Christ and the Human Condition
Dr. Michael Gleghorn

Dr. Michael Gleghorn looks at how God has acted in Christ to address those
things which ail us most: sin, suffering, death, and our broken relationship with
God.

Early in the book of Job, Eliphaz the Temanite declares that “man is
born for trouble, as sparks fly upward” (5:7). Whether it’s the trouble that befalls
us as we’re simply minding our own business or the trouble we bring upon others
(or even ourselves), difficulties, sin, and suffering seem to plague us wherever we
turn. Just think for a moment about some of the natural evils which afflict the
human race. This class of evils includes both natural disasters like hurricanes,
tsunamis, tornadoes, and earthquakes, and diseases like cancer, leukemia,
Alzheimer’s and ALS. While natural evils are bad enough, they are only part of the
problem. In addition to these, we must also consider all the moral evils which
human beings commit against God, one another, and themselves. This second
class of evils includes things like hatred, blasphemy, murder, rape, child abuse,
terrorism, and suicide. Taken together, the scope and magnitude of human sin
and suffering in the world are truly mind-boggling. What does God have to say
about issues such as these? Even better, what (if anything) has He done about

them?
The Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga has written
As the Christian sees things, God does not stand idly by, cooly observing the
suffering of His creatures. He enters into and shares our suffering. He
endures the anguish of seeing his son, the second person of the Trinity,
consigned to the bitterly cruel and shameful death of the cross. Some
theologians claim that God cannot suffer. I believe they are wrong. God’s
capacity for suffering, I believe, is proportional to his greatness; it exceeds our
capacity for suffering in the same measure as his capacity for knowledge
exceeds ours. Christ was prepared to endure the agonies of hell itself; and
God, the Lord of the universe, was prepared to endure the suffering
consequent upon his son’s humiliation and death. He was prepared to accept
this suffering in order to overcome sin, and death, and the evils that afflict our
world, and to confer on us a life more glorious than we can imagine.{1}
According to Plantinga, then, God has acted, and acted decisively through His
Son, to address those things which ail us most—sin, suffering, death, and our
broken relationship with God. In what follows, we will briefly examine each of
these ailments. More importantly, however, we will also see how God has acted in
Christ to heal our bleak condition, thereby giving us encouragement, strength and
hope, both now and forevermore.

Moral Evil
When Adam and Eve first sinned in the garden (Gen. 3:6), they could hardly have
imagined all the tragic consequences that would follow this single act of
disobedience. Through this act, sin and death entered the world and the human
condition was radically altered (Rom. 5:12-19). Human nature had become defiled
with sin and this sinful nature was bequeathed to all mankind. The human race

was now morally corrupt, alienated from God and one another, subject to physical
death, and under the wrath of God. The entire creation, originally pronounced
“very good” by God (Gen. 1:31), was negatively affected by this first act of
rebellion. Like the ripples that radiate outward when a stone is thrown into a
calm body of water, the consequences of that first sin have rippled through
history, bringing evil, pain, and suffering in their wake. As the Christian
philosopher William Lane Craig has noted, “The terrible human evils in the world
are testimony to man’s depravity in his state of spiritual alienation from God.”{2}
Indeed, we are so hopelessly entangled in this web of sin and disobedience that
we cannot possibly extricate ourselves. This, according to the Bible, is the sorry
plight in which all men naturally find themselves.
Fortunately for us, however, God has acted to free us from our enslavement to
sin, to disentangle us from the web that holds us captive, and to reconcile us to
Himself. He did this by sending His Son to so thoroughly identify with us in our
painful predicament that He actually became one of us. By identifying Himself
with sinners who were under the wrath of God, He was able to take our sins upon
Himself and endure God’s wrath in our place, so that we might be reconciled to
God by placing our trust in Him. The apostle Paul put it this way: God made
Christ “who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, that we might become the
righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor. 5:21).
In the Old Testament book of Deuteronomy, we’re told that anyone hanged on a
tree because of their sins is “accursed of God” (21:23). In the New Testament,
Paul picks up on this idea and says that through His substitutionary death on the
cross, Christ became “a curse for us” (Gal. 3:13). We should not lose sight of the
significance of these words. By identifying Himself with the guilty human race,
and becoming a curse for us, He has opened the way for us to be freed from our
sins and reconciled to God as we are identified with Him through faith. This is just
one of the ways in which Christ has met the desperate needs of the human
condition.

