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Have you experienced when you wanted to get on a freeway but could not find the way to get on? That happened to me recently in San Bernardino. I went to San Bernardino for an appointment and got off the freeway with no problem. But when I tried to get back on, all the entrance ramps were closed due to construction. I kept going farther and farther north looking for a way to get back on the 215 North, taking side streets and zigzagging my way to where entrance ramps were supposed to be, but they were closed. I ended up going well past San Bernardino, miles away before I could find a way to get on the freeway, even though I saw the freeway beside me for all that time.
How hard is it to enter the highway to heaven? Most people think they know how to get on that highway. They think they can see the highway. They drive right by many churches and other places of worship all the time. But when they try to find the entrance to the highway to heaven, they don’t know where to find it. A 2005 poll, conducted by Newsweek and Beliefnet, asked: "What happens when we die?" 67 percent said “the soul goes to heaven or hell.” 13 percent said “there is no heaven or hell, but the soul lives on in some kind of spiritual realm.” 6 percent said “it's all over; there is no soul.” 5 percent said “the soul is reincarnated into another creature.” And 9 percent said “they don't know.”
There are 3 top philosophies in this world on how to get to heaven. Let’s examine them to see if they can get us on the highway to heaven. I want you to understand these 3 and to know how to talk about them with your friends and relatives so you can help them see there really is only one way to get to heaven.
The first philosophy called ‘Universalism’ believes that everyone makes it to heaven. The entrance to heaven is super wide and everyone finds it sooner or later. This is the most popular theory, but not the most widely held. Those who want to live life by their own rules love this theory, which includes most people in America these days, even many who call themselves Christians.

At my daughter’s college graduation baccalaureate service, one of the speakers expressed his belief in this philosophy. He used the classic illustration of how there are many paths up a mountain, but they all get to the top. He described three lovely trails leading to the top of his mountain. One path leads through a beautiful meadow, another by a cascading stream and another through a lush forest. Then, in a tone of strident judgment, the speaker condemned all those that judged others for taking different paths. How ironic that a person who believed all paths lead to the top, condemned one of the paths. Even he did not really believe in his philosophy. Either all paths get to the top or they don’t. You can’t have it both ways. You can’t say that all paths go to heaven and then say one is wrong.
The problem with this philosophy is simple geography as all paths don’t lead to the top. It is not a gentle walk through the woods, meadows or fields to the top of a small hill. The meadow path dead ends in a mucky swamp full of mosquitoes. The cascading stream path ends at a sheer rock cliff. The lush forest path peters out in the middle of nowhere, and you don’t know where to turn except back. Anyone who has spent any time climbing mountains knows that few paths lead to the top, and many false paths take you nowhere, wasting your time and energy. I have climbed many mountains in the Sierra Nevadas, the Rockies and other parts of the world. I have taken my share of paths that took me nowhere, except to turn around. After climbing various mountains, I realized I will never climb some mountains, such as Mt. Denali. I climbed a small hill nearby to get a good view of it, but you won’t catch me climbing that huge mountain as it is way too hard and dangerous for me to attempt. No path will get me to the top of that mountain by myself.
The illustration of all paths leads to heaven falls flat simply by looking at what happens in our world - today and in the past. We make decisions that we think are the best ones, yet they lead us down dead ends at best, and more often, our chosen paths end in tragedy. The tragic consequences of human wrong turns and failings are obvious all around us.
People think they can let their children do what they want because they are so cute. But without proper guidance, those children get into trouble. Pastor Henry Blackaby, (Hearing God's Voice, Broadman & Holman, 2002), recounts the first funeral he conducted. He wrote, “It was for a beautiful three-year-old. She was the first child born to a couple in our church. Unfortunately, she was spoiled. While visiting the little girl's home one day, I observed that she loved to ignore her parents' instructions. When they told her to come, she went. When they said, "sit down," she stood up. Her parents laughed, finding her behavior cute. (This would lead to trouble as) one day their front gate was inadvertently left open. The parents saw their child escaping out of the yard and heading toward the road. To their horror, a car was racing down the street. As she ran out between two parked cars, they both screamed at her to stop and turn back. She paused for a second, looked back at her parents, then gleefully laughed as she turned and ran directly into the path of the oncoming car. The parents rushed their little girl to the hospital, but she died from her injuries.” As much as her parents loved that little girl, they made the tragic choice of not teaching her what was right and wrong through healthy discipline. Their path of permissive parenting did not lead to the top of the mountain. Nor do any paths that place short-term gains, pleasures or conflict avoidance over long-term health and truthfulness.

