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This 1s our problem i our relationship with God. You see? We, like
Satan, we want to rule our own lives. We want to be our own God. We
think we are free. But how are we free? You see, I did not choose the
life that I have. I did not choose my parents. I did not choose to be a
man or a woman. I did not choose to be born in the twentieth century. I
didn’t choose anything. You see, I have been born into the world in the
time, in the place and to the family that God chose for me. And there 1s
nothing I can do to change that. So in the most basic things of life, I am
not free. So when I talk about freedom, what am I talking about? You
know, can I get into a machine and go back a thousand years? No. Can
I go into the future? No, I cannot. You see? I cannot become a different
person to the person that I am.

So what am I talking about when I say I am free. Well, basically, my
freedom 1s freedom to disobey God. And of course, that kind of free-
dom is slavery. Because if I turn away from God, I am turning away
from the source of my life. There was a very old man many years ago
who described hell like this. He said, “Hell 1s a place where people are
trying to get away from God.” It is like children who like to touch fire.
Because they see, they think fire is shiny and bright and interesting. And
they do not see that the fire will destroy them. And so the parent pulls
the child back from the fire. And the child cries and the child objects
because the child 1s being denied what he wants. And this man, this
theologian of many years ago, he said, “I think this is what hell 1s like.”
People want something that will destroy them. And God is holding them
back from this. But because they did not understand the love of God,
they feel this as torture, as persecution. Because they do not know what
real freedom is. And we live m a world full of people like this. People
who are looking for something that they want but who do not under-
stand what that thing is. People who are worshipping things that God has
made mstead of the one who made them. And this is why idolatry is the
worst sin in the Bible. It is a false perspective on reality. How does God
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deal with this problem? God chose to deal with this problem by sending
His son mto the world.

Now, this 1s a very strange thing to say. Because if there is only one God,
how does God have a son? Now you might say, “Well, the son is like
an angel. You know, there are angels in heaven so there could be one
who is the son.” But this is not what we believe. Because if you have a
son, your son is the same as you. One human being, well, two human
beings create another human being. So if Jesus is the son of God, this
means that He is also God. And so we have to explain how it is possible
to have a son mn God. And this is what Jesus had to teach his disciples
first. Because you read the New Testament, and what is it happening in
the teaching of Jesus. Jesus 1s teaching the people that when they pray to
God, they must pray to Him as their father. They did not do that. They
recognized God as the creator. But they did not speak of Him as father.
Why not? Because they recognized that God was different from them.
You see when Jesus told his disciples, “When you pray, pray, ‘Our fa-
ther’.” People did not understand what he was saying. The disciples
said, “Who is the father?” They said, “Show us the father.” And Jesus
said, “If you have seen me, you have seen the father.” This is even more
surprising. Because the Jewish people, when they heard this, they said,
“this man 1s making himself equal with God. He 1s calling God father,
his father. So he must be the son and therefore he is also God.” They
understood the logic, but they didn’t understand how it worked.

This is where the idea comes in, that God 1s love. Ask yourself this ques-
tion. How can God be love? Because love is not a thing, is not an object.
Love 1s not a description of His being. You know, I can say, “I am tall”,
“I am fat”, “T am old” or something like this, but this is just a descrip-
tion of me. But if I say, “I am love”, you say. “What does that mean?” It
doesn’t mean anything. Why not? Because you cannot be loved unless
there’s somebody to love. Love is a description of a relationship with
somebody else. And so to say that God 1s love, 1s to say that m God,



there are relationships.

Now you say, “How is that possible, if there is only one God?” Well,
look at the Old Testament. In the Old Testament, God appears like a
box. Now this box takes different forms. First of all, you have the ark of
the covenant where the commandments are placed. And God i1s in the
ark and you cannot touch this, because if you touch the ark, you die.
And then, later, you have the temple in Jerusalem. And in the centre of
the temple in Jerusalem, there is an empty room. And this is the holy
place. And in this place one time in the year the priest goes in and kills
the lamb for sacrifice. And nobody else can go in there. One of the
kings of Israel tried to do that. And he came out with leprosy, which was
God’s way of saying, “I told you not to do that.” You cannot get close to
God in this way. And in the temple i Jerusalem, there were different
rooms for different kinds of people. You had the court of the priest.
And then you had the court of the men, and of the women and of the
gentiles, people who were not Jews. And this was well organized. It was
just like the Forbidden City in Beijing because your position mdicated
how far away from God you were. And if you wanted to get closer, you
had to go through the channels, the right way to get there. Now what
happened when Jesus died on the cross? The veil m the temple 1s torn
m two. What was the veil m the temple? It was the thing that separated
this empty room from everybody else. When Jesus died, the barriers be-
tween men and women and Jews and gentiles and all these things were
broken down. And the apostle Paul said that, “Now we have access, we
have access into the presence of God”, because in his mind, there was
the picture of the temple. And the barriers that kept the people away
from the presence of God were no longer there.

