fair!” And you can use many examples from your own life when you suffered injustice and cried out that’s not fair!
Graham Stains was a missionary in India. He, his wife, two sons and daughter ran a leprosarium and served the poorest of the poor in Bihar, northeast part of India. He was conducting regular weekly Bible studies in a nearby village. On January 22nd, 1999, after a Bible study, he was driving home late evening with his two sons, Philip (age 10) and Timothy (age 6). On the way a mob surrounded them, tied them in their jeep, doused them with gasoline and burned them alive. 
Or, think of this. James Byrd Jr, a black man, was walking home one evening on June 7, 1998 when three white men picked him up, tied him behind their pickup truck and dragged him for three miles. He remained conscious throughout most of the ordeal, but was killed when his body hit the edge of a culvert, severing his right arm and head. The murderers drove on for another mile before dumping his torso in front of an African-American cemetery in Jasper, Texas. 
Both these horrible incidents happened only six months apart. The culprits in both these cases were brought to trial and found guilty. The ring leader and his accomplices in Stains case are serving life sentence. One of the culprits in the Jasper case was executed on September 21, 2011. The ring leader, John William King, was just recently executed on April 24, 2019; twenty one years after the actual incident took place. A third accomplice is serving life sentence.
Now imagine, in each of these cases at the end of the trial and conviction, the judge tells them, “Fellows, you have done a horrible thing. But I am a loving and kind judge. So, I just warn you do not ever do such a thing again” and sets them free. What kind of uproar would it create?
Our justice system is flawed and many innocent people are convicted and guilty people go scot free. Just during the year of 2018 151 inmates were exonerated who were falsely “proven” guilty. They spent a total of 1,639 combined years in jail. The unwritten rule of justice is, let hundred guilty go unpunished, but not let one single innocent suffer unjust punishment.
But even in our flawed human justice system it would be unimaginable to let such atrocities go unpunished. Why do we keep all the murderers and rapists and those who commit horrible crimes locked up? If we follow only the principle of love, we should have no jails! No, justice demands just punishment. Our own sense of justice demands ultimate judgment. But that is exactly what we expect the holy God do at the end. How can we expect holy God, a perfect standard of justice and righteousness, let sin go unpunished? 
Love Of God Provides The Way Of Escape
Hell? Yes! The holiness of God requires it, our sense of justice demands it, and three, love of God provides the way of escape.

 The major argument of universalism against the existence of hell is the love of God. The question is how can a loving God send people to such a gruesome and horrible punishment and torment them forever? That is what Radhakrishnan said, “God’s love would not allow even the worst sinner to slip away from Him completely”. Bertrand Russell thought Jesus was more inhumane than any of us because He talked about hell. 
The answer is, God does not send anyone to hell. He desires that no one go to that place. Hell is a place where no one needs to go. God clearly says in the Bible, “Do I take any pleasure in the death of the wicked? Declares the Sovereign Lord. Rather, am I not pleased when they turn from their ways and live?” (Ezekiel 18:23). God is patiently waiting for people to turn to Him so no one will go to that place (2 Peter 3:9). When one sinner repents, there is great rejoicing in heaven (Luke 15:7, 10)!
Because of His love for mankind and desire that no one goes to that place, God has provided the way of escape. God loved people so much that He gave His Son Jesus Christ who took the punishment of sin on Himself for all mankind. Now the only thing a person has to do to escape from that eternal punishment is trust Jesus and accept God’s forgiveness. 
In the cross the holiness of God and love of God are reconciled. Judgment of sin is taken care of and the way for the sinner’s salvation provided. “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because they have not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son” (John 3:17-18).
I repeat, hell is a place where no one needs to go! God does not send anyone there and does not desire that anyone go there. But because of His holiness He cannot give blanket amnesty to all mankind. God has left the choice to each person. As C. S. Lewis said, “There are only two kinds of people in the end: those who say to God, ‘Thy will be done’, and those to whom God ultimately says, ‘Thy will be done’” (The Great Divorce). 
Three Appropriate Responses
One, Hell is a reality. We cannot fool with it. We cannot ignore it. We cannot believe all the lies of its non existence. But it is a place no one needs to go. We certainly can avoid it. The love of God has already provided the way to avoid it. That is what “salvation” basically means; saved from the wrath of God as the eternal punishment of hell. 
But the justice of God does not and cannot give blanket amnesty to everyone. Every person has to choose it, make a conscious choice of it. By not making that choice of avoiding hell, everyone automatically makes the choice of hell. Every person born on the earth is destined to hell, unless he/she makes the choice of avoiding it through coming into relationship with Jesus. There is no other way.

