
Homily for November 12th., 2017 
What shall I do to Attain Eternal Life? 

Expanded Version 
In some ways, our Gospel reading this Sunday takes up 

where our reading last week left off. At the center of both accounts 
was the important topic of eternal life.  

 Whether we fill our days with selfish worldly pursuits 
as did the nameless Rich Man last week, or sell all that we have in 
order to obtain the treasure hidden in the field.  

 Whether we are foolish enough to be like the lawyer in 
this morning’s story, asking the right questions but not interested 
enough to hear the answer, or whether we seek first the Kingdom 
of God and His righteousness,  

 No matter what we do, as human beings, an eternal 
destiny awaits each of us.  

“What shall I do to attain Eternal Life?” Great question! How 
we answer, or IF we ask that question at all, has enormous 
consequences. 

The Rich Man asked that question last week, but from an 
entirely different context than the lawyer in today’s reading. For 
him, this was not merely a topic of idle speculation but rather a 
matter of immediate concern. He did not seek to justify himself as 
did the Lawyer this morning. He sought relief from suffering. His 
question was not theoretical, but existential. Eternity stretched out 
before him, his brief earthly sojourn had ended. He stood on the 
wrong side of a great abyss and cried out in words familiar to all of 
us: “Have mercy on me”.  

Born for Eternity 
What is eternity? A few weeks ago we begin delving into this 

fascinating subject.  What is eternal life? What do we mean by 
eternity? The word eternity “aion” is a Greek word that is packed 
with meaning. Among other things it can mean: A bygone age, the 
past; A segment of time; or the world as a spatial concept; (A&G). 
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The great majority of times we find it used in the New Testament, 
it means “duration which cannot be defined because [it is] endless” 
“The everlasting God” as in Rom. 16:26 (VINE - Eternal). 

For worshipping Jews of the first century, and for the 
Christian church from that day forward, liturgical praise directed to 
God is too expansive to be offered simply “unto the ages”. Rather, 
that praise is to be offered “Unto the ages of the ages”. Time 
spilling over into time, aeons into aeons, ever moving, ever 
flowing into a timeless eternity in which the hours and days and 
weeks melt away before the Divine Presence of the God Who Is. 

Unlike other creatures in the animal kingdom, human beings 
were created uniquely in the image of an eternal God. As such, we 
are “partakers of the divine nature” (I Peter). This is part of our 
spiritual dna – and as much a part of humanity as arms and legs, 
heart and lungs.  God said in Genesis: “Let us make man in our 
own image.” He breathed into Adam the breath of life, and from 
that moment on Adam had his feet in two realities – earthly and 
spiritual. 

It is important to say that while sharing in God’s eternity 
from the moment of conception, there is a very big difference 
between the “eternal” nature of man and the eternal nature of God. 
God is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end, the 
Author of all things who existed before all times and whose nature 
defines eternity (“Before the mountains were made and before the 
earth and the world were formed, behold from everlasting to 
everlasting, You are!” (Psalm 89/90).  Human beings have a finite 
beginning. Human life begins at conception (which is why we 
don’t equivocate when it comes to abortion). At that instant, and 
not  a moment before a human life – a body and soul - is created by 
the Maker.  

A persistent heresy which has always confronted – and been 
rejected by the Church, is the concept that souls themselves are 
pre-existent and eternal.   Plato taught that the body is the tomb of 
the soul. That souls exist forever and are placed into a body for a 
short and tortured period of earthly existence, crying out to be 
freed at death – “released” back into that same eternity from which 
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they came. This heresy, and countless variations of it have 
shadowed philosophers and religious thinkers to this very day. The 
great Teachers and Theologians of our faith have rejected it from 
the beginning. 

So when we speak of the immortal nature of human beings, 
let’s be clear. We are created “Ex Nihilo” out of nothing. We are 
finite creatures of time, created with an earthly body and an eternal 
soul – a life which has a beginning, but not an ending. All human 
beings – saints or sinners, ancient or modern – share this reality. It 
comes as standard equipment on all models – not an option. 

