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IS BAPTISM A TICKET TO HEAVEN?


Tickets! Tickets! Who has a ticket? Rachel, do you have a ticket? Is baptism a ticket to heaven? What if you are not baptized? What if you are not old enough to be baptized? What about babies? How do you know you are saved? Are you sure you have the right ticket? 


Perhaps you have been to a funeral where the pastor offered no comfort to the family in their time of loss but instead used the occasion to scare those who only come to church for funerals and weddings. I’ve heard it preached: “Sister Mary is in heaven because she believes in Jesus, but when you die will you see Sister Mary again or will you go to hell?” Do you know what I’m talking about?


God is invisible and quiet, so those who speak for God try to tell us what we must do to have the right ticket and know that we are saved. Someone gives you a pamphlet with the Four Spiritual Laws and assures you that if you pray the prayer at the end you will have a ticket to heaven.  When I was a child my pastor gave me a small, blue New Testament with the “Roman Road of Salvation” marked with phrases such as, “see page 51,” and there I would find Romans 3:23 underlined: For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.

I spent some years in the Evangelism Explosion program. We went out two-by-two to visit prospects on Thursday nights. After a few minutes of chit-chat, we were trained to ask our first question, “Have you come to a place in your life that you know for certain that you have eternal life and that you will go to heaven when you die?” How’s that for an opening question? You haven't seen someone squirm until you ask them that question in their living room! The second question we were trained to ask was, “Suppose you were standing before God right now and God asked you, ‘Why should I let you into my heaven?’ What do you think you would say?”

How would you answer those questions about a ticket to heaven? “Have you come to a place in your life that you know for certain that you have eternal life?” My answer is “Yes, definitely!” And my answer to the second part of that question-- “Have you come to a place in your life that you know for certain that you will go to heaven when you die?”—is “No, I am not certain.” This sermon is an explanation of my answers—“Yes” concerning my certainty about eternal life and “No” concerning my certainty about heaven. Please let me clarify before you run out screaming. 
THE TICKET TO ETERNAL LIFE 


I believe I have a ticket to eternal life but I am not certain if I have a ticket to heaven. You know why? Jesus didn't say much about heaven. Some think he did mainly because of Matthew‘s gospel account. Jesus talked a lot about the “kingdom of God.” He meant the “the rule of God,” the “power of God.” Matthew tried to avoid using the name “God” so he changed Mark's reference from “kingdom of God” to “kingdom of heaven” and we think Jesus spent a lot of time talking about how to go to heaven when we die. For Matthew, however “heaven” is just another word for “God.”

Jesus talked a lot about the kingdom of God, the rule of God, the influence of God, the will of God, but his reference is more about influence than about place. The kingdom of heaven is not so much a place where God rules as it is the influence in the world, and Jesus knew the main place God can rule is in our hearts. Nowhere in the New Testament do I hear Jesus say, “If you will just do this, you will go to heaven when you die.” As a matter of fact, Mark tells us, Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news  of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near;  repent, and believe in the good news” (Mark 1: 14-15).  Jesus often said, “The rule of God is near you and among you.” 


We like to quote John 3:16:“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. That word translated “life” is zoie, which is eternal life. And it is to the end of the age. “Everlasting life” is a quantitative term and “eternal” is a qualitative term. In John 3:16 we are promised eternal life which will last to the end of the age. 



Eternal life is meaningful life, purposeful life, fulfilling life. No matter how long it lasts (its breadth), eternal life is life with depth. Jesus talked a lot about eternal life, meaningful life and very little about life in heaven when you die. Oh, he told some stories about what it is like in the next life, but his preaching and teaching were about how to live in this life. Jesus assumed that eternal life would go on to the end of the age, but he emphasized that eternal life begins right now and not just when you die. 

Since I was a teenager, my favorite verse of scripture has been John 10:10: “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.”  More than any other gospel account, John stresses that eternal life, abundant life, begins right now when we allow God to rule in our hearts. Living with God does not start when we die and go to heaven but when we accept this wonderful gift of abundant life right now—in this life. 
WHAT FAITH IS


What is the ticket to heaven? I don’t think it is baptism. Baptism for Baptists has no power in itself for salvation. We view baptism as a sign (a witness) that we have accepted this wonderful gift of salvation through faith. What is faith? We turn to our other passage for today--Galatians 2: For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God,  who loved me and gave himself for me.  (Galatians 2:19-20). 

