
THE SECRET THINGS
What About… In the Afterlife?

Afterlife Series (Part 6)

Text: Deuteronomy 29:29

 Secrets & Revelations

It was fifteen years ago next month that I walked into this Sanctuary for the 
first time.  Dr. DeKruyter, our Founding Pastor, was in the pulpit.  I recall his 
beautiful mane of white hair.  I had no idea that it went with the job here.  But 
what I remember most was the message Dr. DeKruyter gave that Sunday. His 
text was this single verse: “The secret things belong to the LORD our God, 
but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that 
we may follow all the words of this law” (Deut 29:29).  

Dr. DeKruyter said that God reveals to us certain things to guide us and our 
children into the way of his kingdom.  Like the manna he gave to the children 
of Israel in the desert, or the daily bread Jesus told us to pray for, the truth and 
grace God offers us is sufficient for our needs today.   But Dr. DeKruyter also 
underlined that there are also “secret things” that “belong to the LORD our 
God” alone.  “God has a right to his secrets,” he said, a reason for the things 
he does not tell us.  If we will not grant Him that secrecy, then we are not 
really willing to grant that he is truly GOD.

Keep this in mind as I try to address today some of the questions I know you’re 
still asking about the subject of the Afterlife.  Keep in mind that God has told us 
the things we most need to know.  Among “the things revealed” in his Word 
is the assurance that there is life after death.  There is a real heaven and a real 
hell.  These dimensions of existence are even now seeking to lay their claims 
upon us.  The basic orientation of our life toward God and others now 
determines not just the direction of our life today but our destiny after life.  
Like no other, Jesus shows us the Way to Life and the Truth about it.  This isn’t 
secret.

The Question of In and Out

What still puzzles a lot of people, however, are questions like these:  “If 
somebody isn’t a ‘Christian’ but is a very good person won’t they still go to 
heaven?”  Or “If one of my friends or family members was baptized or 
confirmed or used to go to church, but drifted away, are they going to hell?”  
Or “If someone has confessed Christ at some point, but then messes up badly 
or turns from God for a season, will they lose their salvation?”  All of these 
kinds of inquiries are variations of the larger question: “How do we know who 
is in and who is out?”



The only way to approach an answer to these questions is to pose a more 
important one: “Who is God?”  The answer to that is one of “the revealed 
things.”  The Bible says that “God is love” and those who live in love live in 
him and he in them (1 John 4:16).  The scriptures show us that God is 
“patient and kind.”  He is stunningly hopeful and persevering in his 
faithful pursuit of people who have lost the Way (1 Cor 13:4,7; Psa 117:2).   
God’s Word assures us that he holds people accountable for no more than they 
have had the chance to know of him (Acts 8:30-31; Rom 1). 

Hebrews 11 reveals that God welcomes some people who are “living by faith” 
toward him and his “heavenly” kingdom, even though they don’t yet know 
Jesus. The Bible says “God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he 
has prepared a city for them” (Heb 11:16).  In his bold affirmation of the 
faith of a Roman Centurion and the sacrificial service of an outcast woman, 
Jesus implies that there are some people who are walking by his Way and living 
by his Truth who don’t yet use Christian terminology or confess the name of 
Christ explicitly (Matt 8:10; 26:13; John 10:16). I, for one, drove eastbound on 
route 290 for years without knowing that this way was what other people called 
the Eisenhower Expressway.  My ignorance of the local language didn’t prevent 
me from getting to Chicago.  

We ought to be very careful before we say that somebody only goes to heaven 
by using these particular words or offering this particular prayer or by spending 
Sundays in this particular building. In 1 Samuel 16:7, God himself declares: 
“Man looks at the outward appearance but the LORD looks at the 
heart.”  

At the same time, just as not every road goes to Chicago, not every road leads 
into the Kingdom of Heaven.   Christ said that there are wide and well-traveled 
roads that “lead to destruction” (Matt 7:13-14).  Jesus suggests that every 
person spends their life becoming one of two kinds of people.   Either we are 
becoming the kind of person who is at home in a world where GOD is the 
center of things, where GIVING (grace) is the way of things, and where HIS 
WILL is increasingly done in all things.  OR else we are becoming the kind of 
person who is increasingly at home in a world where our SELF is the center of 
things, where GETTING (earning) is everything, and where MY WILL should be 
done.  The First Way leads to the kingdom of heaven and the Second to 
someplace else.

Let me stress that those on the First Way don’t need to be worried about losing 
their salvation because they hit bumps in their faith, or wander out of the 
center lane for a season, or happen to be traveling in a car still dirty and 
dented.  If you listen to my voice, says Jesus… if your heart is turned toward 
the way of heaven, then be assured that “no one can snatch [you] out of 
my hand,” (John 10:27-28). I’m going to get you to the Heavenly City.



But if you (or someone you know) is basically oriented toward that Second 
Way, then a change of course is required.  You see, it’s not about how many 
times you have or haven’t sat in a church, or taken communion, or mouthed 
the doctrinally-correct prayers and creeds.  It’s not about whether you dropped 
into the plate or are a generally better guy or gal than a lot of people you could 
name. It’s all about whether you worship God at the center… whether you 
know that you and everybody else is desperately in need of grace… and 
whether you are willing to seek first a kingdom where God’s will is done.  This 
is what the Cross of Christ and the Kingdom of Heaven are all about.