Two, we warn people about it. Imagine you are working in a high rise building. You go to a restroom and see heavy smoke and flames coming out of all the vents. You realize the building is on fire. So you quietly and quickly, without telling anybody, slip out of the building and go home. In the evening news you see with horror that that whole building was destroyed by fire and most of the people working in there did not survive because they did not get early warning. How would you be able to live rest of your life with that guilt feeling of not warning people? 
Three, it is only by the grace of God that we can escape from it. We realize that, as we saw in our previous lesson, nothing we have done or can do that saves us from the hell. We like the rest of the mankind deserved hell. It is only by the grace of God, we, through Jesus, are spared from that eternal destination. And so, the rest of our life we spend serving Him with heartfelt gratitude. 
Most of us know that the Old Testament book of Isaiah divides in two major divisions. The first thirty nine chapters speak about God’s judgment on Israel because of their sin. The second division, twenty seven chapters speak about God’s coming salvation. The Chapter forty begins with the words, “Comfort, comfort my people, says your God”.
But along with the message of comfort and salvation in the second division, there is also a message of condemnation. Twenty seven chapters of the second division divide in three equal parts of nine chapters each. And each part ends with condemnation of the wicked. 
At the end of the first nine chapter part it is noted, “There is no peace,” says the Lord, “for the wicked.” (48:22). Then at the end of second nine chapter it says with little more detail, “But the wicked are like the tossing sea, which cannot rest, whose waves cast up mire and mud. ‘There is no peace,’ says my God, ‘For the wicked’” (57:20-21). Then at the end of the third nine chapter division, which is the end of the book, it says in far more detail, “And they will go out and look on the dead bodies of those who rebelled against me; their worm does not die, their fire is not quenched, and they will be loathsome to all mankind.” (66:24) 
Who are “they” that will go out and see the dead bodies whose worm does not die and whose fire is not quenched? We can imagine, like the story of the rich man and Lazarus; the rich man looking Lazarus resting in Abraham’s bosom. Here the picture is the other way around. These are the people who are described in the previous verses. These are the inhabitants of heaven. 
Now imagine, you are in heaven. And God allows you to crack open the door and lets you see a scene of hell. Living dead bodies. Whose worm would never die and fire will never be quenched. Can you smell the stench? Can you hear the agonizing blood curdling cries? Can you see the dead living bodies flailing their hands in the air crying for help? This is Gahanna. 
When you see that, what would you think? Thank God! But by the grace of God I would have been there. Now it is the warning I receive with all seriousness. Now it is my responsibility to warn others of the place no one needs to go. Now it is my joy and privilege to serve Him and live life pleasing to Him. 
When I survey the wondrous cross
On which the Prince of glory died,
My richest gain I count but loss,
And pour contempt on all my pride.