“Desiring to Justify Himself” 
If we stopped at this point and went no further, the story we 

encountered this morning would still be a tragic tale. Unlike the 
Rich Young Ruler – found in a different part of the Gospels – the 
wealthy lawyer had no interest in the question he addressed to our 
Lord. “Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” He had no 
thought for our Lord’s response, other than the opportunistic desire 
to impress those around him. His kingdom existed within the over 
inflated boundaries of his own ego.  

Saint Ephraim the Syrian once said “It is not the case that all 
those living are alive, or that all those buried are dead.”  Surely his 
words applied here. 

Imagine it. There he stood in the presence of the Lord of 
Glory, The very Author of the Law on Sinai, eternally existent 
member of the Holy Trinity through whose powerful voice all 
things were called into being from non-existence and in whose 
presence demons tremble and cherubim and seraphim fall down in 
worship. 

Yet none of this mattered to him. He wasn’t looking for 
eternal life. Instead of seeking first the Kingdom of God and His 
righteousness, he was looking only “to justify himself.”  He sought 
after celebrity, not Eternity. Tragically, in the end, he gained 
neither. 

A Great Gulf 
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 The Rich Man last week beheld a great gulf which had been 
fixed between him and the righteous. What was that gulf?  Saint 
Gregory of Nyssa provided the clear and consistent teaching of the 
Orthodox Church when he stated: “This . . . gulf is not an earthly 
abyss. Once one has chosen the pleasure of this life and has not 
remedied this bad choice by a change of heart, he produces for 
himself a place empty of good hereafter. He digs this unavoidable 
necessity for himself like some deep and trackless pit.”  

God did not create the eternal gulf that is fixed between the 
righteous and the unrighteous. He is maker of heaven and earth as 
we recite in the Creed every week. His perfect creation did not 
come equipped with some kind of divine trap hidden beneath the 
soil, devised with the expectation that as many as possible might 
fall into the jaws of eternal retribution. If a gulf exists (and it does), 
God didn’t put it there. We have all helped to hollow it out “like 
some deep and trackless pit.”  Adam and Eve began the process 
through their own sin, and they found themselves standing outside 
the Garden of Eden as a result. Each one of us adds to that sin, and 
in so doing, we dig the pit a little deeper - both for ourselves, and 
for all humanity.  

This traditional Orthodox understanding of hell is very different 
from the typical western view many of us were raised on. In the 
western understanding, hell is a place of torment created to diffuse 
the burning wrath of an angry God whose honor has been offended 
and who’s prideful fury must be appeased. “God tolerates pride in 
none but himself” (Herodutus – Histories.) 

As Metropolitan Heirotheos Vlachos taught the clergy several 
years ago at our clergy symposium: “God does not need to be 
cured of His wrath. [Wrath] is a characteristic of fallen humanity.” 
It is “human beings” who “need to be cured.” God loves everyone, 
righteous and unrighteous . .  He makes His sun to rise on the evil 
and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust. 

Even in Sheol, the love of God persists. Remember how kindly 
Abraham spoke to the rich man in last week’s parable. He 
answered his pleas gently – but firmly – and even referred to him 
as “son”. The blinding rays of God’s love extend even to hades. He 
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is “everywhere present and fillest all things.” “Where could I go 
from Your Spirit, or flee from Your face.” Asks the Psalmist. “If I 
should ascend into heaven, You would be there. If I should descend 
into Hades, you would be there” Psalm 138/9).  

The desert father Anthony the Great once commented “To 
say that God turns away from the wicked is like saying that the sun 
hides itself from the blind”. God does not turn away from His 
beloved, His beloved turn away from Him.  

Closed due to lack of interest 
In a recent article called “Why we Need Hell” Frederica 

Matthews Green states: “Hell has never been a fashionable 
destination, but in recent years it’s met a fate that even the most 
passé hotspots don’t endure; people suspect it doesn’t exist. Or, if 
it does exist, it attracts no customers.” 

No wonder this topic has become so “passé” in modern 
times. Today’s secular culture cringes at the idea of “judging” 
almost anyone or anything. Behaviors considered indefensible only 
a few decades ago, have now become acceptable – even 
fashionable.    

And what about Christians? No one who has considered this 
subject seriously can fail to shudder at the implications of this 
doctrine.  