Natural Evil
Another reason why we suffer arises from what philosophers and theologians call
natural evil. Natural evil refers to all the causes of human pain and suffering
which are not brought about by morally-responsible agents. This would include
the pain and suffering arising from natural disasters like earthquakes, famines,
and storms, as well as diseases like cancer and ALS.
Now the question I want to pose is this: Is there a sense in which Christ is also a
solution to the problem of natural evil? And if so, then how should we understand
this? When we examine the life and ministry of Jesus as it’s recorded in the
Gospels, we can hardly help but be struck by the number of miracles He
performs. He walks on water, calms raging storms, feeds thousands of people
with a few loaves and fish, cleanses lepers, heals the sick, restores sight to the
blind, and even raises the dead! Although some might demur at all these accounts
of miracles, Craig has noted that “the miracle stories are so widely represented in
all strata of the Gospel traditions that it would be fatuous to regard them as not
rooted in the life of Jesus.”{3}
So what is the significance of Jesus’ miracles? According to New Testament
scholar Ben Witherington, Jesus’ miracles show him to be God’s special agent of
blessing, healing, liberation, and salvation, as well as the “one who brings about
the conditions associated with the final . . . dominion of God.”{4} Since the
kingdom of God is portrayed in Scripture as a reign of peace, prosperity, health,
well-being and blessing, Jesus’ miracles of healing, as well as his demonstrations
of power over nature, indicate that He is indeed capable of ushering in such a
wonderful kingdom.{5} And if Jesus has the power to bring in an era of health
and well-being, both for our physical bodies and for the physical universe, and if
he in fact will do so, then he clearly provides a solution to the problem of natural
evil. Ultimately, in the new heaven and new earth, which God will give to those
who love Him, we are promised that there “will be no more death or mourning or
crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away” (Rev. 21:4).

Physical Death
The apostle Paul, in his first letter to the Corinthians, described death as an
“enemy” (1 Cor. 15:26). People fear death for any number of reasons. Some fear
that the process of dying will be painful. Others dread the thought of leaving
behind the ones they love. Some may fear that death is simply the end, that
whatever joys and pleasures this life holds, death takes them away forever. But
others may fear that there is an afterlife and worry that things may not go well for
them there. For many people, however, death is feared as the great unknown.{6}
Friends and relatives die and we never see or hear from them again. For these
people, death is like the ultimate black-hole, from which nothing and no one can
ever escape.
But according to the Bible, Christ did escape the snares of death, and in doing so
He dealt our mortal enemy a mortal blow of his own. I said that Paul describes
death as an “enemy,” but this is simply to inform us of the fact that our enemy has
been conquered by Christ. “The last enemy that will be abolished,” he writes, “is
death” (1 Cor. 15:26). But how has Christ conquered this enemy? And how does
His victory help us?
Christ conquered death through his resurrection from the dead and all who put
their trust in Him can share in his victory. Pastor Erwin Lutzer has written:
Thus the resurrection of Jesus is the cornerstone of the Christian faith.
Standing at the empty tomb, we are assured of the triumph of Jesus on the
Cross; we are also assured that He has conquered our most fearsome enemy.
Yes, death can still terrify us, but the more we know about Jesus, the more its
power fades.{7}
Consider the life and death of the great Reformation theologian Martin Luther. As
a young Augustinian monk, Luther struggled with a very sensitive conscience and
a terrible fear of death. But once he understood the gospel and placed his trust in

Christ, his fear gradually began to fade. By the time he died, his fear was gone.
It’s reported that on his deathbed, he recited some promises from the Bible,
commended his spirit to God, and quietly breathed his last.{8} Believing that
Christ had conquered death and given him eternal life, he was able to die at
peace and without any fear. And this is the hope of all who trust in Christ!

The Weight of Glory
Christian theologians sometimes describe the knowledge of God as “an
incommensurable good.”{9} By this they mean that knowing God in an intimate,
personal way is quite literally the greatest good that any created being can
experience. It is an “incommensurable” or “immeasurable” good—a good so great
that it surpasses our ability even to comprehend. The apostle Paul once prayed
that the Ephesians might “know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge”
(Eph. 3:19). He understood that “intimate relationship with God . . . is
incommensurately good-for created persons.”{10}
Of course, this doesn’t mean that one who is intimately related to God will never
experience any of the trials and difficulties of life. In fact, it’s possible that such a
person will actually experience more trials and difficulties than would have been
the case had they not been intimately related to God! Knowing the love of Christ
doesn’t make one immune to suffering. It does, however, provide indescribable
comfort while going through it (see 2 Cor. 1:3-5).
The apostle Paul understood this quite well. In his second letter to the
Corinthians, he described himself as a servant of God who had suffered afflictions,
hardships, beatings, imprisonments, labors, sleeplessness, and hunger (2 Cor.
6:4-5). In spite of this, however, he did not lose heart. He famously wrote that
“momentary, light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far
beyond all comparison” (2 Cor. 4:17).
But how could Paul describe his sufferings as just a “momentary, light affliction”?

Because, says Craig, he had an eternal perspective. “He understood that the
length of this life, being finite, is literally infinitesimal in comparison with the
eternal life we shall spend with God.”{11}
The greatest hunger of the human heart is to know and experience the love and
acceptance of God and to enjoy Him forever. In his magnificent sermon “The
Weight of Glory,” C.S. Lewis wrote, “In the end that Face which is the delight or .
. . terror of the universe must be turned upon each of us either with one
expression or . . . the other, either conferring glory inexpressible or inflicting
shame that can never be . . . disguised.”{12} Incredibly, just as Christ has dealt
with the problems of sin, suffering, and death, He has also acted decisively to
reconcile us to God. Through faith in him, anyone who wants can eventually
experience “an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison” (2 Cor. 4:17).
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In the Scope of Eternity. . .
Sue Bohlin
There’s a piece of my calligraphy in our bathroom, where it’s been for many years
in a place where my sons would see it (over the commode!), of one of life’s most
important questions: “In the scope of eternity, what does this matter?”