Examine this false philosophy of universalism carefully and you find it quickly crumbling. Wishful thinking does not make anything right. False paths do not lead to heaven, but to dead ends. Bad directions leave everyone lost. Climbing to the top of God’s mountain is a struggle to get to the top of mountain far greater than Mt. Denali or Mt. Everest. Few reach the top of Everest. It is not stroll up a hill through a flowery field. No one has ever scaled the mountain of heaven except the One – the perfect Climber and the perfect Guide to heaven – the Lord Jesus Christ, and He died to get us there.

The second major philosophy of how to get to heaven is legalism, which believes you earn your way into heaven by achieving a certain standard of behavior. This is the pervading belief of almost all the world’s religions. Even many Christians believe that behaviors, what you do and don’t do, get you into heaven.
A drunken man got on the bus late one night, staggered up the aisle, and sat next to a woman who was clutching a Bible. She looked the wayward man up and down and said, "I've got news for you, mister. You're going straight to hell!" The man jumped up out of his seat and shouted, "Oh no, I'm on the wrong bus again!"
The problem with legalism is found in two questions. 1) What are the right things you must do to get to heaven? And 2) how good do you have to be at doing them? If getting to heaven means doing the right things to gain entrance, then what are the right things, and how much of them do you have to do? To get in the Baseball Hall of Fame, you need, as a minimum at least one of the following statistics: a lifetime batting average of over 325%, slug over 500 home runs, smack over 3000 hits, or win over 300 games as a pitcher, and all without betting on baseball or taking steroids. That usually gets you into the Baseball Hall of Fame. What lifetime moral batting average and standards do we need to get into heaven?

Every religion thinks it knows the standards to get into heaven and they impose those laws upon their followers. But they all can’t be right as they contradict each other. Compare the religions of the world and see if you can find the right standard? In far eastern religions, one must attain a state of ‘bliss’. In others, one must keep coming back to life, reincarnated to somehow get it right this time. For some radical Muslims, one must die attacking the infidels to gain heaven. For Jews, one must keep all the commandments. For fundamentalist Christians, you can’t “smoke, drink, dance, chew or go with girls who do.” And, if you ask almost anyone, they will tell you their religion is right and they are the only ones good enough to get into heaven. Each religion will tell you all the other religions are wrong and no one but them will make it to heaven. Are any of them right?

