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On their way to get married, a young couple are 
involved in a fatal car accident. The couple find 
themselves sitting outside the Pearly Gates waiting 
for St. Peter to process them into Heaven. While 
waiting, they begin to wonder: Could they possibly 
get married in Heaven? 

When St. Peter shows up, they asked him. St. Peter 
says, "I don't know. This is the first time anyone has 
asked. Let me go find out," and he leaves. The couple 
sat and waited for an answer . . . for a couple of 
months. 

While they waited, they discussed that IF they 
were allowed to get married in Heaven, SHOULD 
they get married, what with the eternal aspect of it 
all. "What if it doesn't work?" they wondered, "Are 
we stuck together FOREVER?"  

After yet another month, St. Peter finally returns, 
looking somewhat bedraggled.  

"Yes," he informs the couple, "you CAN get 
married in Heaven.  

"Great!" said the couple, "But we were just 
wondering, what if things don't work out? Could we 
also get a divorce in Heaven?" St. Peter, red-faced 
with anger, slams his clipboard onto the ground. 
"What's wrong?" asked the frightened couple. 

"OH, COME ON!" St. Peter shouts, "It took me 
three months to find a priest up here! Do you have 
ANY idea how long it'll take me to find a lawyer?" 

 
My apologies to lawyers and ministers alike. But 

this joke elicits an intriguing question. Who does 
get into heaven? On Easter, Jesus rose from the 
dead and assured salvation for God’s elect, but who 
are they? For centuries people have speculated on 
this question. The answer is usually, ultra montanus 
nulus salvus - “No one on the other side of the 
mountain gets saved.” This phrase means that 
whomever is speculating on this question usually 
concludes that heaven is populated with people 
just like them and hell is full of everyone else. There 
are three categories people use to base their 

decision that certain people are headed for hell” 
sociological, moral, and religious.  

Sociological reasons for exclusion include things 
like skin color and gender. The Mormon faith, at 
one point, taught that Africans were born with dark 
skin as a curse for a sin committed in the previous 
life and that they would never attain the highest 
level of heaven. That attitude helped to justify and 
perpetuate slavery. Another doctrine from Joseph 
Smith explained that without a man to lift the veil 
from her face, a woman wouldn’t be allowed to go 
as far as her husband in the afterlife. That attitude 
enabled men to maintain control over women.  
Think about it. If your mate held your eternal 
destiny, you would do almost anything they asked, 
wouldn’t you? 

Poverty could also be a sign of condemnation to 
the outer darkness. This was especially true during 
the industrial revolution. The logic went something 
like this . . . God rains blessings upon the righteous 
and tragedy upon the wicked. So if you were poor, 
that meant you were full of sin and God does not 
allow sinners into heaven. This atrocious logic, to 
our shame, belongs to the inheritors of the 
protestant work ethic and Calvin’s theology. This 
attitude soothed the conscious of certain cutthroat 
businessmen who justified starvation wages on 
such logic. 

Moral reasons for exclusion might have included 
things like dancing. No need for something as 
violent as murder to be condemned to hell. A few 
years ago one church wrote this,  

Is there any place, any time, any occasion wherein 
so many sins of impurity are committed at the dance 
halls and their sequels? Is it not in these gatherings 
that people are most violently prompted against the 
holy virtue of purity?... How many [of these] will 
never open their eyes to their unhappy state except 
when they are falling into Hell! 
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The final category for exclusion, religious, while 
the most obvious is also the most pernicious. But 
this is not the end to the religious categories power 
for exclusion. 

Unfortunately, for much of Christian history 
simply being Christian wasn’t enough to get into 
heaven. One had to be the right kind of Christian.  
You not only had to believe in Christ as Lord and 
savior you had to believe in obscure doctrines such 
as pre-millennial dispensation. Again, to our 
shame, during the Reformation people who 
refused to believe in infant baptism were drowned 
and condemned to Hell. Scottish hero Patrick 
Hamilton was burned and condemned because he 
believed the Bible was the source of authority not 
the Pope. In that case, the Pope didn’t want anyone 
to read the Bible because then they would discover 
the truth and the people would be released from 
the strangle hold the aristocracy had on them. In 
fact, that is exactly what the Reformation did.  

It seems there are many reasons people invent 
for condemning someone to Hell. What then is the 
basis for inclusion into heaven? As Presbyterians 
we are obligated to answer this question through 
scripture. 

Ultimately Presbyterians, and most all 
Protestants, understand that we are justified 
(made right with God) by grace (good will) accessed 
by our faith. The Book of Romans outlines this 
doctrine. It is our acceptance of God’s acceptance 
of us in Jesus Christ that opens the gates of heaven. 
This doctrine was the great contribution of the 
Reformation. 