In his book, “The Problem of Pain”, C.S. Lewis said this 
about the doctrine of hell: “There is no doctrine which I would 
more willingly remove from Christianity than this, if it lay in my 
power.” Yet as a genuine believer, he went on to say:  “But it has 
the full support of Scripture and, specially, of Our Lord’s own 
words; it has always been held by Christendom; and it has the 
support of reason. If a game is played, it must be possible to lose it. 
If the happiness of a creature lies in self-surrender, no one can 
make that surrender but himself (though many can help him to 
make it) and he may refuse.” (The Problem of Pain) 

If eternal existence is the destiny of all humanity, a natural 
question arises. What happens to those who spurn God’s love in 
this life and the next? Is there still a great gulf fixed between the 
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righteous and the unrighteous? Does the Rich Man still cry out to 
Abraham? Does the lawyer, no longer wanting to justify himself, 
grieve bitterly over his missed opportunity some two thousand 
years ago in Palestine? 

Over the past week, I have had the chance – in short snatches 
– to research a variety of Orthodox writings on the topic of Heaven 
and Hell, from an Orthodox perspective. I examined everything 
from popularly written articles to serious theological books. I read 
ancient patristic writings, and listened to contemporary podcasts. 
Most of all, I worked through a book that has been written this year 
. . . which I will recommend to you in a few moments. With one 
important exception, I found that these sources were actually quite 
consistent. The Orthodox understanding of this doctrine has been 
expressed throughout the ages – and it really hasn’t changed. 

I don’t have time to get into the details with you, but I would 
like to share with you some of the consistent highlights my brief 
research uncovered: 

1) Although the terms Hades / Sheol and Gehenna are used 
interchangeably today, they definitely shouldn’t be. (ok – full 
disclosure . . . this is easier said than done. I have mixed my 
metaphors several times in this very homily). Scholars from 
Protestant, and Orthodox positions agree on this point – which 
doesn’t always happen. Roman Catholics tend to be less precise 
here – for reasons I will explain in a moment.  

At the time of Christ, Hades (Sheol) was considered to be the 
temporary abode of all those who had died. At least at the time of 
Lazarus and the Rich Man, (before the Resurrection), both the 
godly and the ungodly were in Hades. Technically, the great gulf 
separating the Rich Man from Lazarus was the separation that 
existed in Hades between the righteous and the unrighteous – prior 
to the Resurrection. 

Over the centuries, and due to a number of factors, both 
terms – Hades and Gehenna – began to get lumped under one 
word. “Hell”. This small linguistic error has created great 
confusion. For many people, hell, hades, Gehenna, Sheol, are all 
the same thing. This has brought about much confusion. 
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2) Hades is not a physical region, but a realm – the realm of 
the departed. Father Hopko says that hades is simply the condition 
of being dead. It is a state of being, not a geographical area. 
Language that speaks of hades as a physical place, hidden 
somewhere inside the bowels of the earth, is figurative and not to 
be taken literally. Hades is a “non-physical realm where the souls 
of all the departed await the Last Judgment.” (Frederica). Hades is 
temporary, Gehenna is not. “Then Death and Hades were cast into 
the lake of fire. This is the second death.” (Revelation 20:14).  

3) Similarly, Gehenna, is not a physical location, but a figure 
of speech. The word comes from the name of a valley just outside 
the walls of Jerusalem. It was basically a garbage dump for the 
city. Everything awful (and I mean everything) was thrown into 
this valley to be burned. The fire never went out, night or day 24/7. 
Due to its evil connotations, this valley became symbolic in Old 
Testament times as a place of judgment against the nations 
(Jeremiah 19:6) and later for the final judgment of evildoers 
(Enoch 27: 1f).   

By the time of the New Testament, this smoldering valley 
typified the final judgment of Satan and his fallen angels 
(Revelation 20:10). - This is the place the demons in the story of 
the Gadarene demoniacs were trying so desperately not to be sent 
by our Lord before whom they trembled. (A picture of the final 
judgement!)  Although this place of eternal punishment was 
created for the devil and his fallen angels, it was extended to be the 
final destiny of all those who have fallen (Matthew 10:28 – “And 
do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. But 
rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell”). 

