2 Thessalonians 2:1-5, 13-17

2As to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered together to him, we beg you, brothers and sisters, 2not to be quickly shaken in mind or alarmed, either by spirit or by word or by letter, as though from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord is already here. 

3Let no one deceive you in any way; for that day will not come unless the rebellion comes first and the lawless one is revealed, the one destined for destruction. 4He opposes and exalts himself above every so-called god or object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, declaring himself to be God. 5Do you not remember that I told you these things when I was still with you? 

13But we must always give thanks to God for you, brothers and sisters beloved by the Lord, because God chose you as the first fruits for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and through belief in the truth. 14For this purpose he called you through our proclamation of the good news, so that you may obtain the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ. 15So then, brothers and sisters, stand firm and hold fast to the traditions that you were taught by us, either by word of mouth or by our letter. 

16Now may our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and through grace gave us eternal comfort and good hope, 17comfort your hearts and strengthen them in every good work and word. 

Luke 20:27-38

27Some Sadducees, those who say there is no resurrection, came to him 28and asked him a question, “Teacher, Moses wrote for us that if a man’s brother dies, leaving a wife but no children, the man shall marry the widow and raise up children for his brother. 29Now there were seven brothers; the first married, and died childless; 30then the second 31and the third married her, and so in the same way all seven died childless. 32Finally the woman also died. 33In the resurrection, therefore, whose wife will the woman be? For the seven had married her.” 34Jesus said to them, “Those who belong to this age marry and are given in marriage; 35but those who are considered worthy of a place in that age and in the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given in marriage. 36Indeed they cannot die anymore, because they are like angels and are children of God, being children of the resurrection. 37And the fact that the dead are raised Moses himself showed, in the story about the bush, where he speaks of the Lord as the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. 38Now he is God not of the dead, but of the living; for to him all of them are alive.” 

Heaven on Earth
A used-car salesman, a traffic cop, and a Methodist pastor are all enrolled in a skydiving class, and a particular day it just happens that all three go on a particular jump, and all three of their parachutes fail, sending them to their tragic deaths. So the three of them find themselves standing before Saint Peter who sits at a large desk in front of the very Pearly Gates of heaven. On the table is a very large book, the book of life. The used car salesman approaches Saint Peter first, swallowing audibly. “Name?” Saint Peter asks. “John Randolph” the man replies. “Occupation?” asks Saint Peter. “Used car salesman,” replies the man. Saint Peter scans the book of life, looks at the car salesman, and says, “Welcome to heaven. You many enter.” The man walks into a large, empty hall with a high ceiling and starts walking toward the front of the hall at the opposite end. “Name?” Saint Peter asks the traffic cop. “Sandra Johnson” replies the cop. “Occupation?” Saint Peter asks. “Traffic cop,” replies Ms. Johnson. Saint Peter scans the book, finds her name, and bids her welcome. She too walks down the large empty hallway toward the far end of the room. “Name?” Saint Peter asks the Methodist pastor. “Jeffrey Hodges,” replies the pastor. “Occupation?” queries Saint Peter.” “Methodist pastor” replies Pastor Hodges. Saint Peter looks up from the book to the pastor. His eyes widen. He looks back to the book, scans through it, and his eyes widen again. “A very warm welcome to you Pastor Hodges! Allow me to escort you into God’s Kingdom.” The two walk through the pearly gates together and the hall comes alive; Angels appear in the balconies. Trumpets blare. People pour into the hall singing Handel’s “Alleluia Chorus,” Confetti fills the air. Everyone is rejoicing and applauding as the pastor and Saint Peter walk together down the hall. The pastor is overwhelmed by the celebration. About halfway down the hall he ask Saint Peter, “Saint Peter – do you mind if I call you ‘Pete’? – tell me Pete. Is there something specifically that I have done to elicit such a celebration?” Saint Peter answers, “Nothing at all, Jeffrey. We’re just amazed that you’re here. You see, you’re the first Methodist Pastor who’s ever made it here.
You doubt you have some better “Pearly Gates” jokes. I like those jokes because they show that we take a rather lighthearted view of the images we have of the afterlife. I think it’s good to have a sense of humor about our depictions of the hereafter, and I think Jesus would agree. In fact I’d like to use today’s Gospel reading to make two very important points about the afterlife, and then explain what I believe to be the best way to gain any true understanding of the afterlife.
Today’s reading finds Jesus in Jerusalem, finally. Way back in Luke 9 Jesus sets his face to Jerusalem, saying that he must go there, and that there he will be arrested and rejected and killed and resurrected. And so for ten chapters Jesus preaches and heals and impresses upon us the requirements of discipleship until finally he arrives here in chapter 20 and immediately heads to the Temple where he teaches. Now there’s a saying, “If you can make it in New York, you can make it anywhere.” Any artist or businessman who can make it in New York can make it anywhere. Why? Because New York presents the artist and the businessman with the stiffest competition. Well for an itinerant preacher in first century Palestine, Jerusalem was the place to prove youself. That was where the Temple was, and the best and the brightest all ended up working at the Temple. So when Jesus, this country bumpkin from Galilee shows up there, you can bet there were folks who were going to test him, and test him hard – they are out to eliminate the competition and send Jesus home with his tail between his legs. The first ones to approach Jesus are the priests and the lawyers who ask, “By what authority do you preach?” That’s like asking, “What school did you go to?” or “What degrees do you hold?” What letters come before and after your name? Are you an honorable doctor with a PhD, an LLP, a Esq. or some other qualification? By what authority do you preach? If Jesus says, “By God’s authority” he is blaspheming and can be arrested. If he doesn’t he loses credibility. So he skirts the issue by saying, “I’ll tell you if you tell me by what authority John the Baptist preached.” Remember John was martyred, so this already popular character would have been even more popular after his death. But John was critical of the priests and lawyers, so now they are hard pressed to answer Jesus’ question: to say John spoke by God’s authority would mean that they were scoundrels, and to say otherwise would upset the masses. So they don’t answer, and Jesus wins that fight. Next they ask Jesus about paying taxes to Rome. If Jesus says “yes” he is a sellout and the people will reject  him. If he says no, he is an enemy to Rome and can expect to be arrested and (most likely) executed. Jesus answers, “Give to Rome what is Rome’s. Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s.” 
And now come the Sadducees. Luke mentions that this group, which comprised most of the Sanhedrin, the high priesthood, did not believe in a resurrection (the Pharisees, by the way, did, like Jesus and his disciples, believe in a resurrection). The Sadducees ask Jesus what in their own eyes would be a ridiculous question concerning a poor woman whose seven husbands have died in succession. These Sadducees would like to know who, according to Jesus, the rightful husband would be in the afterlife. 