Were the whole realm of nature mine,
That were a present far too small;
Love so amazing, so divine,
Demands my soul, my life, my all.
Isaac Watts, 1707

5. The Place Where Everyone is Welcome 
Imanuel G. Christian

I have really enjoyed and appreciated the time with you through the series of the messages. You have welcomed me with open arms and open hearts and I have appreciated your words of encouragement on the messages. It has been a great blessing for Violet and I to be part of this fellowship. My special thanks to the class leadership for giving me these opportunities. 
Finally we come to the last message in our Jesus the only way series. This is the good news story. This is the best news that we have. 
By now you know the story of the three cheaters and the Hindu priest being cheated of his precious goat. And you know the moral of the story. A lie when repeated several times does not turn into a truth, but it does become convincing. 
One of the lies we hear today is that all religions are the same. Follow your own path and you will find peace and fulfillment. In our first lesson we noted many drastic differences between Christianity and other religions. Not all religions are the same as we are often told. They do not worship the same God nor do they have the same concept of life after death and how to attain salvation. There is only one genuine way to receive eternal life and that is through Jesus Christ. The next three messages we explained why we must accept that as the truth. God is so high and exalted that no one can reach Him unless He comes down to us which He did in Jesus (Mountain too High to Climb). Then we saw that our sin nature separates us from God. There is such a wide chasm between God’s holiness and our sinfulness that we cannot cross except via the cross of Christ (The Valley Too Deep to Cross). Then we saw that God’s holiness demands that sin must be punished. Unless we accept the way provided by God we wind up in the place of eternal punishment (The Place Where No One Needs to Go). 
Now in this our fifth and last message we come to the best news that Christianity has to offer, The Place Where Everyone is Welcome. 
Bible Reading: Revelation 21:1-7
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. 2 I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. 3 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. 4 ‘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.”

5 He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!” Then he said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.”

6 He said to me: “It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. To the thirsty I will give water without cost from the spring of the water of life. 7 Those who are victorious will inherit all this, and I will be their God and they will be my children.
Heaven: Our Final Destination
In his book Growing Strong in the Seasons of Life, Pastor Chuck Swindoll tells a story about the 19th Century agnostic Thomas Huxley (1825-1895; It was Huxley who promoted Darwinism and Humanism in his attacks on Christianity). Huxley was in Dublin and was rushing to catch a train. He climbed aboard one of Dublin’s famous horse driven coaches and said to the coachman, “Hurry, I’m late … drive fast.” Off they went at a furious pace, and Huxley sat back in his seat and closed his eyes. 
After a while, Huxley opened his eyes and glanced out the window to notice that they were going in the wrong direction. Realizing that he hadn’t told the driver where to take him, he called out, “Do you know where you’re going?”
The driver replied “No, your honor, but I am driving very fast as you told me to”.

Isn’t it strange and old and ironic habit of human beings to drive faster when we have lost our way? 
Obviously this is the picture of the vast humanity today. In our fast paced life we are running around like a chicken with head cut off and have no idea where we are heading to. We have all kinds of plans for the life on this earth, but have no idea and no care about where we are going after this life. 
Few weeks ago we were at a small party. We were sitting at the table with a young Chinese couple. I asked them, “Have you made long term plans?” He looked at me wide eyes and hesitantly said, yes. I said, “No, I mean, long, very long term plans? He was very polite and did not say anything, but his eyes told me he had no idea what I was talking about and may be thinking I was a nut!

In our last message we talked about one place; the place no one needs to go, but sadly most of the vast humanity will end up there. Most of the vast humanity will end up there because to go to that place you do not need to do anything. By not taking action to avoid that place you are automatically deciding to go there. Every human being born on the planet earth will wind up there unless he decides to take the way of escape provided by God in His grace that we have been talking about all along through the series. 
A three-year old girl asked her dad, “Daddy, when I was born, how did you know that I was a girl?” Not a joke, a real life story! By now you know my favorite reading when I am resting in that corner of the house every morning is Reader’s Digest. A hard question to explain to a three-year old! Her dad started with some difficulty, “well, honey, you see, when you were born, you did not have any clothes…”
Before her dad goes any further, she exclaimed, “Oh, I know, the boys are born with clothes”! (Reader’s Digest, January 2013) 
That little girl did not realize at her age that not only girls, boys too are born without clothes. Everybody is born naked not only physically, but spiritually. No matter how much we try to cover up our nakedness, it does not work, it is only fig leaves and you ultimately wind up at the place no one needs to go.