This simple question can create a lens or
filter through which we can assign value and importance to our experiences. It
helps us know if something is worth getting upset about or not. If it’s not going to
matter two weeks from now, much less in eternity, let it go. Many of our stressors
would be less stressful if we would just put them in perspective.
Both of my sons were athletes when they were growing up. They had a full supply

of testosterone and were quite competitive. When you play sports, there are going
to be wins and losses; when you’re a boy or a young man, you can think those
wins and losses are a lot more important than they actually are. But when filtered
through the question, “In the scope of eternity, what does this matter,” you can
see both wins and losses as valuable for teaching and revealing character. (I put
another calligraphy plaque in the bathroom as well: “Win without boasting, lose
without excuses.”)
I find myself invoking this question when trying to encourage people caught in the
throes of temptation. One of my friends is in the excruciating process of
withdrawing from an addictive and sinful relationship. I ask her, “One hundred
years from today, where will you be? When you are facing Jesus, what do you
want to be glad you did now, and what do you want to avoid regretting? Think
back on this difficult time from the position of one hundred years from today,
when you are in eternity.”
One of my dear ones has been doing hard work in counseling for over a year.
When the challenge of facing one’s internal pain is filtered through this question
about eternity, it is encouraging to realize that cooperating with the Holy Spirit to
uncover and relinquish his unhealed and broken parts is changing him forever,
making him more fit for future Kingdom responsibilities and glory. The answer to
the question, “In the scope of eternity, what does this matter,” is “The hard work
and pain will be totally worth it.”
It’s helpful to ask myself this question when I’m experiencing nighttime
sleeplessness, or physical pain, or financial stress. And it’s also helpful to ask
myself this question when I’m concerned about my loved ones; when the answer
is, “In the scope of eternity, this is REALLY important,” it motivates me to pray.
Hard. And long.
What are you wrestling with? In the scope of eternity, what does it matter, really?
Does this question help?

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/tapestry/sue_bohlin/in_the_scope_of_eternity on Aug. 30, 2011

“Does the Bible
Reincarnation?”

Talk

About

Dr. Michael Gleghorn
Does the Bible ever talk about reincarnation?
The short answer is “No; the Bible nowhere speaks of reincarnation.”
Unfortunately, however, some people have claimed to find evidence for this belief
in the Bible. For example, John the Baptist is often claimed to be the
reincarnation of Elijah.
This is a popular “New Age” sort of interpretation. Of course, no respected
biblical scholar would accept this interpretation as true.
And it certainly wasn’t the view of Jesus, His disciples, John the Baptist, or the
Gospel writers. Luke 1:17 tells us that John came in the “spirit and power” of
Elijah, which is far different than asserting that John was the reincarnation of
Elijah. In addition, it’s important to remember that Moses and Elijah appeared to
Jesus, Peter, James, and John on the Mount of Transfiguration. But as Geisler and
Rhodes observe, “Since John [the Baptist] had already lived and died by then, and
since Elijah still had the same name and self-consciousness, Elijah had obviously
not been reincarnated as John the Baptist.” Third, we must remember that Elijah
never died (2 Kings 2:11); therefore, he doesn’t fit the reincarnation model.

An important verse to bear in mind in these discussions is Hebrews 9:27. This
verse teaches us that we die once, and then face God’s judgment. The
consequences of that judgment, according to the Bible, are eternal—not temporal
(Matt. 25:46; 2 Thess. 1:9; Rev. 20:10-15).
If you would like more information about this subject, please see the following
two resources on Probe’s website:
1. The Mystery of Reincarnation – www.probe.org/the-mystery-of-reincarnation/
2. “Was Reincarnation Ever in the Bible?” –
www.probe.org/was-reincarnation-ever-in-the-bible/
Shalom in Christ,
Michael Gleghorn
© 2010 Probe Ministries

The Law of Rewards
Dr. Michael Gleghorn

Dr. Michael Gleghorn explore the biblical doctrine of eternal rewards. The Bible
promises believers heavenly rewards for earthly obedience.

Introducing the Law of Rewards
The hit movie Gladiator begins with a powerful scene. Just before
engaging the German barbarians in battle, General Maximus
addresses some of his Roman soldiers. “Brothers,” he says, “what
we do in life echoes in eternity.” Although Maximus was a pagan,
his statement is entirely consistent with biblical Christianity,
particularly the Bible’s teaching on eternal rewards.
In The Law of Rewards,{1} Randy Alcorn writes: “While
our faith determines our eternal destination, our behavior
determines our eternal rewards”{2}. The Bible clearly
teaches that we are saved by God’s grace, through
personal faith in Christ, apart from any works whatever
(Eph. 2:8-9). But it also teaches, with equal clarity, that
we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ,
that we may be recompensed for what we have done in
the body, whether good or bad (2 Cor. 5:10). This
judgment (which is only for believers) is not to determine
whether or not we are saved. Its purpose is to evaluate
our works and determine whether we shall receive, or
lose, eternal rewards (1 Cor. 3:10-15).
Alcorn writes, “Our works are what we have done with our resources—time,
energy, talents, money, possessions.”{3} The apostle Paul describes our works as
a building project. At the judgment seat of Christ the quality of our work will be
tested with fire. If we have used quality building materials (gold, silver, precious
stones), then our work will endure and we will be rewarded by the Lord. If we
have used poor building materials (in this case, wood, hay, or straw), then our
work will be consumed and we will suffer the loss of rewards (1 Cor. 3:10-15).
This raises some important questions. What are we doing with the resources that

