What is Eternal Life?
John 17:3

We realize that we have just begun what is regarded as one of the greatest
prayers that were ever uttered, often called the High Priestly Prayer of our Lord Jesus,
where he prays for himself and also those who would come after him. And he starts by
requesting that God the Father would glorify the Son, and in return the Son would
glorify the Father. And it is an incredible request because we realize that the greatest
glory that would be brought to the Son would be the accomplishment of his mission to
provide full and free salvation for sinners. And it is evident that he is praying in line with
the eternal plan of God to give salvation to all those who the Father in eternity past had
given to the Son. The Son does not die hoping some will come to Christ but knowing
definitely that some have already been given, and it is through this salvation that the
Son will ultimately be glorified.

And we realize we have this great hope of salvation in Jesus Christ. We live in
that reality, celebrating it every week. We come together to study and sing and
celebrate the great salvation we have in Christ. But here is the question | want us to
grapple with this evening: How do you define salvation? And you might define it as
eternal life that is granted to us through Christ. And then the question would be: how
do you define eternal life? And the way that we so often define eternal life is through
duration. Eternal, by its very definition is enduring and indefinite days. It just keeps
going. God’s days are from everlasting to everlasting. There is no end or beginning. So
when God grants us eternal life it is life that is unending. Death is a cessation of life.

But the main emphasis throughout Scripture when it comes to eternal life is the
quality of life that we will have — not the quantity although it is unending, but the
quality. It is just like eternal death or eternal punishment does not bring the cessation of
life after this life, but there certainly is a different quality to that life. And that is where
we come to verse 3 in this prayer. After praying and saying that he will glorify the
Father by granting eternal life to all the Father has given he defines eternal life. Look
what he says here, “And this is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God,
and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.” He defines eternal life and the quality of that
life as knowing both Father and Son. And this is such an amazing truth isn’t it? We live
in a world that does not know Father or the Son or have come to false conclusions
about him. And we live in a Christianity that is seeking to downplay the significance of
the gospels and their account of Jesus. We never hear sermons about the attributes of
God, or his holiness, or even the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, but that
glorious worship fear is the very reason why people do not want to know God.

And think of it, because if knowing defines eternal life then when does eternal
life begin? It begins the moment we truly know the Son and believe in the message. It
begins the moment the Holy Spirit opens our hearts and mind to believe on Christ.
What has Christ done according to the last verse? He has granted us eternal life. And
the whole Christian life is growing in knowing him. We grow in that knowledge of him.
We grow then in implementing that knowing and trusting him. That is why we come
back to the Scriptures time and time again. The abundant life that Christ gives us is
knowing our God. We grow in knowing him, and continue to grow in knowing him.
Listen to the blessed man in Psalm 1:2-3, “but his delight is in the law of the LORD,



and on his law he meditates day and night. He is like a tree planted by streams of
water that yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does not wither. In all that he
does, he prospers.” Notice his delight is in the Law of the Lord, and it is through this
Word or Law we grow in knowing him. And he is like that tree not in the barren desert
but right by the stream. It gives life and fruitfulness as we dwell in him. Our lives
continue to change. Well, what is that stream? It is knowing him through his Word.

All of life is lived in light of knowing him, and truly living that out. It is not a
Sunday affair and then | go and live the next six days without any thought of him. Even
in eternity we will increase our delight in the Son through our increase in knowing him,
unhindered by any sin or any of the distractions of this life. But the question | want us
to really grapple with is: how do you define eternal life? Is it just the cessation of
problems, or the duration of days that are a lot better than now? Or is it knowing God
and truly enjoying him forever and ever? Is it being with him and walking with him? And
if it is, what is so great about being with him? The thing that is great about being with
him is that we know him. So let us look at this definition that Jesus gives of eternal life.
| want us to see two things.

1. | want us to see eternal life is knowing the Father. 3a.

Definitions are important. Without them we might be talking about different
things and would not be able to understand one another. So it is with eternal life.
Someone might use that term and be talking about being extinguished into the great
everything and nothing at the same time, someone else might be talking about
reincarnation and the repeated cycle that never ends. Mormons use terms like eternal
life and salvation, but what do they mean by them? One of the Osmonds just died.
Terms and the definitions are important. And here Jesus defines eternal life as knowing
the Father. But if we are going to understand eternal life we have to ask about another
definition, and that is — what does he mean by knowing the Father? Many people will
say that they know God when they actually do not know him. Many will say on that day
of judgment that they know God — they know Jesus, and even show all the works that
they did for him, but Jesus will reply as we read in Matthew 7:23, “And then wiill |
declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of
lawlessness.”” So definitions are important. We need to know what we mean.