It is the grace of God that the Bible does not end with a curse, but with a blessing. Last time we talked about the book of Isaiah. A mini Bible with sixty six chapters. We talked about the last verse, “They will go out and see the dead bodies of those who rebelled against Me. Their worm does not die and their fire is not quenched and they will be loathsome to all mankind”. 
Similar way do you remember how the Old Testament ends? The last phrase of the Book of Malachi is, “…lest I come and strike the land with a curse” (NASB). The last word of the Old Testament is “curse”.

But the good news is that the Bible does not end with a curse, Bible ends with a blessing. At the end of the New Testament there is a promise, “Yes, I am coming quickly”. Then there is a prayer, “Amen. Come, Lord Jesus”. And blessing, “The grace of the Lord Jesus be with the saints”. 
For the believer, that is our final destination. As Jesus told His disciples, “Let not your hearts be troubled, you believe in God, also believe in Me. In My Father’s house there are many mansions. If that were not so, I would have told you. And I go prepare a place for you I will come back and take you to be with Me so you also may be where I am” (John 14:1-3). 
Heaven: Our Fairytale Come True
Have you ever considered what the fairy tales teach us? Is there any moral behind all these imaginary made-up stories? Why do we like these tales and why do we read these to our children and grandchildren? Most of the fairy tales, not all, have similar endings; they all lived happily ever after! And that is the secret of the fairy tales. They assure us of the ultimate victory of good over evil. There is a cosmic struggle between good and evil, and evil, much of the time, seems to have an upper hand. But ultimately evil will be destroyed; good will triumph and we all will live happily ever after. Fairy tales are just the reflection of this longing of every human heart. 
Think about the Bible as a fairy tale! You will find all the ingredients of a fairy tale in the Bible. Our first parents were living happily. Enjoying their beautiful garden and unhindered fellowship with God. Then the serpent appeared from nowhere and everything changed. There are heartaches and sorrows and every kind of problems we face in life. Constant struggle between the evil and the good and many times evil has the upper hand.
The serpent later becomes the fire breathing dragon in the last book of the Bible. Think of this story:
A great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet and a crown of twelve stars on her head. She was pregnant and cried out in pain as she was about to give birth. Then another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns on its heads. Its tail swept a third of the stars out of the sky and flung them to the earth. 
The dragon stood in front of the woman who was about to give birth, so that it might devour her child the moment he was born. She gave birth to a son. And her child was snatched up to God and to his throne. The woman fled into the wilderness.
Then war broke out in heaven. Michael and his angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought back. But he was not strong enough, and they lost their place in heaven. 
The great dragon was hurled down—that ancient serpent called the devil, or Satan, who leads the whole world astray. He was hurled to the earth, and his angels with him.

When the dragon saw that he had been hurled to the earth, he pursued the woman who had given birth to the male child. The woman was given the two wings of a great eagle, so that she might fly to the place prepared for her in the wilderness out of the serpent’s reach. Then from his mouth the serpent spewed water like a river, to overtake the woman and sweep her away with the torrent. But the earth helped the woman by opening its mouth and swallowing the river that the dragon had spewed out of his mouth. Then the dragon was enraged at the woman and went off to wage war against the rest of her offspring—those who keep God’s commands and hold fast their testimony about Jesus.
Finally the sky opened up with a loud thunder. The Prince appeared with all His splendor and grabbed the dragon and threw him in the fiery pit where he will suffer forever and ever. And the Bride will be with her prince and both together live happily ever after!