God has entrusted to us? Are we seeking to build God’s kingdom, in God’s way,
empowered by God’s Spirit? Or are we merely engaged in empire-building for our
own glory? Are we investing our resources in reaching the world for Christ,
making disciples, and helping the poor and needy? Or are we only concerned with
satisfying our own immediate wants and desires?
It’s here that the worldview dimensions of our subject can be most clearly seen.
Most of us would probably find it difficult to use our resources in the service of
God or our fellow man if we thought that this life was all there is and that death is
the end of our personal existence. But Christianity says that there’s more – a lot
more. And if Christianity is true, then Maximus was right: “What we do in life
echoes in eternity.” Randy Alcorn has observed, “The missing ingredient in the
lives of countless Christians today is motivation. . . . The doctrine of eternal
rewards for our obedience is the neglected key to unlocking our motivation.”{4}

Questioning Our Motivation
Is the desire for eternal rewards a proper or legitimate motivation for serving
Christ? Isn’t it somewhat shallow, maybe even selfish, for our service to Christ to
be motivated by a desire for heavenly rewards? Furthermore, shouldn’t we serve
Christ simply because of who He is, rather than for what we can get out of it? To
some people, the promise of eternal rewards sounds like a crass appeal to our
baser instincts. But is it?
Before we jump to any unwarranted conclusions and possibly overstate the case,
we may first want to take a step back, take a deep breath, and remind ourselves
of a few things. In the first place, as Randy Alcorn observes, “it wasn’t our idea
that God would reward us. It was his idea!”{5} If we search the pages of the New
Testament, we repeatedly find promises of heavenly rewards for earthly
obedience. Indeed, Jesus himself urges our obedience in light of future rewards
(Luke 6:35). Not only that, in Matthew 6:20 he commands us to store up for

ourselves “treasures in heaven.” Now this leads to an interesting little twist. In
John 14:21 Jesus says, “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one
who loves me.” We could make the argument, then, that the one who does not
seek to store up treasures in heaven is being disobedient to Christ’s command
and demonstrating a lack of love for him!
In a somewhat similar vein, Alcorn wrote:
It is certainly true that desire for reward should not be our only motivation. But
it is also true that it’s a fully legitimate motive encouraged by God. In fact, the
two most basic things we can believe about God are first that he exists, and
second that he is a rewarder of those who diligently seek him (Heb. 11:6). If you
don’t believe God is a rewarder, you are rejecting a major biblical doctrine and
have a false view of God.{6}
Of course, we must always remember that the Lord knows the motivations of our
hearts – and these will be taken into account at the judgment seat of Christ (1
Cor. 4:5). In addition, Jesus solemnly warns us: “Be careful not to do your ‘acts of
righteousness’ before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward
from your Father in heaven” (Matt. 6:1).
The biblical picture of rewards, then, would seem to go something like this. The
Lord is absolutely worthy of our obedience and service, whether we ever
personally profit from it or not (e.g. see Luke 17:10). Nevertheless, the Lord is a
rewarder of those who seek Him and He commands us to seek His rewards as
well! And when one really thinks about it, “Hearing our Master say, ‘Well done’
will not simply be for our pleasure but for his!”{7}

The Life God Rewards
What kind of life does God reward? For what sort of works will believers be

rewarded when they stand before the judgment seat of Christ? The simplest
answer to this question, and the most general, is that we will be rewarded for
everything we’ve done that was motivated by our love for the Lord and
empowered by His Spirit. Indeed, Jesus said that we would even be rewarded for
simply giving a cup of cold water to someone because he is a follower of Christ
(Matt. 10:42).
But the Bible specifically mentions many other things for which we can also be
rewarded. The New Testament describes as many as five different crowns which
will be given to believers for various works of faithfulness, obedience, discipline,
and love. For example, there is the imperishable crown (1 Cor. 9:25), which
appears to be rewarded for “determination, discipline, and victory in the Christian
life.”{8} There is the crown of righteousness which, according to Paul, will be
awarded by the Lord “to all who have longed for his appearing” (2 Tim. 4:8).
There is the crown of life, “given for faithfulness to Christ in persecution or
martyrdom.”{9} In the book of Revelation, Jesus tells the church in Smyrna, “the
devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for
ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of
life” (2:10; see also James 1:12). Additionally, there is the crown of rejoicing (1
Thess. 2:19; Phil. 4:1), “given for pouring oneself into others in evangelism and
discipleship.”{10} And finally, there is the crown of glory (1 Pet. 5:4), “given for
faithfully representing Christ in a position of leadership.”{11}
Of course, as Alcorn observes, “There’s nothing in this list that suggests it’s
exhaustive.”{12} Indeed, as we’ve already seen, the Bible seems to say that we
will be rewarded for every act of love and service which we did for the glory of
God. But there’s another side to this discussion which we dare not overlook. The
Bible not only indicates that we can gain rewards; it also warns us that we can
lose them as well.
Paul compared the Christian life to an athletic competition in which our goal is to
win the prize. This is why, he told the Corinthians, “I beat my body and make it

my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified
for the prize” (1 Cor. 9:27). The Bible suggests that the works of some believers
will be completely consumed at the judgment seat of Christ (1 Cor. 3:15).
Tragically, these believers will enter heaven without any rewards from their Lord.
To avoid this catastrophe, let us heed Paul’s advice and “run in such a way as to
get the prize” (1 Cor. 9:24).