Paul writes that faith means to let go of this effort to accomplish something or become something so that God can work in our lives. In other words, our faith is in Christ instead of faith in ourselves or in our own accomplishments. We are to live, to live for Christ's sake, in faith. But a great deal of confusion exists about the meaning of faith today. Let's first see what faith is not.


First, faith is never owned. Faith is never intended to be a possession people can have to guarantee their status, like a membership card or even a baptism certificate.  Faith is not some item given to us that we can put in a jar on the shelf and point toward whenever someone asks us about our relationship to God. Faith is not a claim so as to put God in debt, as if God owes a special blessing or peculiar care to those who believe. 

Second, faith is not a work that we do. The line is thin but terribly important which separates faith as a necessary response to God's grace from faith as a precondition to grace.  When Paul says we are “saved through faith,” Paul regularly uses the Greek preposition dia with the genitive case to mean "through" faith.  He never uses dia with the accusative case which would mean "on account of" faith.  You and I do not need to generate faith on our own before God will love us and forgive us. We do not produce faith on our own as a work in order to persuade God to like us. Faith is not a reliance on one's accomplishments or one's lack of accomplishments, but a trust in the accomplishments of God.


Enough about what faith is not.  What, then, preacher, is faith, if it is not a private possession or a work we do? Faith is opening my life to God through Jesus Christ. Faith is the admission that I have messed up my life trying to justify myself and trying to make myself acceptable to others, acceptable to myself, and, more importantly, trying to make myself acceptable to God. In a simple sentence, faith is accepting the gift of grace from God offered freely to everyone through Jesus Christ. When we are baptized, we are testifying, “I accept this free gift of God.” Baptism is not a ticket to heaven but it is a testimony to what God is doing in my life.
UNCERTAIN ABOUT HEAVEN, YET CERTAIN ABOUT ETERNAL LIFE


If you ask me, “Have you come to a place in your life that you know for certain that you will go to heaven when you die?” my answer is “No, I am not certain.” It’s not that I don’t believe in a life after this life. It’s just that what happens is not up to me. If I were certain, then it would be because of something I have done. And if I have earned a ticket or deserved it or done something to make myself worthy of it, then heaven would be an obligation by God, not a gift. Heaven (the life after this life) is a gift, however. Please hear me: I hope for heaven and look forward to heaven, but the gift is in the hand of the Giver. 


I started with two questions from Evangelism Explosion: “Have you come to a place in your life that you know for certain that you have eternal life?” and “Have you come to a place in your life that you know for certain that you will go to heaven when you die?” I have tried to say today that these are not the same question. My evangelism training melted them into one, but they are different questions. I am not certain that I am going to heaven, but I am certain that I have eternal life. Enjoying eternal life and going to heaven are not the same promise.

“Have you come to a place in your life that you know for certain that you have eternal life?” My answer is “Yes, definitely.” Jesus says today, “Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep.  All who came before me are thieves and bandits; but the sheep did not listen to them.  I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture. (John 10:7-9).  At some specific points in my life I have recognized the voice of the Jesus the Good Shepherd. Sometimes I hear the voices of thieves who cast doubt on the shepherd’s faithfulness and love. 

As I am standing before God right now, I can say, “I have heard the voice of the good shepherd who is the way for me and I have said “Yes” to his promise that he has come that I may have life and have it abundantly.” Jesus is faithful and is powerful enough to be saving me, and that is enough. It is enough. I know I am being saved. I can feel it and can see it. My life and my salvation are in the good shepherd’s hands. And I have found that he gives abundant, meaningful, eternal life right now. My shepherd supplies my need, and that is enough. 
In a few minues we will call for a response: When you bring your offering forward during the instrumental music, please bring your ticket with you and drop your ticket in the offering plate to symbolize you are letting go of your desire to earn your spot in heaven.
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