Did you see that? It is almost like a fast action thriller! Story with all the ingredients of a fairy tale! 
But the major difference between the fairy tale and the Bible story, of course, is that the Bible story is not a fairy tale. And it is only through the Bible story that this longing of the human heart can be fulfilled. “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have everlasting life”, live happily ever after in the presence of God where there is fullness of joy (John 3:16; Psalm 16:11). 

We still live in a world that is filled with evil and with hunger and sickness and all kind of frustrations and troubles that even believers are not immune to. The world is still under the grips of the evil one. And, as Paul says, “…the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth”, and we too, “who have the first fruits of the Spirit groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies” (Romans 8:22-23).
The Bible, on one hand, provides the way to fulfill the longing of the human heart. On the other hand, it creates a hunger and thirst that cannot be satisfied by even the best things this world has to offer. Just like the Old Testament saints, we too are looking forward to the day when our “faith shall be sight, the clouds be rolled back as a scroll; the trump shall resound and the Lord shall descend” and everything will be well with our soul (From the hymn, “It is Well with My Soul”). The Prince will ultimately defeat the old dragon and take His princess (Bride) to be with Him. And the dwelling of God will be with His people, and He will live with them and wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain (Revelation 21:3-4), and His people will live with Him happily ever after! (Actually, I like the fairy tale ending in Guajarati which says, “They ate (the fruit of the tree of life), drank (from the river of life) and reigned (forever)!” 
To live happily ever after is a God-inspired longing of every human heart. Fairy tales are just the reflection of this longing of every human heart. In eternal life all our longings will be fulfilled, all our expectations realized, all our hopes realized. It will be like nothing we have ever experienced or even expected. As C. S. Lewis said, we all long for “the scent of a flower we have not found, the echo of a tune we have not heard, news from a country we have never yet visited.” Or as the Bible says, “Things which eye has not seen and ear has not heard, and which have not entered in the heart of man, all that God has prepared for those who love Him. For to us God revealed them through the Spirit” (2 Corinthians 2:9-10). 
Heaven: Our Eternal Home
Psalm 23 is probably most loved and most familiar psalm for all of us. Do you remember how that psalm ends? “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will be in the house of the Lord forever”! As long as I live on this earth, Lord’s goodness and mercy are always with me. And when my life on this earth ends, I have eternal home, and I will live in the house of the Lord forever!!
Heaven is the Lord’s house and our eternal home. There we will enjoy our unhindered fellowship with the Lord. In His presence there is fullness of joy and at His right hand eternal pleasures! There we will be with our loved ones in the Lord and no death and no separation ever. There we will serve the Lord and worship Him forever and ever. 
You like the music in our church? It is outstanding! It is heavenly! When I attended the Dallas Theological Seminary (1974-1978) the seminary theme hymn was All hail the power of Jesus’ name. That time the seminary did not accept ladies, only men. The enrollment that time was around one thousand. We had chapel service every school day. When we sang that hymn with the top of our voices with full gusto the voices of thousand plus men filled the Chafer chapel and you can literally hear the rafters creaking. Even today as I think of that it gives me goose bumps. 
But you ain’t seen nothing yet! Every time the door of heaven is cracked open and we have a glimpse of heaven we see it filled with loud sounds of praises and exuberant worship.
Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders. 12 In a loud voice they were saying: 
“Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain,
 to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength
 and honor and glory and 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 and to the Lamb
 be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!”
The four living creatures said, “Amen,” and the elders fell down and worshiped (Revelation 5:11-14) 
If you are ever discouraged in this life, just read last two chapters of the Bible! There is so much about heaven in those two chapters. That is how the story ends. If we have come into the relationship with Christ we will certainly live happily ever after. 
Heaven: Our Present Experience
Heaven is not only our future eternal home, it is our present experience. In a Sunday school a teacher carefully explained to the kids the plan of salvation, how to go to heaven. At the end of the lesson, to make sure the kids understood everything, she asked, “Okay, boys and girls, how do we go to heaven?” She expected answer something like you have to receive Jesus in your heart. But one girl raised her hand and answered, “You have to die”! 
In a sense that girl was right. You cannot go to heaven until you die or the Lord comes to take His bride home. But that actually is our usual attitude toward heaven. When we die we will go to heaven and enjoy all the blessings of heaven. When a believer dies we use words like he went to be with the Lord! To be with the Lord has come to mean death!
Imagine this scenario. One morning after breakfast I tell Violet, okay I want to spend some time with the Lord and then I go to my room. Then she hears a knock at the door. She opens the door and sees two our very close friends. With a big smile she invites them in. Then the friend asks her, “Where is Imanuel?” Violet says, “He just went to be with the Lord!” 
What do you think our friends would think? They would be shocked! And more than the news they would be shocked by the cavalier and casual way and with happy smile she conveyed the news. You want to live in a way that your wife, or husband, is at least somewhat sad when you die, not rejoicing.