Power, Pleasures, and Possessions
What should we think about power, pleasures, and possessions? Are they merely
temptations that should be avoided, or genuine goods that can be legitimately
sought and desired? Although some may find it surprising, each of these things is
good—at least considered simply in itself. Each finds its ultimate source in God.
And each existed before sin and evil corrupted His good creation. God has always
been powerful. He clearly took pleasure in His work of creation, repeatedly
describing it as “good” (Gen. 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31). And as the Creator of all
that exists (other than himself, of course), everything ultimately belongs to God (1
Cor. 10:26). Indeed, the Bible sometimes describes Him as the “possessor of
heaven and earth” (Gen. 14:19). Clearly, then, there’s nothing inherently wrong
with power, pleasures, or possessions.
So why have these things gained such tainted reputations? Probably because
they’ve so often been misused and abused by sinful men and women. Indeed,
describing sin and evil as the misuse, abuse, perversion or corruption of some
good gift of God is part of a long and venerable tradition in the history of
philosophy and theology. And one doesn’t have to look very far to find plenty of
examples of man’s sinful misuse of power, pleasures, and possessions. Just turn
on the evening news, or read the local paper, and you’ll find many such examples.
But we must always remember that it’s the misuse of these things that is sinful
and wrong; the things in themselves are good and desirable. And this is confirmed
by the teaching of Scripture.

Consider the kind of rewards God offers us. For faithful and obedient service now,
He promises power, pleasures, and possessions in eternity! Jesus made it clear
that those who are faithful with the little things in this life, will be rewarded with
great power and authority in the next (Luke 19:15-19). He taught that those who
invest their time, talents, and treasures in building God’s kingdom here and now
are laying up great treasures in heaven for themselves in the hereafter (Matt.
6:19-21; 19:21). And pleasures? The psalmist wrote of God, “In Thy presence is
fullness of joy; in Thy right hand there are pleasures forever” (16:11).
Randy Alcorn has written, “God has created us each with desires for pleasure,
possessions, and power.”{13} We want these things “not because we are sinful
but because we are human.”{14} Although our sinfulness can, and often does,
lead us to misuse these things, we’ve seen that they’re actually good gifts of God.
“Power, possessions, and pleasures are legitimate objects of desire that our
Creator has instilled in us and by which he can motivate us to obedience.”{15}
May we faithfully serve the Lord, trusting him as “the Rewarder of those who
diligently seek him.”{16}

Investing in Eternity
A Christian worldview must be fleshed-out in the rough and tumble world of our
daily lives if we’re going to be salt and light to the surrounding culture. Now, as
always, true disciples must be “doers of the word, and not merely hearers who
delude themselves” (Jas. 1:22).
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told his followers:
Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy,
and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in
heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in
and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also (Matt.
6:19-21).

Many of us read these verses and only hear Jesus’ command not to store up
treasures on earth. But if this is all we hear, then we’re missing the main point
that Jesus is trying to make. As Alcorn observes, the central focus of this passage
“is not the renunciation of earthly treasures but the accumulation of heavenly
treasures. We’re to avoid storing up unnecessary treasures on earth not as an end
in itself, but as a life strategy to lay up treasures in heaven.”{18} So is it really
smart to pour all our time and energy into the accumulation of earthly treasures?
Is this really a wise investment strategy?
We’ve been discussing issues raised by Randy Alcorn’s excellent book, The Law of
Rewards. I can think of no better way to conclude than with this powerful and
thought-provoking citation:
Gather your family and go visit a junkyard or a dump. Look at all the piles of
“treasures” that were formerly Christmas and birthday presents. Point out
things that people worked long hours to buy and paid hundreds of dollars for,
that children quarreled about, friendships were lost over, honesty was
sacrificed for, and marriages broke up over. Look at the remnants of gadgets
and furnishings that now lie useless after their brief life span. Remind yourself
that most of what you own will one day end up in a junkyard like this. And even
if it survives on earth for a while, you won’t. . . . When you examine the
junkyard, ask yourself this question: ‘When all that I ever owned lies
abandoned, broken, useless, and forgotten, what will I have done with my life
that will last for eternity?{19}
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What’s the Meaning of Life?
Jerry Solomon
Former Probe staffer Jerry Solomon explains how Christianity answers the
biggest question of them all: What is the meaning of life?
Cathy has been married to her husband Dan for twenty years and is the mother of

two teenagers. She is very involved in family, church, and community activities.
Many consider her to be the model of one that “has it together,” so to speak.
Unknown to her family and her many friends, lately she has been thinking a lot
about her lifestyle. As a result, she has even questioned whether there is any
ultimate meaning or purpose underlying her busyness. At lunch one day she finds
herself in an intimate conversation with a good friend named Sarah. Even though
they have never talked about such things, Cathy decides to see how Sarah will
respond to her questioning. Lets eavesdrop on their conversation.
Cathy: Sarah, I’ve been doing some serious thinking lately.
Sarah: Is something wrong?
Cathy: I don’t know that I would say something is wrong. I just don’t know what
to make of these thoughts I’ve been having.
Sarah: What thoughts?
Cathy: This may sound like Im going off the deep end or something, but I promise
you Im not. Ive just started asking some really heavy questions. And I haven’t told
another soul about it.
Sarah: Well, tell me! You know you can trust me.
Cathy: Okay. But you promise not to laugh or blow it off?
Sarah: Stop being so defensive. Just say it!
Cathy: Sarah, why are you here? I mean, what is your purpose in life?
Sarah: (She pauses before responding flippantly.) You’re right, you have gone off
the deep end.
Cathy: Sarah, I need you to be serious with me here!