None of us should presume to name who will be in or out at the end.  That’s 
one of the “secret things” known only to God.  The Book of Revelation says 
that only Jesus is “worthy” to unseal the great scroll, “the book of life,” in 
which is recorded every person that God knows truly turned themselves toward 
Him and his Way.  But this much the Bible reveals now: “The dead [will be] 
judged according to what they had done” – the Way they have chosen 
(Rev 5:8-9; 20:12).    

The Question of Heavenly Levels

But here is where a lot of people I’ve heard from have even more questions.  
Somebody asked me recently:  “Does what we have done on this earth change 
the particular place we end up occupying in heaven?  Are there different levels 
or layers to heaven?”  Many religions have speculated about this.  Within 
Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Gnosticism theories have arisen that there are 
actually Seven Heavens -- seven being a number often equated with perfection.  
The more perfect you become on earth, the higher up you go. Classical 
Mormonism holds that there are three kinds of heavens or worlds to which the 
righteous ultimately travel – sort of like an economy, business, and first class 
heaven.  The number of moral points you rack up on earth determines your 
final seating.  

So what does the Bible say about all this?  Well, in Ephesians 2, St. Paul makes 
it clear that it is by God’s grace and not our works that we are saved from the 
penalty of sin.  We don’t get forgiveness from God or a chance to go to heaven 
because we’re more perfect than someone else or have piled up moral mileage 
points.  “It is the gift of God.”  But in the same passage Paul goes on to 
underline that we have been redeemed by Jesus “to do good works.”   God 
wants to see us doing “good deeds” right now that brings glory to him and 
advances his good purposes in this life (Matt 5:13-16). 

In the “new heaven” on earth that Christ will establish when he returns, there 
will still be good works to be done, restoring the Creation to its intended order 
(Rev 21:1).  The Book of Revelation pictures God’s servants as reigning in this 
new world and there is there is some suggestion that the level of responsibility 



given to people then will be “according to what [they have] done” in this 
life (Rev 22:3-5,12).   This idea is amplified by Christ’s famous Parable of the 
Talents where, again, the suggestion is that those who are faithful with what 
they’ve been given in this life are “put in charge of many things” in the 
Afterlife (Matt 25:14-21).  

Are you getting how this works and how different it is from the seventh heaven, 
first-class cabin mentality?  Our good deeds on earth don’t entitle us to a 
comfier seat or a more luxuriously-appointed hotel room where we get waited 
on hand-and-foot.  Heaven isn’t like a frequent flyer or guest program.  Our 
faithfulness to the ways of the kingdom of heaven here simply prepares us for a 
greater share in the Master’s work there.  The reward is greater responsibility 
and the all-surpassing happiness of seeing God’s will done through us.   Are 
there particular levels to this kind of happiness – a seventh heaven of joy?  The 
Bible doesn’t tell us and I wouldn’t worry about it.  It is one of “the secret 
things.” 

The Question of Heavenly Satisfaction

Let me close by addressing one final question, if I may.  It is one that I know 
disturbs many of us: “How could heaven ever feel ‘heavenly’ to me if somebody 
I love isn’t by my side?”  What if I get there and find that that particular family 
member or friend who means so much to me isn’t in on the reunion?  What if it 
turns out that all dogs or cats or precious pet turtles don’t go to heaven?  What 
if I’m there with my current spouse and that first husband or wife who died 
walks up to us?  How could this be heavenly?

Here again, I think, we are entering into the realm of “the secret things.”  
We do not understand how imprisoned we are in this present time and space 
and how hard this makes it to understand what eternity is like.  We have these 
temporal experiences of relationship and our human version of love and these 
naturally predispose us to thinking that there could be no real happiness if 
these things did not continue or were not resolved in the way we might like 
now.  But as C.S. Lewis describes in his magnificent book, THE GREAT 
DIVORCE, these constructs, this reality around us, are but the shadowlands of 
the glory that awaits us there.  

One day, you will gasp and shudder in inexpressible awe and joy as you finally 
and fully behold all of God. The absolute love that He is will fill you completely 
and recondition your understanding of everything.  You will know why He had 
to let certain people go their way and why the relationships in heaven are what 
they are.  All the agonies and atrocities of this life will be bathed backward in 
time by the light of God’s goodness.  As J.R. Tolkien says in THE RETURN OF 
THE KING, “everything sad is going to come untrue.”   For “As it is written: 
No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God 
has prepared for those who love him” (1 Cor 2:9).



My faithful predecessor was wise when he said: “God has a right to his secrets.”  
We must remember that He keeps them not because they are so fearful, but 
because they are so wonderful.  We don’t need to know everything now.  What 
we most need to know the Bible plainly reveals to us:  There is a God, who is 
really GOD.  Jesus shows us that God is also really GOOD.  He invites you and 
me to walk in the Way, the Truth, and the Life of his kingdom.  He 
commissions us to invite others into this Way.  Don’t put it off.  This heavenly 
realm (and the alternative) begins right here and stretches out – lub-dub, lub—
dub, lub--- into the Afterlife. 

Let’s go there together and bring every person we can.
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