They are not all right. In fact every religion is wrong. Yes, I said every religion. Religion by definition means a human attempt to understand and find God. That dooms all religions to failure in the attempt, because humans can only guess about God and what God wants from us. Religions are limited by the finite human mind that cannot grasp the infinite nature of God. Some religions have made wonderful guesses with partial truths, but that does not make them right. A half-truth is still half-wrong. Half-way to heaven is still a long way from heaven. Christianity is not a religion because following Christ is not a human attempt to find and understand God. Jesus is God sent to find and save us.
Even those who try to follow the Law of God put forth in the commandments soon realize they cannot fully keep those commandments. That means you have to keep every commandment right ever time; never stealing, never lying, never cheating, never coveting (desiring) your neighbors things including his wife; never worshiping false gods. Jesus made the meaning of God’s Law exceptionally clear. No committing adultery or even thinking about it. No murdering someone or even thinking about it. Why is that so important? Because not one little atom of wrong can be allowed to enter into heaven. Not one tiny speck of evil can be allowed to spoil the perfection of heaven. We don’t want murder or adultery in heaven. We don’t want heaven ruined by evil like this world has been. We don’t want fighting, wars, suffering, disease, hatred, selfishness, lust, greed or any kind of evil in heaven. We don’t want that and God cannot allow it. If all it took to ruin paradise was eating a piece of fruit that God said “Do not eat!” than no little bit of evil can enter heaven. If you take even the thought of murder into heaven, than you take the chanced for it to happen. So you and I cannot enter into heaven with even the littlest bit of wrong to spoil it. Like a single germ that can infect everyone with a life killing disease, God cannot allow anyone who would infect heaven to get into heaven and ruin it. 99% pure won’t cut it. We must be 100% pure. Even if we have never murdered anyone or committed adultery, if we have lied or hurt anyone else in any way even one time, we are not good enough to get into heaven so it will not become corrupted or polluted. When it comes right down to it, every one of us would not allow ourselves to enter into heaven based on our own efforts, because we would ruin heaven. Does that make sense? Do you understand the reason heaven must be kept pure so that it is a place with no death, no suffering, no wrong or evil? Therefore understand this; no one has been good enough to enter heaven by the path of legalism, of following their Law, except the One who kept the Law perfectly, batting 1000 percent - never doing wrong. Only Jesus can by Himself enter into heaven on the basis of legalism. The rest of us must stay out based on our own history of doing wrong or we would ruin it.
So that brings us to the third major teaching about how to get to heaven. And, since this teaching comes from the only One who climbed the mountain to heaven, and also comes from the only One who lived a perfect life, then we should listen to this One – the teaching of Jesus about how to enter the highway to heaven. He said we can’t get there by ourselves, and we can’t earn it, but we can enter heaven by living by His grace and following Him. He does the work of earning heaven for us, but we need to follow His way. He does the work of removing the evil and wrong from us, making us pure so we won’t ruin heaven. Therefore, we need to let Him rescue us and take us to heaven. We cannot do it on our own, but we can enter heaven by the way of Jesus Himself. In Matthew 7:13-14, Jesus said, Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it. There is no universalism, because the way to heaven is not huge that includes everyone. The gate is narrow. There is no legalism, because no one can find the gate to heaven by themselves. Why? Because Jesus is the only gate to heaven. Jesus is the only road that leads to life. All other roads are dead ends literally.
Jesus is the Only Way because Jesus is the only One sent from God. Following Christ is not following a human imagined path to heaven. Following Jesus means we have the Guide and His instructions straight from God. Following Jesus means Jesus guides us through the difficulties of climbing the mountain and insures we get there. Following Jesus means Jesus fulfills the Law and gives us His Spirit to live by His standards. Why is the Way of Jesus so narrow? It is narrow because it only goes through Jesus, not by any other teaching or belief. He is the only Gateway. It is narrow because overcoming and eternally succeeding in this life requires us to give control over to Jesus and follow Him instead of trying to do it by ourselves. Donald G. Bloesch (in Theological Notebook I) wrote, “The Christian way is not the ‘middle way’ between extremes but the ‘narrow way’ between precipices.”
Entering the highway to heaven requires us to trust Jesus every step of the way. The way out of our human predicament requires extreme measures that only Jesus can provide for us. Following Him we make it through. Without Him we get lost. We don’t know the way without Jesus. Jesus is the Way. He came to show us how to find the highway to heaven. He is the way, the truth and life. When Jesus the Guide leads us, we discover a sure and certain future, and a great, better life.
A few weeks ago, Sue and I with our daughter Tricia hired a guide to lead us through a narrow canyon in Utah near Zion National Park. The guide led us to a slot canyon that had very steep side cliffs with a very narrow passage between them. 6 times we rappelled by ropes down through the canyon. Down deep in that canyon, Sue, Tricia and I would have been lost without that guide. He showed us how to safely rappel down steep drops of up to 100 feet. He showed us the right way when the canyon divided. If we would have gone the way I guessed we should have gone, we would still be lost. The guide told me that way went for miles down into a long and difficult canyon that we did not have the ability to get out from by ourselves. But we had a great guide who knew the way and got us safely through all the obstacles, and made it fun. A great guide makes all the difference between getting lost and dying or having a joyful adventure and accomplishment.

Jesus is our Guide, the only guide that knows the way to heaven. Jesus said it this way in John 14:1-7, “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going.” Thomas said to Him, “Lord, we don’t know where You are going, so how can we know the way?” Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me. If you really knew Me, you would know my Father as well. From now on, you do know Him and have seen Him.”

Do you follow the way to get to heaven? Jesus is the Way. Do you know the truth to get to heaven? Jesus is the Truth. Do you have the life you need to get to heaven? Jesus is the Life. Don’t follow the dead ends, the half-truths, and the evil infected lives that won’t get you to heaven. Follow the Way, the Truth and the Life that is Jesus. Amen!
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