And this actually happened. Once my wife and I went to attend a Christmas Eve service at our church. It was packed. I do not remember how it happened, but we got separated. May be I went to the rest room and she went in to find a spot. But when I came back I looked all around and I could not find her. She was not at our usual spot. You know how it is; we all have our own assigned seats. The service began and I just sat down where I found a spot.

My wife was feeling uneasy all the time during the service. A lady sitting next to her must have noticed that so she asked, “Are you alright?” My wife with a smile told her, “Yes, I am fine. I just lost my husband”. Again, can you imagine the shock the lady must have felt with the way my wife conveyed the news! Being very polite, as you have to be when you are in a church service, she began to express her sympathy. My wife told her what really had happened and I am sure they had a big laugh as we both had when she told me the story!

But my point is, we do not have to wait till we die to enjoy heaven. The moment we accept the Lord, we are already in heaven. Listen what the Bible says, “But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions… And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:4-6). 
Eternal life for the believer is not pie in the sky that begins only after we die. As we continue to grow in our relationship with God through daily spending time in His Word and serving the Lord, we enjoy all the blessings of heaven here and now. When a person comes into a relationship with God he is assured of heaven. But as he continues to grow into that relationship heaven comes down to him and he experiences that joy of heaven increasingly. If we make knowing Him, loving Him and serving Him our priority, then the things of this world will grow strangely dim and we will be able not only to appreciate our spiritual blessings, but also be able to enjoy this life and the things of this world, and our life will be more and more filled with the joy and peace that God desires us to have. 
Jesus said I have come so they may life and have it abundantly (John 10:10). Our life is, should be, filled with joy and peace, excitement and exuberance! We have the real joy; we have the real reason for celebration and to enjoy life. We do not have to go around sad as Sadducees or like a fasting Pharisee! Let others see your joy. Let others experience your joy. When we enter a room every face should light up with a smile! 
We do not have to wait till we die to enjoy Heaven. “Heaven came down and glory filled my soul”. Not when I die. But “when at the cross my Savior made me whole”!!