So look at what Jesus says here and let us see if we can get a fuller grasp on
what Jesus is saying and praying here, “And this is eternal life, that they know you,
the only true God.” Now again, think of why this is so important? Jesus is praying for
the glorification of the Son that in turn the Father might be glorified. And he says it is
through the granting or gifting of eternal life. Now how does this eternal life glorify the
Father and the Son? And this is how — it is through a knowledge of the Father and the
Son. And here in the first half of the verse he names that there has to be a knowing of
the Father. And the first part of our definition is that knowing always means that there
has to be knowledge. | have to know about someone to know someone. Isn’t it true?
So eternal life is to know God the Father. And there are two avenues of knowledge in
which we can know the Father. And the first is general revelation. We can know God
the Father through the things we see. All of the invisible attributes of God are clearing
seen by what we see around us - his wisdom and knowledge, power and eternity, his



ability to control all events and keep everything going, even his love and mercy are on
clear display every single day. Psalm 19:1-2 says, “The heavens declare the glory of
God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork. Day to day pours out speech,
and night to night reveals knowledge.” There is a declaration of knowledge and
speech poured forth every single day and night about the glory of God. Again, only a
fool would say there is no God. And what does man with this knowledge? He
suppresses that glorious and evident knowledge of the grandeur and holiness of God.

God in his goodness has given us also a greater knowing of him, and a specific
knowledge of him, and that knowledge is found in what is known as special revelation,
and that is the Bible. And there is one main theme throughout the Bible and that is the
knowledge of the glory of God. It reveals God specifically and most clearly and even
indicates how we can relate to him through Jesus Christ. We know of his sovereignty,
his love and grace, that he is a God of truth and cannot lie, a God of inexpressible
holiness. He is a God who is ever close and at the same time transcendent — above
and beyond us in worth, glory and majesty.

And what is eternal life? It is knowing this God. But let say, it is more than mere
facts about God, and even believing about those facts, but knowing God is knowing
him relationally. Knowing him relationally through the knowledge of him creates a love
and delight and desire for him. The Jews in Jesus knew much about God, but they did
not know God. It is walking with God, relying on what he says, knowing he is with us,
and truly enjoying and fellowshipping with him through prayer, his word, and through
his people. We realize he is always with us, and we live with him relationally. This
knowing is so much more than intellectual but personal. That is what we mean when
we say that we love God. We are saying we not only have this knowledge of God but
we know God. And the next life is a fuller continuation of that living and dwelling and
knowing our God. Listen to the glory of the culmination of eternal life in Revelation
21:3, “And | heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Behold, the dwelling place
of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God
himself will be with them as their God.” There is this glorious mutual knowing. He is
our God! We are his people! He dwells with us, and there is a greater knowing and
intimacy in that knowing. Eternal life is knowing our God, having an ever growing
relationship with him.

And notice what Jesus says here that so important: “And this is eternal life,
that they know you, the only true God.” Who is God? He is the only true God.
Certainly there are all sorts of various gods that are out there that people worship.
There are numerous cathedrals and temples and the such right here in Windsor all
teaching various different ideas about God. But eternal life is knowing the true God. We
know the truth and the truth has set us free. Some one once asked me why | believe
the God of the Bible is the only true God when there are so many options? And there is
so much external evidence about the truthfulness of the Bible, or the resurrection of
Jesus, or how the Bible was composed and all of the fulfilled prophecy, but the
greatest evidence for us as believers is not apologetical arguments but what Romans
8:16, “The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God.”
We have that internal witness of the Spirit of God that withesses with us that this God
is the only wise God and we are his children.



But here is the other thing in living in light of the life eternal in the here and now.
There are so many things competing for our attention and hearts. John Calvin was so
right when he described the heart as an idol factory. We seek to find our heaven or
eternal life apart from God. It might be in money and what that money can buy. It is
amazing how much we can have coming in, and yet complain we do not have any
money or even not give to the church. It is incredible that all the wealth exists in the
church to send an army of missionaries to foreign fields, but we just are over in debt
and really uncaring. Yet, we have not made an idol of money. There are things like sex.
If only | had more sex and more adventurous or whatever. Individuals think about and
dabble in areas that they ought not, and yet sex was created by God and was used in
the marriage relationship not primarily for your joy but the joy of another. And here is
my point, if eternal life is knowing God — and God has given us that relationship, that
knowing of him — how much effort are we truly putting in knowing him better,
saturating ourselves with knowing and living in his presence? In the presence of God
for those that know him is fullness of joy. Eternal life and bliss and meaning is in
knowing God. This is truly how our God is glorified. John Piper has a famous saying,
“God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him.” That satisfaction
comes and grows when his people grow in knowing Him.

2. Eternal life is knowing the Son. V. 3.

Oh! To know the Son! Is there anything greater? | have been to many funerals in
my day, and it is amazing how many who are giving messages or eulogies many times
talk about the diseased. They talk about their joy of life, and now their joy in death. All
their burdens are behind them. They are at rest. They are enjoying their time with all
those who have gone on before them. | can remember watching the televised funeral of
a famous golfer who professed Christ and truly was a changed man. But | was taken
back when the main message talked about what he was doing in heaven, and that is
playing another round of golf, as if that is eternal life. And when the average person
thinks of eternity they have warm thoughts but those warm thoughts do not include
God or Jesus Christ. And what is disturbing is how many professing Christians think of
eternity without Jesus. Jesus just provided this better quality of life, but the greatness
of heaven is spending time without pain and burdens and with the ones | have loved
here. It is almost like a sanctified earth without Jesus. He might show up time to time
but he is really not needed or the centre and all of my existence. He was only
necessary to get us to that destination but once there we are on our own.

And again, when you think of eternity what comes to mind? The famous pastor
of the past Henry Scougal wrote, “The worth and excellency of the soul is measured
by the object of your love.” And impending death and eternity bring that into focus
the most. When you think of your death and the life to follow what comes to mind?
Because Jesus defines eternal life not only knowing the true God, but also the son,
“And Jesus Christ whom you have sent.” It is knowing, cherishing the Jesus who
was with and from the Father. In other words, it is very common today for people to
talk about different Jesuses, as if there are many ways you can know and interpret the
life of Jesus. But this is a specific Jesus, and only one. Look at verse 4 which we will
look at next time, “I glorified you on earth, having accomplished the work that you



gave me to do.” Jesus was sent by God the Father to accomplish a work that God the
Father gave him to do, and this is the Jesus we believe in and glory in and trust in and
follow. We believe, know, love this specific Jesus. We revel and rejoice in him.

Think of what Paul says in Philippians 1:21, “For to me to live is Christ, and to
die is gain.” Living right here and right now is eternal life. Why because it is living in
and with Christ. It is knowing him, walking with him in his Word so much so that dying
is gain, because | am in the presence of my beloved. Again there is a greater knowing
of him. He is our joy and our great expectation. Jesus begins his Farewell discourse in
John 14:2-3, “In my Father’s house are many rooms. If it were not so, would | have
told you that | go to prepare a place for you? And if | go and prepare a place for
you, | will come again and will take you to myself, that where | am you may be
also.” Knowing the facts about Jesus, knowing him personally and relationally in the
here and now makes this promise so sweet and so glorious that we want to cheer. It
takes hearts that are troubled and gives them so much hope, joy and energy to truly
carry on. And it is so easy to get down and hope for heaven our our final state to begin
because we hate our lives. We hate the people in our lives and we are just frustrated
with life. | just wanted all to end. That is not what Jesus is talking about when he talks
about eternal life. That is not what Paul is talking about. The reward of heaven is God.
It is being with the Lover of my soul, my Redeemer and Lord and Saviour. It is being
with Christ. To die is gain! Why because it brings mine right into the presence of my
beloved. But | have eternal life now. Nothing, not even death can separate me from the
love of God in Christ Jesus.

So here is the question we began with — how would you describe eternal life?
How would you describe your eternal hope? Is salvation simply an escape hatch from
judgement? If our God and our Christ is not central in your hope, then he is not central
in your life and living now. What would be so great about the life after this life? If your
controlling hope is not found in God, that Jesus will dwell with his people in all his
fullness, if your hope is not found in being with him, then you really have to look and
examine your heart to see if you have eternal life, because this is Jesus’ definition of
eternal life — to know the only true God and his Son. There is nothing greater or more
glorious than coming into his presence. There is nothing better than entering into his
rest with our Saviour.

Listen to what John Piper writes in his book, God is the Gospel, “Propitiation,
redemption, forgiveness, imputation, sanctification, liberation, healing, heaven—
none of these is good news except for one reason: they bring us to God for our
everlasting enjoyment of him. If we believe all these things have happened to us,
but do not embrace them for the sake of getting to God, they have not happened
to us. Christ did not die to forgive sinners who go on treasuring anything above
seeing and savoring God. And people who would be happy in heaven if Christ
were not there, will not be there. The gospel is not a way to get people to heaven;
it is a way to get people to God. It’'s a way of overcoming every obstacle to
everlasting joy in God. If we don’t want God above all things, we have not been
converted by the gospel.”

So eternal life is not just being happy in a life that is problem free but the highest
and most glorious life that could we could ever live, and that is knowing God,



savouring all that he is too us and for us. So Christ through his work on the cross has
removed every obstacle so that we can have this eternal relationship with him. That is
eternal life, and if that is eternal life then that life begins now. And let me end with one
challenge. If this is life eternal, are we really learning and savouring all that Christ is for
us? You see if all these doctrines are just intellectual, and we do need to use our
intellect to understand them, but it all about knowing him, not simply knowing about
him, but truly living in light of this forever relationship with him. This is the life that
glorifies him. Eternal life seeks to know him, and now all that he is for us. And the
overflow of that life is we want others to see and know and cherish and savour and
enjoy the Jesus that we enjoy. You can see when we are touched by that life because
he is the one we want others to enjoy. Praise God for his ultimate plan. There could not
be a greater plan or a greater joy in salvation than the enjoyment of knowing this God.
Let us seek to increase that joy of him.