Sarah: Okay! I’m sorry! I’m just drawing a blank. Actually, I try not to think about
that question.
Cathy: Yeah, well, denying it doesn’t work anymore. It just keeps rolling around in
my head.
Sarah: Cant you talk to Dan about it?
Cathy: I’ve thought about it, but I don’t want him to think there’s something
wrong between us.
Sarah: Well, what about talking to your pastor? I bet he’d have some answers.
Cathy: Yeah, I’ve thought about that too. Maybe I will.
Is Cathy really “weird,” or is she an example of people that rub shoulders with us
each day? And what about Sarah? Was her nervous response typical of how most
of us would respond if we were asked questions about meaning and purpose?
James Dobson relates an intriguing story about a remarkable seventeen-year-old
girl who achieved a perfect score on both sections of the “Scholastic Achievement
Test, and a perfect on the tough University of California acceptance index. Never
in history has anyone accomplished this intellectual feat, which is almost
staggering to contemplate.”{1} Interestingly, though, when a reporter “asked
her, What is the meaning of life? she replied, I have no idea. I would like to know
myself.”{2}
This intellectually brilliant young lady has something in common with Cathy and
Sarah, doesn’t she? She is able to understand complicated subject matter, but she
has no idea if life has any meaning.
Our goal in this essay is to see if there is an answer for them, as well as all of us.

The Questions Around Us
As I was driving to my office one day I heard a dramatic radio advertisement for a
book. It began something like this: “Would you like to find meaning in life?” As I
listened to the remainder of the ad I realized that the books author was focusing
on New Age concepts of purpose and meaning. But the striking thing about what
was said was that the advertisers obviously believed that they could get the
attention of the radio audience by asking about meaning in life. Some may think it
is advertising suicide to open an ad with such a question. Or perhaps the author
and her publicists are on to something that “strikes a chord” with many people in
our culture.
Questions of meaning and purpose are a part of the mental landscape as we enter
a new millennium. Some contend this has not always been the case, but that such
questions are an unprecedented legacy of the upheavals of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.{3} Others assert that such questions are a result of mans
rejection of God.{4}
Even though most of us don’t make such issues a part of our normal
conversations, the questions tend to lurk around us. They can be heard in songs,
movies, books, magazines, and many other media that permeate our lives. For
example, Jackson Browne, an exceptionally reflective songwriter of the 60s and
70s, wrote these haunting lyrics in a song entitled For a Dancer:
Into a dancer you have grown
From a seed somebody else has thrown
Go ahead and throw
Some seeds of your own
And somewhere between the time you arrive
And the time you go
May lie a reason you were alive….{5}

Russell Banks, the author of Affliction and The Sweet Hereafter, both of which
became Oscar-nominated films, has this to say about his work: “I’m not a morbid
man. In my writing, I’m just trying to describe the world as straightforwardly as I
can. I think most lives are desperate and painful, despite surface appearances. If
you consider anyone’s life for long, you find its without meaning.”{6}
Woody Allen, the film writer, director, and actor, has consistently populated his
scripts with characters who exchange dialogue concerning meaning and purpose.
In Hannah and Her Sisters a character named Mickey says, “Do you realize what
a thread were all hanging by? Can you understand how meaningless everything
is? Everything. I gotta get some answers.”{7}
Even television ads have focused on meaning, although in a flippant manner. A
few years ago you could watch Michael Jordan running across hills and valleys in
order to find a guru. When Jordan finds him he asks, “What is the meaning of
life?” The guru answers with a maxim that leads to the product that is the real
focus of Jordan’s quest.
Even though such illustrations can be ridiculous, maybe they serve to lead us
beyond the surface of our subject. We often get nervous when we are encouraged
to delve into subject matter that might stretch us. When we get involved in
conversations that go beyond the more mundane things of everyday life we may
tend to get tense and defensive. Actually, this can be a good thing. The Christian
shouldn’t fear such conversations. Indeed, I’m confident that if we go beyond the
surface, we can find peace and hope.

