
Sermon for Sunday 26th July 2020: Making our home with the Messiah (part 2) 

Rev Hamish Galloway 

John 14: 1-7 (4-7) 

Review: 

The key points from last week: 

1. Death can cause us anxiety (14:1a) 

2. Ultimately we need to trust God (14:1b) 

3. There is plenty of space in heaven for all (14:2a) 

4. Jesus is the first fruit of eternal life – his resurrection demonstrates to us that death is not 

the end (14: 2b) 

5. We do not do the journey from this life to the next alone – Jesus is with us (14:3) 

We continue this week with where we got to in John 14: 

You know the way to the place where I am going (Jesus) 

Lord we don’t know where you are going (Thomas) 

This place we call heaven, where is it? 

Firstly, it is a created realm. God, the bible tells us in numerous places, is creator of heaven and earth: 

‘the maker of heaven and earth’ Psalm 146:6 

And as with this awe inspiringly beautiful universe that we dwell in here and now, so too is the 

heavenly realm. The bible uses a range of imagery to communicate with us that it is awesome. Last 

week we read from Psalm 23, which depicts it in terms of a sumptuous feast. In Revelation 21, the 

passage we read today, it is depicted in terms of the finest of jewels and gold! It seems to me that 

these images are seeking to communicate with us about the beauty and wonder of this heavenly 

realm, connecting with us around things we know and love, food and jewelry in these cases. Perhaps 

if someone like me was to be given a vision of heaven, it would be of a beautiful golf course!?  

The other image in the readings we have been using for these 2 sermons is of a place where we abide 

with God. Remember from last week the word for ‘mansions’ or ‘rooms’ in the phrase “in my father’s 

house are many rooms” is, in essence, about abiding with God. I personally think heaven is a place of 

close connection with God. I think of the verses that talk about the presence of the Holy Spirit in our 

hearts as a deposit, a small down-payment guaranteeing the full payment to come! (2 Corinthians 

1:22 and Ephesians 1:14). To me this speaks about heaven as a fulfilment of, consummation of, the 

loving relationship with God that we get a taste of in those most connected spiritual moments here 

on earth! 

So, it is a place God has created, awesomely beautiful, where relationship with God is central. 

Where is this place? This is complicated. The answers are complex and speculative! 

Firstly, God is other than this created order; God exists before and beyond both heaven and earth, 

which flow out of his creative touch. This is an important defining characteristic of the monotheistic 

religions – Judaism, Christianity, and Islam – compared with polytheistic religions like Hinduism. From 

what I have read and come to understand, monotheistic religious believe God is eternal outside of the 

created order, we are created and live once on this planet and then have the opportunity to go to be 

with God in heaven, retaining our individual identity. Polytheistic religions see the universe as eternal 

and everything that is, exists within the universe, including the divine thread that runs through the 

universe and holds it all together. When we die then we are recycled into the universe (reincarnation) 



with a goal that, after many reincarnations, we might move up the cycle to the point of being absorbed 

into the divine thread. These are two very different belief systems! 

So for Christianity this universe is not all that there is. We know from the bible that not only God 

stands outside our universe, so there are other dimensions beyond us. Heaven exists in another 

dimension. C S Lewis picks up this idea in the Narnia Chronicles whereby just on the other side of the 

wardrobe is another whole dimension, related to this world, but different. And so closely connected 

that we can be in this world one moment and in Narnia the next. That reminds me of what Jesus said 

to the thief on the cross – “this day you will be with me in paradise.” And I think of the existing 

connections between heaven and earth, primarily in Jesus and the Holy Spirit. Jesus came from heaven 

to earth, from one dimension to another. And Philippians 2 spells out that, in order to do so, he needed 

to limit himself. This suggests strongly that there are different properties that apply in the two 

different dimensions. And then, since Pentecost, the Holy Spirit’s presence in our hearts brings to us 

an interaction of heaven and earth! 

“How can we know the way” (Thomas) 

“I am the way and the truth and the Life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” (Jesus) 

Firstly, this idea of knowing the way implies that we can get lost! Have you ever been lost? One of my 

most scary times was leading a tramp in the Arthur’s Pass area, up to the Goat Pass hut. I had been 

there once before, I thought I knew the way. It was a difficult group, some were making slow progress, 

others got too far ahead and to compound things, it began to rain. As darkness was about to fall we 

had still not reached the hut and I had the terrible feeling that we were lost. The prospect of a night 

in the outdoors when we had no tents with us, and we were already wet and cold, was frightening! I 

actually dropped to my knees in a prayer of desperation. And as I did a last shaft of light broke through 

the clouds of dusk and as I followed the light it fell on the hut, some distance behind us! I suddenly 

knew the way and we were safe! We got to the hut, warmed up by a lovely woodburner, and relaxed 

into this safe place. But my mind was also on the other place we could have ended up, sleeping rough 

and cold. 

This is an interesting image because the Bible also talks about two places, two destinations in the 

afterlife. It would not be right in any discussion of heaven not to also discuss the idea of hell. For a 

start it is the idea of hell that causes many to be anxious about dying! And the church does not have 

a great track record with this, as over the centuries the church has used the fear of hell to scare people 

into faith in God! 