This, then, makes it easy for us to know who gets 
into heaven. Those who profess Jesus with their lips 
in this life make it to heaven. Everyone else goes to 
hell.  

Only it is not that simple.   

Thorny issues still arise.  
• Infants who die. What happens to infants? 

Usually the conclusion is that they all get a 

free pass into heaven or they are all out of 
luck.  

• Those of other religions who spend their 
entire lives never even hearing the name of 
Jesus. Are they condemned though they have 
never been given a chance? Surely God would 
not condemn them. 

• The Jews. Paul tells us in Romans all Israel will 
be saved. 

• Works Righteousness vs. Faith 
o On the one hand, we all know those who 

say they have faith in Jesus but never truly 
exhibit that faith. Do they get into heaven 
on a technicality? 

o On the other hand, the parable of the sheep 
and goats seems to indicate that 
admittance to heaven is based on generous 
works for the poor, and failing to do so 
condemns us to hell. 

• Is this life the only chance? Traditionally, we 
believe that this life is the only one in which 
we have the chance to profess faith in Jesus 
but in 1 Peter 3:18-19, “He was put to death 
in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit, in 
which also he went and made a proclamation 
to the spirits in prison.” In other words Jesus 
preached to those in Hell! And Revelation 
teaches us the gates of the Heavenly City are 
never shut! Never! 

As you can see, as tempting as it may be, 
knowing who is saved and who is not, is not for us 
to know.  

In fact, the Bible makes it clear that it is not up 
to us, it is up to God. And the Bible tells us it is 
dangerous to make such conjectures. Jesus says in 
Matthew, “Judge not lest you be judged. For the 
measure you give will be the measure you get.” 

But there is something the Bible does want us to 
be reassured about. Two things - the character of 
God and your own personal salvation. And although 
we don't know what will happen to others, the 
Bible teaches us three key points regarding God and 
salvation. 
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First, God is sovereign. It is not up to some 
doctrine we have gleaned from Scripture to 
determine who is saved, but God. In Chapter 9 of 
Romans, Paul writes “He has mercy on 
whomsoever He chooses, and He hardens the heart 
of whomsoever He chooses.” 

Second, God is loving. God loves everyone as 
John 3:16 indicates, “God so loved the world.”  

Third, God yearns for every single person to be 
with Him in paradise. 2 Peter explains that the 
“Lord does not want any to perish but all to come 
to repentance.” And 1 Timothy reads, “[God] 
desires everyone to be saved and to come to the 
knowledge of the truth.”   

God loves everyone. God wants all to be saved.  

Though God does not want us to conjecture who 
is saved and who is not, God does want you to be 
reassured. Paul writes in Romans, “If you declare 
with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your 
heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will 
be saved.”  

Furthermore, once you have accepted Him, 
there is nothing you can to do lose the gift of 
eternal life. That is a promise God gives to each of 
us and, as God word also says, “The gifts of God are 
irrevocable.” 

One of the most revealing actions came on the 
cross, when Jesus said of His murderers, “Father 
forgive them.” What could be worse than 
murdering God? Nothing. Jesus forgave even that.  
No matter how far you stray, no matter what you 
do, you cannot outrun God. God wants your heart 
and your soul to be at rest with the comforting 
notion that His love is absolutely unconditional and 
that it will never fail. 

Jesus is the Good Shepherd who goes after even 
one stray sheep until He finds it. This trait is 
perhaps best understood through a children’s tale, 
The Runaway Bunny by Margaret Wise Brown. 

It begins, “Once there was a little bunny who 
wanted to run away.  So he said to his mother, ‘I am 
running away.’ ‘If you run away,’ said his mother, ‘I 

will run after you. For you are my little bunny.’ ‘If 
you run after me,’ said the little bunny, ‘I will 
become a fish in a trout stream and I will swim away 
from you.’ ‘If you become a fish in a trout stream,’ 
said his mother, ‘I will become a fishermen and I 
will fish for you.’ The story continues in a similar 
manner with the bunny becoming a rock on a high 
mountain and the mother becoming a rock climber, 
then the bunny becomes a hidden flower and the 
mother become a gardener and so on. Eventually, 
the little bunny discovers that no matter what he 
tries to do to run away, mother bunny will never 
give up and will always catch him. 

Jesus is your runaway bunny mother who will 
never give up on you. The resurrection is the 
signpost of for this love. In it God proclaims: If you 
commit evil, I will undo it. If you hate me, I will love 
you. If you neglect me, I will never tire chasing you. 
I will do anything to find you. I will become a tree, 
a gardener, a human, I will die, and even go to Hell 
for you. I will never give up. Amen. 

 