Now, the Jewish people had God living with them. God was there in the

temple. But they did not have access to Him. It was only when these bar-
riers were broken down and the doors were open that they could go in.
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Now if I give you an example from science, you may understand.
The atom i1s the smallest thing that can exist. And when we think
of the atom, we think of one thing which 1s stable, which just 1s
there. But you and I know that if you split the atom, you release
a whole world of energy mside. Now until that happened, until
people did that, nobody knew this. They had to do it to release
the power to show what that power is. And now, we know that we
have the technology to destroy the world in this way. But in God’s
way of doing things, this is how he has saved us. You see that God
who appeared to the Jews as one has opened the door so that we
can go inside into His presence. And inside, we see the energy of
God.

As Christians we are, as Paul says, “Seated 1n the heavenly place
m Christ Jesus”. God has mvited us into His inner life. And we
see this right through the New Testament. Apostle Paul says, “Do
you not know that we will judge the angels?” Well, how can we
judge the angels if we are lower than they are? Because we were
created lower than the angels. But we have been lifted up into the
presence of God. And this has happened because God sent His
son into the world to become a man. And He became a man so
that you and I could live with Him m eternity.

But how can I get to heaven? I am not suitable. I am not fit for
heaven the way I am. I cannot go to heaven like this. I have to be
changed. And how can I be changed? I can only be changed by
being united with Christ because He can give me something that
I cannot get for myself. He is the son of God by nature. He came
down from heaven. But you and I are children of God by adop-
tion. This is the difference. If you adopt the child, that child does
not look like you. And somebody who sees you with that child
may say to you, “That is not your child, because you don’t look



alike.” And you say to them, “But this is my child because I have
adopted him.” In other words, “I have given this child a status, a
place in my life that has not come naturally. You are right. I am
not the father of this child. But I chose this child to be my son or
daughter and therefore this child 1s my son, is my daughter, be-
cause I have given to that child something which that child cannot
get by himself.” That is what it means for us to be children of God.

Now how does this work? It works because Jesus has sent to us
His spint. It is the Holy Spint of God who comes to live in my
heart by faith. And Jesus said this to his disciples. He said, “I
have to go away because if I do not go away, I cannot send you
the Spirit.” Then the disciples said, “But we don’t want you to go
away. What are we going to do if you go away?” Then Jesus said,
“Don’t worry because when the Spirit comes, He will do things in
you greater than I have done.” What is the difference? Because
when the Son came mto the world, He had to come as a particular
person into a particular place at a particular time in history. It is
not possible to be everybody at the same time.

But you must not think that you are disadvantaged because you
did not meet Jesus. You see, some people, they think, “Wouldn't
1t have been wonderful to be like Peter or John and live with Je-
sus on earth for years? Well, if you think that, read the gospels.
Because the disciples who lived with Jesus night and day for three
years, they understood nothing. When he was arrested and trialed
and crucified, they ran away. Peter who was the closest to Jesus
said he never knew him. And what's worse, he didn’t just say this
once, he said it three times, just in case you didn’t understand the
first ime.

The people who were closest to Jesus on earth were not neces-
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sarily closest to him m spirit. And when Jesus came back from
the death, he did not say, “Go and tell everybody what you have
seen.” He said, “Wait in Jerusalem until the Spirit comes. And
when the Spirit comes, then you will have the power to go and tell
what you have seen.” And why? Because you will not just be tell-
mg them about a historical event. You will be telling them about a
living experience in your life. And people will see a difference in
you. And this is how people become Christians. Of course, you
have to tell them about Jesus. But you know, people look at you
and they read you in a different way from the way you speak to
them.