Our Response:
Heaven: Our Blessed Assurance
From the beginning of this series our main theme has been “Blessed assurance Jesus is mine, O what a foretaste of glory divine”! Do not let anyone rob you of your goat! Do not let all the lies we hear around us rob you of your assurance of eternal life, rob you of your joy of salvation, When doubt arise, think of the things we have talked about. Christianity is only religion that makes sense. It is the logical religion, common sense religion. If you have any common sense you have no choice but to accept this as the only truth. As Peter said, this Book has the words of eternal life, where else can we go? Or, there is no other name given under heaven among man by which we can be saved. If you have not yet accepted that truth, right now is the time to do that. And if you already have, be assured of the truth and bask in the light of the truth. 
Heaven: Our Excitement Of It
When you are really excited about something what do you do? I can tell you one thing; you cannot keep quiet about it! One Sunday after the church service parents picked up their four year old girl from her Sunday school class. She was beaming. As soon as she got in the car she told her parents, “Mom, Daddy, did you know, my Sunday school teacher is Jesus’ grandma”. The parents were really surprised to hear that and asked, “Honey, how do you know that?” She replied, “All the time she keeps talking about Jesus and keeps showing His pictures”. 
That is the kind of Sunday school teacher you want for your children and grand children! Check all the ladies’ purses here, and you will find photos of their grandkids. We are so excited about our grandkids. We have eight, ranging from sixteen to two. But the girl has a point. If you are excited about something or someone, you cannot keep quiet. 
How excited are you about heaven? When was the last time that you shared about heaven to someone? 
Heaven: Our Foremost Priority
My friends, this is not our home. We will be gone, sooner or later, sooner than we can think or imagine. Everything we do here is in the context of heaven. Like Paul said, whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God. 
You may have heard the phrase, he is so heavenly minded that no earthly good! That certainly is not true. As C. S. Lewis said those who made the most contribution for the advancement of the culture and betterment of the humanity were people who lived by eternal values. That certainly is true. Otherwise you would be most selfish, self centered and living with under the sun outlook and most miserable and everything meaningless. We have to make the most of the short life we are here on the earth and only Christianity provides you the way to make your life most meaningful, for this life on earth as well as life after death. If you are not heavenly minded you are no earthly good. 
There was an old wise man lived simple life in a secluded place. He was known all around for his wisdom and many people paid him visit to learn from him. Once upon a time a tourist from America came to visit him. The tourist was really taken aback seeing the simplicity of the old man. He asked, “Teacher, how can you live like this? You have no bed, no piece of furniture, no utensils.” 
The teacher in response asked the tourist, “My friend, you ask me where is my furniture or other things. But I have to ask you where is your furniture, your bed, your utensils?” The tourist was taken by surprise. He said, “Teacher, I am just a tourist, I am here for a short time, I am just passing through”.

“So am I, my friend, so am I”, replied the teacher. 
My friends, if you have not made sure about heaven, it is still not too late. If you are not excited about heaven now you will never be. 
There are only two purposes that the Lord has allowed us continue to live on earth. One is getting us ready for heaven. Daily we are not going closer to the grave, we are going closer to the Lord and daily we are becoming more and more like Jesus. And two, we are being blessing to people around us by sharing the Joy of the Lord with them. The greatest blessing of the believer’s life on earth not that he is blessed, but that he is a blessing. 
My Jesus, I love Thee, I know Thou art mine;
For Thee all the follies of sin I resign
My gracious Redeemer, my Savior art Thou;
If ever I loved Thee, my Jesus, ‘tis now
I love Thee because Thou has first loved me
And purchased my pardon on Calvary’s tree
I love Thee for wearing the thorns on Thy brow;
If ever I loved Thee, my Jesus, ‘tis now
I’ll love Thee in life, I will love Thee in death,
And praise Thee as long as Thou lendest me breath;
And say when the death dew lies cold on my brow,
If ever I loved Thee, my Jesus, ‘tis now.
In mansions of glory and endless delight
I’ll ever adore Thee in heaven so bright;
I’ll sing with the glittering crown on my brow;
If ever I loved Thee, my Jesus, ‘tis now.
William Ralph Featherston, 1864
Prayer

Our heavenly Father, thank you that your story does not end with the bad news of the place where no one needs to go, but with the good news of the place where everyone is welcome. Thank you that in your grace and love for us, for the whole humanity, you have provided the way to enter this place. Thank you for this truth revealed to us through your written Word and made possible through your Living Word, our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Our prayer is that we would be excited about this place you have prepared for us, we would share it with those who have not yet accepted the way, we would live in great hope and expectation of that place daily getting ready for it and prepared to meet our Savior with whom we will spend the eternity. In your presence there is fullness of joy and eternal pleasures at your right hand. Thank you for Jesus who made this possible and in His Name we pray. Amen
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