
TIME AND ETERNITY  Rev. Harold Wells

Psalm 90 (Hymn 806), John 1: 1-14, II Corinthians 4: 13-18.
 
Well, it’s New Year’s, and we’re confronted again with the challenge of passing time. A good time to 
reflect on the mystery of time and eternity.
 

Just now, this week, our sense of the mystery of time is stimulated by the new seven-ton telescope, the 
James Webb Space Telescope. 
 

It was launched on Christmas day into outer space by the American space agency, NASA.  It’s on its 
way to being fully deployed, when it will be launched into orbit in outer space, 1.6 million km. away, 
and will be 100 times more powerful than its most powerful predecessor, the famous Hubble telescope.
 

What has this to do with time?  Well, whenever we look up at the stars in the sky, we are peering into 
past time; we’re told that it takes more than 4 years for the light to travel, at the speed of light, from the
nearest star to planet Earth. 
 

Four years. Speed of light, you’ll recall, is 186,000 miles per second, and at that speed, it takes more 
than 4 years for light to travel to us from Proxima Centauri, the nearest star beyond our sun. So the 
light we will see tonight actually left that star sometime in 2017.
 

But four years is nothing in cosmic time. The astronomer Carl Sagan, in his famous book ‘Cosmos’, 
tells us that, gazing into more distant stars, even to the centre of own galaxy, we’re looking back in 
time 40,000 years, and if we catch sight of the nearest alien galaxy, we’re looking back 2 million light 
years.  
 

I read in the Toronto Star that the new James Webb telescope will take us back within a hair’s breadth 
into the dawn of the universe, to the first galaxies formed by the so-called “Big Bang” that initiated 
time and space as we know it, some 14 billion years ago. 
 

The new telescope will seek out the faint twinkling light from those first galaxies, providing a glimpse 
into the original cosmic creation.   
 

“Its infra-red eyes,” says the Toronto Star writer, “will stare down black holes, scouring the atmosphere
hunting for alien worlds….” Since there are billions of stars with planets circulating around them, who 
knows how many thousands of planets between here and there, may harbour intelligent, spiritual life, 
like ours? 
 

Well, that’s the big picture of cosmic time, which is our actual context, as we live our little lives here on
this tiny planet Earth.  
 

But our time here is short, a mere blink of the eye in cosmic time. I don’t know about you, but for me, 
New Year’s always brings a heightened sense of time slipping away quickly.  We’re more aware of that 
than ever as we grow older. Don’t the years roll by ever so fast?
 

And with each passing year it seems that so many things are changing.  Wouldn’t it be nice if things 
would slow down and stabilize a little?  You no sooner get a new cell phone, then there’s another new 
version on the market.
 

Computers constantly need to be upgraded and new programs downloaded. If you don’t stay with it, 
other people’s computers will soon refuse to speak with your computer.     
 

Obviously I’m speaking as an old man, rather weary with changes, but young people too can feel 
threatened by the huge changes happening in the world around us.
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Everything seems to be mutating. Not just the virus, which constantly mutates, sending us scrambling 
for more vaccines. The climate is mutating too, with devastating weather circumstances all over the 
world. Excessive heat, forest fires and floods is so many places around the world!  
 

We’re told we have to switch, urgently, from fossil fuels to renewable energy, and if we don’t do it fast 
enough we’re going to be in even more big trouble. 
 

Even the church mutates. Perhaps we look to the church for a sense of tradition and continuity. But our 
building, our hymns, our music, also mutate; even our theologies are mutating!
 

Not all changes are bad, though. If you’re elderly like me, we’ve seen enormous mutations in society as
a whole, and some changes can be counted as genuine progress.   
 

In the last 50 years or so we’ve seen a revolution in the lives of women, a free-ing up of women and 
their roles in the family and society, and in the church. This is not all done; it’s in process, but we’ve 
seen an enormous cultural change in a mere 50 years or so.
 

And consider the huge change that has happened so rapidly with LGBTQ people, as we learn to affirm 
many different kinds of human relationships. Also, this is not all done, it’s still in process, but millennia
of cultural tradition have begun to turn around in just a few decades.
 

And, in spite of all the great hardship that exists in so many places, there’s been huge progress around 
the world against poverty and sickness, dramatic advances in medical science, and the means of travel 
and communication.   
 

But couldn’t we have a rest from all these changes? Is there nothing permanent in this world? Is there 
nothing we can depend on to stay the same?
 

A favourite old hymn expresses it very well:  “Change and decay in all around I see.  O Thou who 
changest not, abide with me.”  In other words, time changes everything, but God “changest not.”
 

This line of thought reminds us of the eternity of God.  We worship the everlasting God.    
 

This doesn’t mean that God is merely static. The biblical God is alive and dynamic, and if we take the 
Bible seriously we know that even God is ‘becoming’ and developing, in relation to the creation and its
history. 
 

But the eternity of God does mean that the One whom we encounter in Christ is steadfast, trustworthy, 
always just and compassionate. “Jesus Christ,” we are told, “is the same, yesterday, today and forever.” 
(Hebrews  13:8) 
 

Our scripture from Paul this morning tells us that “what can be seen is temporary. But,” he goes on, 
“what is unseen is eternal.”  
 

So, let’s contemplate for a moment: What is meant by “the eternal.”  
 

Psalm 90, which as we will sing this morning, declares: “From everlasting Thou art God, to endless 
years the same.”  The psalmist goes on to say:  “A thousand ages in thy sight are like an evening gone.”
 

The text suggests that for God, time – ‘before’ and ‘after’ are different for God, than for us.
 

The very first verse of the Bible, remember, Genesis 1:1, speaks of the beginning:  “In the beginning 
God created…..”  And our text from John this morning starts with the same words: “In the 
beginning….” 
 

But we’re also assured that God will bring all things to an end, that is, to a completion. 
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We’re told in the last book of the Bible, the book of Revelation, that God is “the Alpha and the 
Omega.” (These are the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, like A and Z).  So the texts are 
telling us that God is both the beginning and the end. 
 

The everlasting God is our ultimate origin, but also our ultimate destiny.       
 

We notice that, in biblical understanding, God transcends creation, both in terms of time and space. 
That God is eternal means that God has no beginning in time; rather God creates the beginning of time. 
 

If God is ‘eternal’, then She has no beginning in time, and no end in time. Something we cannot 
fathom.
 

God transcends space too, if God is everywhere present. God, as Spirit, (as Wind) is not limited in 
space, or located in one place, as we are. Transcending space, God is ‘in-finite,” infinite, unlimited as 
to space.
 

God, as Spirit, is understood in the Hebrew scriptures as present and at work in and through all things, 
But God is also transcendent, far beyond us, in a dimension quite distinct from creation. 
 

As when Jesus tells us to pray to “our Father who art in heaven.” “Heaven” is the way Jesus speaks of 
God’s eternal ‘otherness’.
 

Not, of course, that God is sitting above us in space, up above the sky. Not ‘above’ in that sense. But 
God transcends all creation.      
 

Note that, speaking biblically, this everlasting God is certainly personal. But this too is very 
mysterious.
 

Whenever we talk about God, there is always an “Is” and “Is not.” Because when we stammer to speak 
of God, all our words and concepts fall short.
 

God is personal, but not personal; that is, not personal like us.  We might say that God is “supra-
personal,” more personal, not less personal than we are, and not male or female. 
 

In the Bible God is always understood as mindful, purposeful; She knows us, and She loves us, as a 
mother knows and loves us.  God is not a blind force. A Thou, and not an It.  Yet, as personal, God is 
not like us.   
 

Getting back to the notion of ‘eternity’:  One prophetic text (Nehemiah 9:5) speaks of God as “from 
everlasting to everlasting.”  As our Lord’s prayer says:  God is “forever and ever, Amen.”  Forever both
backwards and forwards. 
 

Eternity really means having no beginning and no end, rather like a circle, which we use as a symbol of
eternity. When looking at a circle, you can’t ask:  where did it start?  Because it has no beginning and 
no end.  
 

Now, there’s a certain logic to the concept of eternity.  Since everything we know had a beginning, and 
will have an end, it seems that there must be Something, or Someone, who always was and always will 
be: an Unoriginated Origin. 
 

We can’t ask: Who made God?  Because, by definition God is the Unoriginated Origin. 
 

It’s a deep mystery. Because we are earth bound, finite creatures, it is impossible for us to conceive of 
One who never began and will never end; it’s totally unfathomable for our little finite minds.  It’s 
incredible, and yet, the concept is inescapable.   
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Because the alternative is even more incredible: that is, that the material universe, with all its order and 
beauty, including intelligent, spiritual creatures like us, just popped into existence from nothing and 
nowhere, having behind it no power, no mind, and no purpose.  
 

[Now some people have suggested that we don’t need the concept of an eternal God, because maybe 
the universe itself is eternal.  Maybe the physical universe was always here, just changing and evolving
from one millennium to another, but actually always existing. 
 

Interesting that modern science leans against this view. Not that scientists as such speak about God.  
That’s outside their job description. 
 

But I’m told that the notion of a finite universe finds support in contemporary physics and astronomy.   
 

Scientists now seem to have a consensus that the physical universe of time and space is not eternal, but 
did indeed have a beginning, and will have an end.
 

They speak of the “Big Bang.”  Surely this term “Big Bang” trivializes what must have been an 
unimaginable, gargantuan explosive event, a titanic bursting forth of energy, which they have actually 
dated at approximately 14 billion years ago.  
 

(Evidently there is no significant debate about this among the mathematicians, astronomers and 
physicists. Apparently It has to do with the discovery that the universe is expanding, and that the 
furthest reaches visible to Hubble’s great telescope showed the galaxies moving away from us in a 
measurable way.) 
 

Not only that, but physicists speak of the laws of thermodynamics; there are three of them, but here I’m
mainly interested in the second. 
 

Its also called the ‘law of entropy’, i.e., that energy constantly dissipates, that all material things 
eventually disintegrate: fires burn low, bodies age and die, suns eventually cool off and die, the whole 
universe eventually cools. We have an inexorably dissipating cosmos.  “Change and decay in all around
I see….”   
 

This is a characteristic of all matter. This implies that matter, this material stuff, is finite; it had a 
beginning, and will have an end.   
 

Now I must admit that actually my knowledge of the science is very minimal, and quite superficial.  
I’m no expert here. I’m just interested in making one point:
 

That this coheres with the insight of the poets and prophets of the Bible. They knew, long before 
modern science, that all creation, however vast and magnificent, however ancient, is nevertheless 
finite; and since it is expanding, it must also be limited as to space.]
 

Well, you might ask, so what?  Why should we care if there is an eternal God?  Is this significant for 
the practicalities of everyday life? 
 

Perhaps our text from John 1 will help us to see why it matters. This text from John 1 is a good one for 
New Year’s but it’s also a Christmas text; it’s about the Incarnation of the eternal God in the human 
flesh of Christ. 
 

Or, to put it differently, in Christ, eternity has broken into time and space. The eternal has overlapped 
into time and history. 
 

Not only there, not exclusively there, but especially and uniquely there, in Christ the eternal breaks 
through to us, and blesses and illuminates our lives. 
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The prologue of the gospel of John opens with a grand statement:  “In the beginning was the Word, and
the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” 
 

What is this ‘Word’ he’s talking about?  
 

First, the whole idea of the Word of God comes from the Hebrew scriptures, as, for example, when we 
hear the prophets proclaim that the Word of God has come to them and they speak it forth. It’s God’s 
self-communication, God getting through to us. 
 

But John was writing in Greek, and uses this Greek word “Logos.” “In the beginning was the Logos.”  
 

In Greek philosophy, the term “Logos” can be translated as “word,” but it also means reason, or 
rational thought. God’s “Logos” is God’s reason. Our English word ‘logic’ comes from ‘logos’. We see 
the word ‘logos’ again in English words like geology, biology, anthropology, theology, and so on. 
 

It’s all about rational knowledge. I venture to say, ‘logos’ could be paraphrased as God’s thought or 
God’s mind.     
 

So John 1:1 might be translated:  “In the beginning was God’s reason,” or “In the beginning was the 
mind and thought of God.”  He goes on:  Without God’s reason, nothing was made that was made.
 

John is telling us that God created for a reason. There is mind and purpose, and reason, that lies behind 
this world, and our own little lives.
 

And that matters. It means that we don’t live in a meaningless, accidental world, though it seems that 
way sometimes. Everything has its origin, and its reason, in the mind of God.  
 

In the last analysis, of course, this is not science. This is faith. 
 

Our specific Christian faith is expressed in verse 14: “The Logos became flesh, and dwelt among us, 
and we beheld his glory...”  
 

The “Logos made flesh” here refers, of course, to Jesus Christ; in fact, it refers to the whole Christ 
event:  Jesus’ life and teaching, his deeds, his death, and his resurrection.   
 

Not just his teaching, which was very similar to the teaching of the prophets. Why would we be joyful 
because someone came and told us our moral duty? 
 

And it was not just his moral example. There are many examples of wonderful, compassionate people. 
Not just his death; there are many courageous martyrs, who have lived and died unselfishly for a cause.
 

Rather, the Word made flesh is all of this, together with his resurrection. Without Easter, there would be
no Christmas. 
 

No Easter joy, no Christmas joy. Because it is especially in the resurrection, that we catch a glimpse of 
God’s eternity, which transcends and defeats all death, and promises to give us a share in the eternal life
of God.
 

That’s why we say, in our creed:  “In life, in death, and life beyond death, God is with us.”  
 

Notice what Paul says in our II Corinthians text:  “We know that the one who raised … Jesus will raise 
us also with Jesus, and will bring us with you into [God’s] presence…” for God is “preparing us for an 
eternal weight of glory beyond all measure, because we look not at what can be seen, but at what 
cannot be seen, for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal.”    
 

So…, gazing into the starry heavens gives us a glimpse of the majestic glory of the Creator, but also, 
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Rather, the Word made flesh is all of this, together with his resurrection. Without Easter, there would be
no Christmas. 
 

No Easter joy, no Christmas joy. Because it is especially in the resurrection, that we catch a glimpse of 
God’s eternity, which transcends and defeats all death, and promises to give us a share in the eternal life
of God.
 

That’s why we say, in our creed:  “In life, in death, and life beyond death, God is with us.”  
 

Notice what Paul says in our II Corinthians text:  “We know that the one who raised … Jesus will raise 
us also with Jesus, and will bring us with you into [God’s] presence…” for God is “preparing us for an 
eternal weight of glory beyond all measure, because we look not at what can be seen, but at what 
cannot be seen, for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal.”    
 

So…, gazing into the starry heavens gives us a glimpse of the majestic glory of the Creator, but also, 
when we hear the story of Jesus, we “behold the glory of Christ..., full of grace and truth.” 
 



Do you see that, in Jesus we find the true glory of God, which is not merely power and energy, but the 
glory of the divine love and compassion. His very lowliness and humility, his suffering with us, his 
death for us, together with his victory over death, all of this is his true glory.        
 

In Jesus, his life, death, and his resurrection, the eternal One has reached out to us with grace and love, 
calling us to evolve beyond the survival of the fittest, to fulfil our true humanity – by loving and caring 
for our wonderful little planet, and loving and caring for each other. 
 

Think of it. It means that, in every small act of selfless compassion, eternity breaks through into time 
and space, and is alive within us.
 

Why celebrate Christmas anyway? Why make such a fuss about the coming of Jesus Christ into the 
world?   
 

Because in him we find something permanent, Someone whose love and compassion does not change, 
through all the ravages of time. “Change and decay in all around I see,”  but 
The eternal One, revealed in Jesus, is “the same yesterday, today and forever.”   
 

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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