I learn that many years ago when I first became a preacher. Be-
cause after I finished preaching one Sunday in church, a woman
came up to me and she said, “I want you to come and talk to a
friend of mine about death.” And I said, “Oh, yes. Well, why do
you want me to do that?” She said, “Well, I was listening to you
preach this morning, and I thought you could speak to her about
this.” And I said, “But I wasn'’t talking about death.” I don’t know
what I said. I can’t remember what I said. And she said, “No, you
weren't, but you sound like that kind of person who communi-
cates what you mean. The heart will speak to the heart.” And so
she said, “You can do this.” In other words, she wasn’t listening
to a single word I said. But she saw the kind of person I was and
that spoke to her. And this 1s how you will communicate to other
people also.

Now, of course, you must say the right thing to them. I'm not
saymg you say wrong things. But what other people hear is what
speaks to the heart. And they will see whether there is something
i you that reflects what you are saymg. If they trust you, then they
will believe you. This 1s why we say we are saved by faith, because



faith 1s trusting Jesus. We don’t know where Jesus 1s gomg to take us
next.

Of course, I know that I am going to heaven. And one of the nice
things about getting old is that I know it’s coming near. You know, when
you're twenty, you think you will live forever. I mean, this is not true, of
course, but you don’t think that way. But when you are eighty-five, you
realize time is running out. And it’s amazing how this can concentrate
your mind because you know you haven’t got much time left. And some
people are very sad about this. But the apostle Paul was not sad about
this. He wrote to his churches and said, “I would far rather die and be
with Christ, but God wants me to stay a little longer because I have to
talk to you.” But really inside, he wanted to go up there. You see? He
was thinking about his future. So every day we get one day closer to that
door. So if you are eighty-five years old, or you know somebody this
age, tell them this, “You're closer to your goal.” It’s true. My mother
1s ninety-three. And on her birthday i February, I said, “Ninety-three!
You've not long to go now.” And she said, “Not so fast.” She said, “I'm
staying on earth long enough to spend all your inheritance.” She doesn’t
believe in laying up treasure on earth, just to give to her children. Well,
we laugh about this. But the reality is that she 1s getting near her goal.

And this 1s a wonderful thing. You see, because we don’t know what
God is going to demand from us before we get to that point. And He
may ask us to do things for Him that we would never choose to do. He
may put us through sufferings and trials that we would never imagine
possible. We stand on a hill and we see the mountains in distance. And
we are going there but we don’t know where the road goes before we get
to the mountain. And in the mercy of God, He doesn’t tell us, because
if we knew, we might not want to go there. But we walk by faith because
this 1s our relationship with God.
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This is what we find when we read the Bible. Because the Bible tells us
the story of generations of people who have lived like this. Look at Abra-
ham. Abraham was told to get up, go to another country. he didn’t know
where he was going. He was told he would become the father of a great
nation. The only problem was he was already seventy-five years old and
so was his wife. And they were past having children. So the call of God
to Abraham was in human terms impossible. But the miracle occurred
and his wife had a son as God had promised. But then what happened
next? Well, the son grew up, and when the son was about twenty years
old, God said to Abraham, “Take your son and kill him as a sacrifice.”
Can you imagine what Abraham must have thought in his mind when
he heard this? But Abraham had the faith to believe that God could do
what is humanly impossible. And of course, we see how the story devel-
oped, that just at the point when Abraham was going to sacrifice his son,
God said, “Stop! I have a better sacrifice.” And he found an animal in
the bushes, bring it out, sacrifice that. But that was not the real thing that
God was saying to Abraham, because the death of a sheep, of course,
1s not equivalent to the death of a human being. What God was saying
to Abraham was, “I have a better sacrifice. But the better sacrifice is not
your son, it is my son. And I am giving you this sheep now as a picture,
as a sign of this. Because when my son comes, he will be the Lamb of
God. And the Lamb of God takes away the sin of the world.”

Now if Abraham had not done this, if he had not believed God, you
and I would not be here tonight, because Abraham is the father of our
faith. But ask yourself this question. Do you have faith like Abraham? If
God told you to do the things that He told Abraham to do, would you
do them? Because this is the test, this is the question that God is reveal-
ing to us in Abraham. And right through the Bible, we see the same
things coming again and again in the lives of different people. I want to
challenge you, go to the Old Testament, and see if you can find in the
Old Testament somebody that you would want to have in your church,



because all those great heroes of the Old Testament had something
wrong with them.

