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ETERNITY: FACT or FICTION?
Gaining eternal life. 1 Timothy 1:1

I would like to think with you today about eternity and time. Being left in charge
at St Andrew’s for two weeks, I learnt how much is happening in our church
during the week. On several occasions I became more than usually conscious of
God’s eternity and eternal life. A few days ago I stood at the death-bed of an
old, very much loved gentleman, father and grandfather of the many relatives
standing around. None of them were churchgoers, but the family was of Scottish
origin and therefore they had asked for a Presbyterian minister.

At this time of imminent death and fleeting mortality, all felt downcast. There
was a sense of resignation and surrender in the air as though all were less sure
of themselves. I read Deuteronomy 33:27 about God being our refuge consoling
us in his everlasting arms. Also the 23rd Psalm about God’s guidance and the
famous passages of Romans 8:38 where St Paul says that neither death nor life,
nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers
of height or depth, nor anything in creation shall be able to separate us from
the love of God. And in the prayer following I stressed the same themes of God’s
everlasting arms and his eternity transcending human time. These readings and
prayers help to make us feel in touch with God. As one of the relatives said, God
seemed to be actually and realistically supporting them in their distress and
grief.

God seems to be closer to humans at moments like these than when
self-confidence is upper most. Jesus said: ‘Blessed are they that mourn: for they
shall be comforted’ (Matthew 5:4). There seems to be an openness for God’s word
when our securities are on the skids, when death intervenes in our taken for
granted relations of affection. Our emptiness seemed to be suddenly filled with
an understanding of God’s mercy, or a vague understanding of how God’s
eternity impinges on our mortality.

Time is a human construct. The idea of time very likely resulted from man’s
mortality being put in a larger context. Survival of the fittest demanded an
increasing reliance on cooperation and communication. Or to say this differently
and more brutally: man had to rise above his animal nature, if the species was
to dominate according to God’s plan (Genesis 1:26). And that means that time
had to expand beyond physical life span. It had to incorporate all knowledge,
norms and values transmitted from one generation to another.

11



To Calvin therefore both reason (undergirding knowledge) and conscience (vital
for the implementation of norms and values) had to be God-given.

Since time immemorial, time itself had to have a clearly defined purpose beyond
the limits of man’s organic existence. Throughout the Bible this purpose is vested
in God who is not only eternal and the preserver of values, but also the guardian
of each individual conscience. This guardianship comes close to what St Paul
and Calvin call ‘election’, God’s active, personal, involvement, in man’s actions.
Vital, however, is also man’s response, commitment, surrender to, and faith in,
this intimate initiative. To be at all efficacious, it has to be a strong bond, a
solemn covenant, a mutual trust between both parties. I don’t think there is a
page in the entire Bible that does not make this abundantly clear.

To return to eternity or eternal life as a vital piece in the puzzle of life, God is
eternal, because his order stretches beyond the physical order of animal and
human bodies. It includes everything that nowadays we would call civilization,
culture, society, all ideas and concepts which one cannot find in the Bible,
because they were not part of the vocabulary in the days God’s word was written
down.

Yet that animal nature of man had, and still has, its own integrity. It is and was
dead set on survival and therefore health and recovering of that health, if it had,
or has been, put in jeopardy. But there is more. The physical nature of man is
also programmed to perpetuate itself vigorously. After all each of us is the
product of one sperm, which managed to outdo millions of others, in fertilizing
the one egg that began your and my life. The Bible calls that desire for physical
integrity ‘flesh’ or the carnal aspect of lustful man or our ‘lower nature’, as St
Paul calls it in Galatians 5:16. In Ephesians he calls it our ‘sensuality’, obeying
the ‘promptings of our own instincts.’

Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Luther and Calvin follow St Paul closely. Again
and again in the Institutes of the Christian Religion, his commentaries and his
numerous sermons Calvin views man’s lustful instincts as being at war with his
higher nature. He approves wholeheartedly of St Paul when in Romans 8:7 he
writes about man’s lower nature being at war with God. And in this war eternity
is on God’s side, the temporary pleasures of lust are on Satan’s. Self-denial to
the point of sacrifice on the cross and martyrdom are God’s will, but
self-indulgence is on the Devil’s side.

Yet the basic instinct in all humans to survive and procreate the species has its
own well-developed integrity. St Paul and Calvin may come close (very close,
yet never entirely) to associating it with original sin, but that is primarily because
they are in the business of propagating, promulgating and proclaiming an
altogether different form of integrity. And this altogether different form of
integrity or God’s Spirit (Romans 8:9) is, as St Paul so well expresses, at war
with the ‘flesh’ (or man’s lower nature).
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It is the intrinsic power and potency of that mundane nature or original sin,
which has to be stressed so strongly, in order for that heavenly vision to come
into its own. The latter (God’s eternal Spirit and his everlasting arms) transcends
man’s mortality and human time and cannot come into its own, unless it distances
itself from, and even altogether disowns, the power of the former.

St Paul and Calvin use the concept of eternity only sparingly in the Institutes of
the Christian Religion. Calvin calls conscience ‘an undoubted sign of an immortal
spirit.’ It is ‘evidence of our immortal essence.’ In other words, all values and
norms that form our conscience are God’s gift: they lift man above his animal
instincts and discipline them for the sake of social cohesion, strengthening and
improving the social system.

Expiation (the expunging, annulling of sin or reconciliation of God and man
through the sacrificial death of Jesus on the cross) is also called ‘eternal’ by
Calvin, as indeed it is called in the epistle on which his comments are based
(Hebrews 9:14). The reconciliation consists of man’s sinfulness or propensity
for disorder countered and modified by God’s whole-making or ordered plan
for existence or, as Calvin, true to the Bible, keeps stressing, the way God has
predestined that existence.