So what do we make of hell? As with heaven, there is imagery in the bible designed to give us a sense 

of this place. The two main images used are fire and death. Let’s look at these in turn. 

Jesus uses the fire image in the story of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:23-24). The idea here is a 

place where we are being burnt up but never consumed, an ongoing tortuous agony! Rob Bell 

published a book called Love Wins in 2011 that stirred up the Christian world around this. Basically he 

was challenging the traditional Christian idea of hell fire. He says: 

“Here’s how the traditional story goes….God offers us eternal life by grace, freely, through no merit 

on our part. Unless you do not respond the right way. Then God will torture you forever. In hell.” 

What do I make of this? 

Well, firstly I make a distinction between biblical exegesis and systematic theology. Exegesis deals with 

a particular text, seeking to see what it is saying. Systematic theology places that text in the whole 

biblical narrative to test what we think it is saying to make sure our conclusion is consistent with the 

big picture of God. When I do that this idea of torture is not consistent with the overriding big picture 



of a loving God. I just don’t buy it. It is repulsive to me. So what do we make of these kind of passages 

about hell fire? 

This bring me to s second point; the ghastly imagery is meant to communicate that to miss out on 

eternal life in heaven with God is ghastly! 

The second image is death. So Romans 6:23 talks about the ways of sin bring death. And in the well-

known John 3:16 it talks about perishing or eternal life. In this image we either have eternal life or 

eternal death. The idea is that if we know God now, that will continue on into a wonderful eternity. If 

not, then we die and that is it – eternal death. This is called annihilism and there are good discussions 

of the two concepts of hell fire or annihilation in a paper called The Nature of Hell: A Report by the 

Evangelical Alliance (2000). If you are interested, it is available online. 

Over the years I have veered towards this annihilist view. However, more recently I have been 

warming to another perspective. This perspective is that we all inherit eternal life, but for some that 

will be a cold, dark, isolated and hellish existence; for others it will be warm, filled with light, loving 

and heavenly! 

A text for this is the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15: 11-32). In this story it is the banquet in the 

Father’s house that is the vision of heaven. The lost son knows his need of forgiveness and 

reconciliation with God, and enters into the warmth, light, company and abundance of the banquet. 

The older son stands on his self-righteousness and refuses to enter into the house, therefore confines 

himself to the outer darkness – cold, isolated and cut off from the Father. 

CS Lewis picks up on this kind of thinking in his little book on heaven and hell The Great Divorce. This 

is a great read. The comparison is between people in the afterlife who are living in isolated cottages 

in damp, dark valleys, versus those who are in the foothills of heaven, moving together towards the 

ultimate and glorious reality which is God: light, warmth and love! 

The idea is that if we live a miserable life isolated from God in this life, that is where we will be in the 

next. If we live a life connected with God through faith and the Holy Spirit in this life, this is where we 

will be in the next. 

I see the sense in this. What do you think? 

Finally, Jesus says: 

“I am the way the truth and the life, no one comes to the Father except through me.” 

At one level this seems arrogant, narrow and judgmental towards other religions. 

However, I see it this way: a common denominator in other religions is “what must I do to earn eternal 

life?” For Hindus it amounts to building up good karma through good work; for Muslims it is keeping 

the 5 Pillars of Islam, including a trip to Mecca and the Kaaba at least once in your life; for Jews it is 

keeping the law; for good Kiwi blokes it is making sure your good deeds outweigh your bad! The 

problem here is connection to God that depends on us. The bible says that if it depends on us we will 

always come up short, because God is qualitatively and quantitatively beyond our reach. The only way 

we can possibly connect is by God’s moving to us in order to close this gap! 

He does this in Jesus, overcoming all our shortcomings on the cross. 

The only way to God and heaven is by the grace of God, not by the works of our flawed human efforts. 

Therefore, Jesus is the only way, in that Jesus’ way is God’s undeserved grace poured out on humanity! 



Where does that leave other religions? This is my take on that …… we have a loving, gracious God, 

who would have all experience the wonders of heaven (1 Timothy 2:4) 

For some of us, we know the grace of God expressed to us in the person and work of Jesus Christ! For 

others, the grace of God in Jesus Christ will come to them in different ways, but it is still the grace of 

God as made possible by the death and resurrection of Jesus. I put great store in the passage that talks 

about for those to whom much has been given, much will be expected, and for those to whom less is 

given, less is expected (Luke 12:48). In this respect our eternal destiny will depend on how we respond 

to the grace of God in Jesus Christ, no matter how it comes to us! 

Finally, what a wonderful thing to die knowing the peace that comes from being secure in the 

knowledge of the grace and love of God and the presence of God abiding in our hearts through the 

power of the Holy Spirit. I have seen that peace repeatedly in Christian folk. It is attractive and 

compelling. May it be the way for you and I as we navigate this big area - where there is so much we 

do not know - with trust in God! 