Dawid, for example, God said, “Your kingdom will stand forever.” Jesus
was the son of David. But you know, you could not leave your wife in
the same room with David. David was not a good man. Solomon who
built the temple in the end of his life turned away from God because his
wives took him away to worship foreign gods. Moses who gave the law
to the people was not allowed to go into the Promised Land because he
has disobeyed God at some point of his life. These are the saints of the
Bible. And they are a promise, a comfort to us. Because, you see, God
does not want good people i heaven. Jesus said this. He said, “T didn’t
come to save the righteous. I came to bring simners to repentance.” And
this is just as well because if he did not do that, you and I would have no
chance. If Jesus did not die for sinners, where would we be? You see,
because God takes us as we are and He makes us mto what He wants us
to be. And the Bible tells us this. The Bible guides us i this. The Bible
gives us hope that even when we fail, we can still be saved. Because the
Bible is the message of God’s love to you and me.

And this 1s how we must understand theology. Theology 1s the God
who loves us so much that he sent his son to die for us. He’s the God
who loves us so much that He has put His spirit in our hearts so that we
can hive with Him forever. Well, I must stop at this point, but I hope
you understood from what I have said tonight. Why these things are so
unportant? Because this is our life. This 1s why we are here. Thus is the
purpose for which God made us. And we need to see this. We need to
understand this and we need to put this into practice m our life. And if
you do that, then you will know all the theology that you will ever need.
So may God bless you and keep you tonight. Thank you.

The End.
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Lhao K@émey
The Death of Christ

Socrates, like Nietzsche, turned a blind eye on the violent, intrusive
nature of death. Because of Socrates’ failure to confront the repugnance
of death, his heroism brings little hope to others who are dying or griev-
ing. Socrates’ hope for a good afterlife for the virtuous, moreover, is based
on the paradigm of mainstream Classical Philosophy that true knowledge
produces true virtue, and true virtue brings true happiness. This paradigm
is severely weakened at the first juncture in the light of contemporary episte-
mology, which puts the attainability of true knowledge into question. Educa-
tion, moreover, contrary to the expectations Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle,
never made humankind more virtuous. Even granted that true knowledge
may in some way make a person more virtuous, the crucial failure of this
Classical paradigm is that it lacks a means of atonement for the sins com-
mitted in alleged ignorance. According to mainstream Classical philosophy,
a person sins because he or she lacks true knowledge. How, then, does a
person with true knowledge make up for the sins he committed before he
had gained the knowledge, in order that he may face death with good con-
science?
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This dilemma remains unsolved in Classical as well as modern phi-
losophy. However, Jesus paved the way out when He prayed on the cross,
“Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke
23:34). In doing so, He offered atonement to those who are ignorant of right-
eousness, even if Scripture describes this ignorance as voluntary (Romans
1:28). Without atonement for sin, death and the afterlife remain a horrifying
judgment.

Death as a Beginning

Whereas our culture sees death as the end of human existence,
Christianity sees it as the beginning of an end that anticipates another be-
ginning which has no end. This is because Christ has triumphed over death.
Rather than masking the detestable face of death, Christ confronted it—“He
descended into Hades”—and overcame its powers—“on the third day He
rose from the dead.” Even as He was about to be swallowed up by death,
He promised a dying man that he would be in Paradise with Him that day
(Luke 23:43).

Because of Christ’s Resurrection, death and dying take on a radically new
meaning for believers. Though dying remains inevitable for Christians and
death a judgment for the world, its poignancy has become endurable and
even welcomed by the believer, because Christ has turned it into the begin-
ning of a glorious end. Mr. Standfast, one of Bunyan’s pilgrims, thus de-
scribes the Jordan of death:




This river has been a terror to many; yea, the thoughts of it also have
often frightened me... The waters indeed are to the palate bitter, and
to the stomach cold; yet the thoughts of what | am going to, and of the
convoy that waits for me on the other side, do lie as a glowing coal at
my heart.

With this hope, the apostle laughs in the terrifying face of death,
“Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?” (1 Corin-
thians 15:55) When Handel set this text to music in The Messiah, he uses
the childlike mocking tone of a contralto and tenor duet to proclaim the tri-
umph of Christ over death. This may be viewed in sharp contrast to the self-
confident heroism of Socrates and the ungrounded cynicism of Nietzsche:
Our Lord actually confronted the reality of death and overturned its sentence
against us! We cross the Jordan not with confidence in our own merits, but
with faith in the works of Christ. Nor do we pretend that the river is warm and
sweet, but we, like Bunyan’s pilgrim, know what is on the other side of the
river.

Conclusion: Living Victoriously in the Face of Death

Many contemporary Christians have adopted from our culture a friv-
olous attitude towards death. There are many regrettable consequences,
one of the worst of which, | think, is a wrong view of the gospel. Good Friday
Service has become a shallow occasion of sentimentalised story-telling and
singspiration in many churches. | cannot forget a Good Friday service that |




attended years ago, in which a slideshow of children’s drawings of Christ’s
crucifixion was displayed on the overhead screen, accompanied by a soft
melody performed by the choir. The profound sense of grief and struggle
in Bach’s Passions seems to be lost in today’s churches. The crucifixion
has become a romantic picture best depicted by children’s drawings. The
death of Christ as God’s wrathful judgment, like other deaths, is treated
with a flippant attitude. The sacrifice of Christ has been watered down to a
mere touching story—though a true story—and in turn, many contemporary
Christians in so-called developed countries have lost the sacrificial spirit of
those in second-century Rome or contemporary Muslim countries.

Not appreciating the full weight of the conviction that “Christ died
for me,” as Owen put it, it is difficult for Christians today to be willing to die
for Christ. Living for Christ then becomes difficult as well, as Martin Luther
King Jr. rightly puts it, “A man who won't die for something is not fit to live.”
An instance of this is seen in the Korean churches’ compromise with the
Taliban in exchange for the lives missionaries held hostage years ago. They
and their churches agreed that they shall no longer proclaim in the pagan
country the name of Him who died for them, in order that they might keep
their lives—at the cost of many lost souls that could have been saved.

| have worked with a missionary organization in which many have lost their
lives for the sake of Christ. For me to learn in the news that there are mis-

sionaries today who view their lives as more precious than the glory of Christ
and the lost souls in a pagan land was truly heartbreaking. Paradoxically, it




seems to me that when Christians do not acknowledge the horrors of death,
they all too easily shun from it, but when Christians recognize the terrifying
reality of death, they gain the courage to confront it, knowing that their Lord
has gone before them. One influential theologian of our day beautifully por-
trays how Christians live victoriously in death’s horrifying face:

Thus the most determinative political witness the church had against
Rome was martyrdom. By remembering the martyrs, the church in ef-
fect said, “You may Kkill us, but you cannot determine the meaning of
our deaths.” Rome does not get to tell the story of our lives, but rather
the church claims to be the triumphant political community that knows
the truth of our existence better than Rome. The church... triumphs
by remembering the victory of the Lamb through the witness of the
martyrs.

To be sure, | am not advocating martyrdom as the only way, or even
the most “spiritual” way, to bear the cross of Jesus. | am, however, contend-
ing that a Christian should be ready to lay down his or her life and anything
that has been graciously given him or her whenever Christ calls for it. What
| am proposing, in other words, is a sacrificial way of life in which the glory of
God is held at highest esteem. This applies to every aspect of life—church,
family, school, work, friendship, etc.—and to believers of all professions. Pu-
ritan leader Peter Bulkeley famously said, “If God be God over us, then He
must be over us in every thing.” This implies that we must offer every aspect
of our life as a living sacrifice to the glory of God (Romans 12:1-2). Without
_a proper view of death, however, this is difficult, not only because we fail to




appreciate Christ’'s death for us, but also because we do not understand the
significance of our own end.

Richard Baxter, afflicted with many illnesses throughout his life, fa-
mously described himself as “a dying man preaching to dying men.” For
Baxter and his Puritan colleagues, how this life is to be lived is premised
upon what lies beyond death. “Redeem the time,” as the Puritans put it, not
because life is short, but because death is not the end of human existence.
After a long discourse on Christ’s triumph over death and our hope for the
resurrection of the body and the life everlasting, Apostle Paul exhorts the
Corinthians with these words: “Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let
nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord,
because you know that your labour in the Lord is not in vain” (1 Corinthians
15:58). Without this hope, hedonism would have been the best way of life
(1 Corinthians 15:32-34). Life, then, would have been meaningless and di-
rectionless. When we understand the significance that Christ has given to
the deaths of God’s children, however, we may live like people “who have
swallowed gyroscopes”—a beautiful phrase famously used to describe the
profound sense of direction in the Puritan way of living. With the biblical
teachings about death in view, dying becomes an incentive for us to live
sacrificially for God and perseveringly strive towards a good end, with the
profound hope that through death we are more than conquerors with Christ
over death.

The End.

- 12. John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress. [On-line] available at: www.ccel.org/ccel/bunyan/pilgrim.vi.ix.
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