To Calvin and the many biblical authors, predestination was an ordered or
structured blueprint, transcendentally superimposed on an obviously not so
orderly existence. If nowadays ‘predestination’ is an idea avoided in most
preaching, it is because theology has not come to grips with the fatal symbiosis
between a basic human need for eternity-requiring securities and delineations
on the one hand and an equally strong, but contrasting, need for a dynamic,
flexible, and therefore mortal, creating of order out of potential chaos, on the
other hand.

The sacrifice of Jesus on the cross is the event through which the chasm between
eternity (or whatever transcends mundane existence) and time (or whatever is
bound up in that existence) is bridged for the transformation of the latter. The
more permanent blueprint has to prevail over an eventually dispensable,
temporal, scaffold, surrounding the intended structure. Expiation as well as the
incarnation is the theological solution to the need for bridging the gap between
the transcendental and the imminent, the permanent and the temporal, eternity
and time.

How? Incarnation is easy. In Jesus the divine and the human (immortality and
mortality, eternity and limited time) were united, even though this uniting is
still an ongoing process. Expiation by contrast is not so easy. Primarily because
humans rather snuff out the notion of sin, particularly ‘original sin’, and prefer
to turn a blind eye to the disorder following in its wake. They rather work
towards an imagined, self-concocted, God-denying order without bothering
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about its antecedents, however real and inescapable. God and His order are
therefore ignored in the equation.

Yet Christians maintain that expiation and annulment of sin, forgiveness in other
words, is a prerequisite for restoring order. They maintain that this forgiveness
cannot come from man’s convincing himself about his deflationary self-salvation
and capacity for self-redemption, but can much more realistically be derived
from a transcendental source. Therefore the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross is
among many other things a bridging of the gap between sin and salvation, time
and eternity, man and God.

Yet the chasm remains. Quite plainly, as said before, one source of integrity
(based on the survival instinct and our inbred propensity to propagate the race)
is at odds with another form of integrity (based on all the things that transcend
the bodily survival instinct, such as culture, civilization, technology, society,
norms, values, beliefs, etc.). Hedonism versus mortification; animal gratification
versus the discipline of appetites; momentary pleasure versus eternal life. This
seems to be the stark choice the Bible, St Paul and Calvin have in mind.

And yet, however much the God/Satan contest is still obviously around us, the
reconciliation between God’s eternity and man’s mortality, or God’s
universe-wide order and man’s very real disorder, is also fact. The signs are all
around us. Civilization, culture and society exist and flourish. Man’s
self-centeredness is being curtailed for the sake of the greater good of all and
his instincts are disciplined in order for culture to blossom.

However much that reconciliation is imperfect in its actual effect, but humans
have indeed raised themselves substantially beyond our lower nature.
Reconciliation is an ongoing process, similar to rescuing order out of disorder.
Humanly speaking the chasm is too deep for final resolution. Yet spiritually
speaking, as St Paul does in Romans, Jesus Christ has bridged the chasm.
Salvation has conquered sin. Eternity has won out over time.

The Holy Spirit remains active in human affairs. Yet the battle is ongoing. The
openness to God by all those mourning the death of a beloved grandfather in a
Canberra hospital was for real. So was the collection of underworld outcasts at
the funeral I conducted in Queanbeyan a few years ago. Here too God’s eternity
impinged on man’s mortality. The deceased, a young man, had died of an
overdose. He was HIV positive and I understood the coroner to have been
reluctant to open the body for inspection. St Stephen’s was filled to overflowing
with his derelict mates and their prostitute girlfriends.

The young man was a scion of an established Queanbeyan family, but his drug
habits had alienated his relatives. His mates and friends who packed the little
St Stephen’s Presbyterian Church for his funeral were like him, addicts and as
the funeral director, who was the same age as the deceased kept informing me,
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many had been his classmates. ‘They all look at least twenty years older than
they actually are’, he said, and he was obviously right.

Yet there was not the faintest trace of defiance in the crowd. Not the slightest
hint that anyone felt that God had given him, or her, a raw deal. Genuine
humility and what Psalm (51:17) calls ‘contriteness of heart’ was the best way
to describe the spirit of the congregation of derelicts. After the committal at the
cemetery I embraced the obviously distressed, young, de-facto wife/prostitute.
On both her and my part it was a genuine sharing of grief, but also a consolation
of God’s love and eternity.

In the mingling crowd afterwards a young man came to me and said: ‘I honestly
felt that God’s everlasting arms embraced all of us today.’ I agreed with him.
Unbelievers would probably call this sentiment an illusion. Yet if the experience
was an illusion, it was perceived as both real and a fact. And that seems to count
for more than a cold-hearted definition neutralizing its relevance. The centrality
of emotion, feeling, sympathy, love, faith was very real in this funeral of a
derelict.

The text for today, however, points to more than just an isolated experience of
'come today, gone to-morrow'. It speaks about ‘gaining eternal life.’ St Paul
advises his pupil Timothy here on the grounds of his own experience of being
saved from sin by Christ Jesus (1 Timothy 1:15). Gaining eternal life in this
context did not mean an after death reward for good behaviour. It meant the
discovery of a security that transcended all human based securities. It meant a
strong tie and link with a living God that freed him from all other loyalties. So
much so that he could say in 2 Corinthians 10: ‘Poor ourselves we bring wealth
to many; penniless, we own the world.’

To sum up – God’s eternity is fact. It is obviously fiction to the non-believer
although as our illustrations show, not necessarily to those who don’t go to
church. It is also fiction to those who believe that man’s mind can do without
the illusion of extra-terrestrial communications. All I can say to the latter is that
their belief amounts to a denial of large chunks of man’s evolution, of his sociality
and of the importance of the non-rational for his well being and integrity.

15

ETERNITY: FACT or FICTION?