Beyond the Surface
Listen to the sober words of a famous writer of the twentieth century:
There is but one truly serious philosophical problem, and that is suicide.
Judging whether life is worth living amounts to answering the fundamental
question of philosophy…. I see many people die because they judge that life is

not worth living. I see others paradoxically getting killed for the ideas or
illusions that give them a reason for living (what is called a reason for living is
an excellent reason for dying). I therefore conclude that the meaning of life is
the most urgent of questions.{8}
These phrases indicate that Albert Camus, author of The Plague, The Stranger,
and The Myth of Sisyphus, was not afraid to go beyond the surface. Camus was
bold in exposing the thoughts many were having during his lifetime. In fact, his
world view made it obligatory. He was struggling with questions of meaning in
light of what some called the “death of God.” That is, if there is no God, can we
find meaning? Many have concluded that the answer is a resounding “No!” If
true, this means that one who believes there is no God is not living consistently
with that belief.
William Lane Craig, one of the great Christian thinkers of our time, states that:
Man cannot live consistently and happily as though life were ultimately
without meaning, value or purpose. If we try to live consistently within the
atheistic worldview, we shall find ourselves profoundly unhappy. If instead we
manage to live happily, it is only by giving the lie to our worldview.{9}
Francis Schaeffer agrees with ‘ analysis, but makes even bolder assertions. He
also maintains that the Christian can close the hopeless gap that is created in a
persons godless worldview. Listen to what he wrote:
It is impossible for any non-Christian individual or group to be consistent to
their system in logic or in practice. Thus, when you face twentieth-century
man, whether he is brilliant or an ordinary man of the street, a man of the
university or the docks, you are facing a man in tension; and it is this tension
which works on your behalf as you speak to him.{10}
What happens when we go “beyond the surface” in order to find meaning? Can a
Christian worldview stand up to the challenge? I believe it can, but we must stop

and think of whether we are willing to accept the challenge. David Henderson, a
pastor and writer, gives us reason to pause and consider our response. He writes:
Our lives, like our Daytimers, are busy, busy, busy, full of things to do and
places to go and people to see. Many of us, convinced that the opposite of an
empty life is a full schedule, remain content to press on and ignore the deeper
questions. Perhaps it is out of fear that we stuff our lives to the walls—fear
that, were we to stop and ask the big questions, we would discover there are
no satisfying answers after all.{11}
Let’s jettison any fear and continue our investigation. There are satisfying
answers. It is not necessary to “stuff our lives to the walls” in order to escape
questions of meaning and purpose. God has spoken to us. Let us begin to pursue
His answers.

Eternity in Our Hearts
The book of Ecclesiastes contains numerous phrases that have entered our
discourse. One of those phrases states that God “has made everything appropriate
in its time. He has also set eternity in their heart. . .” (3:11). What a fascinating
statement! Actually, the first part of the verse can be just as accurately translated
“beautiful in its time.” Thus “a harmony of purpose and a beneficial supremacy of
control pervade all issues of life to such an extent that they rightly challenge our
admiration.”{12} The second part of the verse indicates that “man has a deepseated sense of eternity, of purposes and destinies.”{13}But man can’t fathom
the vastness of eternal things, even when he believes in the God of eternity. As a
result, all people live with what some call a “God-shaped hole.” Stephen Evans
believes this hole can be understood through “the desire for eternal life, the
desire for eternal meaning, and the desire for eternal love:”{14}
The desire for eternal life is the most evident manifestation of the need for
God. Deep in our hearts we feel death should not be, was not meant to be. The

second dimension of our craving for eternity is the desire for eternal meaning.
We want lives that are eternally meaningful. We crave eternity, and earthly
loves resemble eternity enough to kindle our deepest love. Yet earthly loves
are not eternal. Our sense that love is the clue to what its all about is right on
target, but earthly love itself merely points us in the right direction. What we
want is an eternal love, a love that loves us unconditionally, accepts us as we
are, while helping us to become all we can become. In short, we want God, the
God of Christian faith.{15}
We must trust God for what we cannot see and understand. Or, to put it
another way, we continue to live knowing there is meaning, but we struggle to
know exactly what it is at all times. We are striving for what the Bible refers to
as our future glorification (Rom. 8:30). “There is something self-defeating
about human desire, in that what is desired, when achieved, seems to leave
the desire unsatisfied.”{16} For example, we attempt to find meaning while
searching for what is beautiful. C.S. Lewis referred to this in a sermon entitled
The Weight of Glory:
The books or the music in which we thought the beauty was located will
betray us if we trust to them; it was not in them, it only came through them,
and what came through them was longing. These things–the beauty, the
memory of our own past–are good images of what we really desire; but if they
are mistaken for the thing itself they turn into dumb idols, breaking the hearts
of their worshippers. For they are not the thing itself; they are only the scent
of a flower we have not found, the echo of a tune we have not heard, news
from a country we have not visited.{17}
Lewis’s remarkable prose reminds us that meaning must be given to us. “Meaning
is never intrinsic; it is always derivative. If my life itself is to have meaning (or a
meaning), it thus must derive its meaning from some sort of purposive, intentional
activity. It must be endowed with meaning.”{18} Thus we return to God, the giver
of meaning.