4) Christ did not descend into Hell (Gehenna) after His 
crucifixion, nor did He preach to those in Gehenna, which would 
have been pointless. He preached to those in Hades – He went 
down to Hades, the realm of the departed – both good and evil -  
which is why the icon of the Resurrection depicts Him as reaching 
down to pull up Adam and Eve, and the saints and holy ones from 
the darkness. 
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5) The doctrine of Purgatory (Defined by The Catechism of 
the Catholic Church as a "purification, so as to achieve the holiness 
necessary to enter the joy of heaven,’ which is experienced by 
those ‘who die in God’s grace and friendship, but [are] still 
imperfectly purified.’) is a Roman Catholic invention and is a non 
biblical, and non patristic concept which is firmly rejected by the 
Orthodox Church.  The Latin translation for Hades and Gehenna 
put both terms under the generic word “hell”. This created the need 
in the Catholic  conscience for a middle ground – somewhere 
between heaven and hell, where “imperfectly purified” saints (only 
Roman Catholics need apply!) could work things out before going 
on to their final resting place in heaven. 

6)  Hell is not a subjective concept but an objective reality. It 
is not up to us to define for ourselves. As Frederica says later in the 
article I mentioned above, we are not given permission to “imagine 
that hell sits empty, with the  chairs stacked and folded.” Our Lord 
spoke in the most realistic terms regarding the reality of hell. His 
parable last week of the Rich Man and Lazarus is but one of many 
strongly worded passages. To speculate about it, to say “this is 
what I believe about hell”, doesn’t change its reality – any more 
than would the speculations of an ancient astronomer change the 
physical nature of the universe. Speculation is exactly that; an 
observation - informed or otherwise!  

7) It is not up to us to determine who is in heaven, or who is 
not.  God is the judge – the Pantocrator. We will all stand before 
Him on the Great Day. At the Final Judgment, everyone will give 
account for their own deeds, not for those of someone standing 
next to them in line. Our Lord warned that there would be some 
surprises in store on that day. Some will say: “Lord, Lord . . .” but 
He will say to them; “Depart from me, I never knew you.” 
Matthew 25. Our Gospel reading last week made it clear that our 
actions in this life have eternal consequences. And whether he was 
listening to the answer or not, the parable of the Good Samaritan 
which we read today came in direct response to the lawyer’s 
question; “What shall I do to attain Eternal Life.”  

 8) Hell is not a place separated from God nor is it punitive in 
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nature. In his book River of Fire, Father James Bernstein writes: 
“In contrast to both Roman Catholics and Protestants, the 
Orthodox teach that hellfire is the presence of God. This fire is not 
physical but spiritual, because it is uncreated. For those who love 
God and desire Him, His divine light and presence make heaven. 
For those who want to escape God’s presence, His light, purifying 
fire, and omnipotence make existence hell because the lost are 
unable to escape Him.” 

A final – and very important question which I will leave till 
next week to discuss, is the question, “Is Hell eternal?” That’s 
where the book I mentioned earlier comes in. The author is Father 
Lawrence Farley, and the title is “The Unquenchable Fire”. I 
encourage anyone interested to purchase a copy either the print 
edition, or online. It is available through Ancient Faith. I have 
referred to it somewhat this week, and will rely on it again heavily 
next week.  

Conclusion 
This morning, we encountered a religious lawyer who missed 

the opportunity of . . . an eternity! . . . to “redirect” his question. He 
stood before the God of all, the “o wn,” Who will one day “come 
again to judge the living and the dead”. He asked our Lord the 
most important question any human being could possibly ask. 
“What must I do to inherit eternal life? Tragically, he was too busy 
thinking about his next point to listen to the answer. 

This morning, we need to listen to what God is telling us.  He 
has spoken clearly in His Word, and throughout the centuries, 
through the very clear message of His Holy Church. Eternity 
stretches out before us as it did to the lawyer, and to the Rich Man 
last week. Are we willing to listen to the voice of the Master and to 
heed His call? Or are we too distracted by the passing fancies of 
this present life to pay attention to the one thing needful.  

Our confusing world leaves us asking many questions. In the 
end, there is only one that truly matters: “[Good] Teacher, what shall 
I do to inherit eternal life?” 
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