Jesus answers succinctly; the woman will not be married to any of the former husbands, as she and they will not need husbands/wives in the afterlife. Then Jesus goes on to explain to these skeptics, using the only authority they recognize (i.e. the Torah) that God, speaking to Moses, indicates that there is an afterlife when he states, “I am the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” God is a God of the living, not the dead. Therefore Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are alive in eternity. 

We need to take a couple cues from Jesus here. The first cue: don’t get too caught up in speculation about the afterlife. Some folks look for some sort of validation that there is an afterlife, seeking out any testimony from people who have “died” and returned to life, people who experience certain things, see certain things. While these can create some comfort for the doubtful, remember that Jesus spends no time here trying to explain the afterlife except to say that we will be “like angels” and “children of God.” That should be enough assurance for us. Eternity is something that is impossible to imagine – it would be like an unborn child trying to imagine what the world outside the womb is like. Such a child has no conception of “light” or “color” or even “mother.” How  can we, in this life, even conceive of the hereafter?
Another problem with dwelling too long on the afterlife is that it tends to distract us from our mission in this life. In our Epistle reading today, Paul is addressing the church in Thessalonica that is experiencing great persecution and hardship. The church is anxious for Jesus to return, to put an end to their suffering, and, most likely, to give their persecutors a taste of their own medicine. Church history includes a long list of fringe groups each claiming to have discerned when the world is ending. It’s a common trait of these groups to hunker down in a cave or a compound and wait for Jesus’ return rather than spend their time and resources on the ministry at hand – feeding the hungry, healing the sick, and proclaiming the good news. Also, these groups often consider themselves to be the Chosen Ones and consign all others to doom and despair. Jesus is intentional in not dwelling on the afterlife because his mission and ours rest in this life.
The second cue we should take from Jesus is to believe. Believe in an afterlife, as hard as it may be to conceive what it looks like, because first of all belief spawns hope. We may not be dealing with the struggles that the good folks of Thessalonica were dealing with when Paul wrote his letters to them, but we do face struggles nonetheless. We can find consolation in knowing that our struggles will one day end, and that we will be with our Lord in a time and place where no more tears will be shed, where our mourning will be turned to dancing. Belief in the afterlife also encourages us on our mission in this life. Remember that Jesus’ mission led him to Jerusalem, to the cross. Yet he went to his death with the full confidence that God would not forsake him, that he would rise on the third day. And so it was. And so we too can expect resurrection. 
One last point: it seems to me that the best way to gain insight into the resurrection, into the life after this life, is to know the One with whom you’ll be dwelling for eternity. Nurture your relationship with Christ, through prayer, through Scripture study, through serving him. If you walk closely with Jesus in this life you will be equipped to face all the trials of this world and get a taste of the joy and peace that will endure forever. 