Meaning: Gods Gift
Think of all the wonderful gifts that God has given you. No doubt you can come up
with a lengthy record of God’s goodness. Does your list include meaning or
purpose in life? Most people wouldn’t think of meaning as part of Gods goodness
to us. But perhaps we should. This is because “only a being like God—a creator of
all who could eventually, in the words of the New Testament, work all things
together for good—only this sort of being could guarantee a completeness and
permanency of meaning for human lives.”{19}So how did God accomplish this?
The answer rests in His amazing love for us through His Son, Jesus Christ.
Consider the profound words of Carl F.H. Henry: “the eternal and self-revealed
Logos, incarnate in Jesus Christ, is the foundation of all meaning.”{20} Bruce
Lockerbie puts it like this: “The divine nature manifesting itself in the physical
form of Jesus of Nazareth is, in fact, the integrating principle to which all life
adheres, the focal point from which all being takes its meaning, the source of all
coherence in the universe. Around him and him alone all else may be said to
radiate. He is the Cosmic Center.”{21}
Picture a bicycle. When you ride one you are putting your weight on a multitude
of spokes that radiate from a hub. All the spokes meet at the center and rotate
around it. The bicycle moves based upon the center. Thus it is with Christ. He is
the center around whom we move and find meaning. Our focus is on Him.
When the apostle Paul reflected on meaning and purpose in his life in Philippians
3, he came to this conclusion (emphases added):
7…whatever things were gain to me, those things I have counted as loss for
the sake of Christ. 8 More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the
surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered
the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish in order that I may gain
Christ, 9 and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own

derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the
righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith, 10 that I may know
Him, and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings,
being conformed to His death; 11 in order that I may attain to the resurrection
from the dead.
Did you notice how Christ was central to what Paul had to say about both his past
and present? And did you notice that he used phrases such as “knowing Christ,”
or “that I may gain Christ?” Such statements appear to be crucial to Paul’s sense
of meaning and purpose. Paul wants “to know” Christ intimately, which means he
wants to know by experience. “Paul wants to come to know the Lord Jesus in that
fulness of experimental knowledge which is only wrought by being like Him.”{22}
Personally, Paul’s thoughts are important words of encouragement in my life. God
through Christ gives meaning and purpose to me. And until I am glorified, I will
strive to know Him and be like Him. Praise God for Jesus Christ, His gift of
meaning!
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“People in Hell Are Destroyed, Not
Live Forever”
Dr. Michael Gleghorn
I am writing about your answer to the question “Are People in Hell
Isolated and Alone?”
The bible clearly states that the wages of sin is DEATH not eternal life, be
it in heaven or hell as you think. Consider these verses:
Malachi 4:3 plainly says the wicked shall be ashes under our feet.
Is.1:28–“…and they that forsake the Lord shall be consumed.”
Is.66:17–“shall be consumed together, saith the Lord.” Rev 20:9–“…and
fire came down from God out of heaven, and devoured them.” Rev
20:14,”And death and hell were cast into the lake of fire. This is the
second death.”
Doesn’t say second life but second death. You should look up some of the
Greek and Hebrew words that have been translated into hell, that would
make it more clear to you.
Thank you for your letter. You are correct in noting that the fate of unbelievers is
one of heated debate these days, even among professing evangelicals. My own
difficulty with the thesis of conditional immortality stems from passages like
Matthew 25:46, Revelation 14:9-11 and Revelation 20:10. It is difficult for me to
see how these passages can be consistent with the denial of eternal punishment.
For example, in Matthew 25:46 Jesus states: “And these will depart into eternal
punishment, but the righteous into eternal life. The same Greek term, aionion
(eternal), is used to describe both punishment and life.

Revelation 14:11 reads in part: “And the smoke from their torture will go up
forever and ever, and those who worship the beast and his image will have no rest
day or night.” What troubles me about this verse is the concluding phrase, “those
who worship the beast and his image will have no rest day or night.” Again, these
unfortunate people appear to be enduring eternal, conscious torment.
Finally, in Revelation 20:10 we read: “And the devil who deceived them was
thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur, where the beast and the false prophet are
too, and they will be tormented there day and night forever and ever.” The beast
and false prophet are both human beings. And yet, along with the devil, they will
endure eternal punishment. Furthermore, Revelation 19:20 states, “Now the
beast was seized, and along with him the false prophet who had performed the
signs on his behalf; signs by which he deceived those who had received the mark
of the beast and those who worshiped his image. Both of them were thrown alive
into the lake of fire burning with sulfur.” Please note that this takes place prior to
the thousand year reign of Christ (Revelation 20:1-7). And yet, when the thousand
years are over, the beast and false prophet are still being tormented in the lake of
fire (Revelation 20:10). This lake of fire is the same place where all unbelievers
are thrown in Revelation 20:15.
It’s true that this is called the “second death,” but does the Bible equate “death”
with “annihilation”? How do you read Ephesians 2:1-2? The Ephesians were
formerly “dead.” But does this mean that they didn’t have personal, conscious
existence? Wouldn’t you agree that the Ephesians were spiritually dead (i.e.
separated from the spiritual life of God)? And might this not also be what the
Bible means by the “second death” (i.e. unremedied spiritual death results in
eternal separation from God)? When the Bible speaks of death it does not mean
“annihilation.” Rather, it means “separation.” Physical death is the “separation” of
the spirit from the body (James 2:26). Spiritual death is the “separation” of a
conscious, living person from God (Ephesians 2:1-2). And the second death is the
“eternal separation” of an unredeemed person from God (Revelation 20:11-15).

This, at any rate, is why it’s so difficult for me to embrace the doctrines of
conditional immortality and annihilationism.
Hope this helps.
The Lord bless you,
Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries

