God, I Have a Question #7

“Where Is Heaven (and What Is It Like)?”

Revelation 21-22

Some time ago we distributed cards to our church family that inquired, “If you could ask God one question, what would it be?” We received a number of varied responses, and I want to express my appreciation for all of you who replied. I was not surprised to see that several of the questions dealt with the subject of Heaven, and it occurred to be that I could not adequately address all of these queries in one sermon. So we are going to wrap up this series of messages with four sermons regarding Heaven.


You may be amazed to know that most people outside the church don’t even want to talk about Heaven. In one survey on the subject, a number of those asked reacted in a hostile manner, offended that the questioner would bring up such a topic in public. In another poll, over three-fourths of those asked about Heaven said they believed in it, but didn’t want to discuss it.
 They may joke about it, but serious conversations on the matter are unacceptable.


Why would that be? I have two possible reasons for this reaction. First, folks don’t want to discuss Heaven because in order to go to Heaven, one must first die. Nobody these days wants to talk about—or even think about—their own death. Second, most folks outside the church (and even a few inside) aren’t sure they are headed to Heaven, and the thought of that makes the uncomfortable.


For Christians, though, who have a firm faith in what Scripture teaches, neither fear death nor worry about their eternal destination. Heaven does not frighten them; rather, the topic intrigues them. They want to know more.


This morning I want to consider the questions, “Where is Heaven?” and “What is it like?” Next Sunday we will look at who (and what) will live in Heaven, followed by when these things will take place, and finally, what will we do in Heaven for all eternity.

The Limitations about Heaven


Before we dive into the subject, though, I must point out there are certain limitations when it comes to our knowledge of Heaven. While the concept is mentioned over 550 times in the Bible, the word “heaven” can mean a few different things.


Basically the Bible speaks of three places with the word “heaven.” The first is the earth’s atmosphere, what we would commonly call the sky. The second is popularly known as “outer space,” where planets and stars exist. The “third heaven” is mentioned by Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:2-4 as the highest heaven, where God dwells.
 We must be very careful when reading the Bible to consider the context of any passage that refers to “heaven.” It the writer referring to our sky, to outer space, or to the presence of God? In most cases this is easily determined by the verses surrounding it.


When we separate out the texts that speak of “the third heaven,” we discover that we are not given much detail about where God dwells. Outside of the book of Revelation, all we really know about the highest heaven is that there is a throne on which God sits and there are multitudes of angels around the throne. Just before Stephen died, he saw the heavens opened, and Jesus standing at the right hand of the Father (Acts 7:56).


John provides more detail about Heaven in the book of Revelation. Yet even then his descriptions are difficult to comprehend. I believe this reveals the greatest limitation about Heaven—and the limitation regards us. We simply cannot comprehend the eternal majesty and greatness of God. As Ray Stedman put it, “Trying to explain (in our present state) what Heaven is like is like trying to explain the concepts of relativity and quantum physics to a two-year-old.”


The Bible acknowledges this as well. We read in Isaiah 55:8-9,

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” declares the Lord.  “As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts. 
Paul echoes this sentiment in 1 Corinthians 2:9, “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.’”

So if, in the course of these messages on Heaven, you find yourself a bit frustrated that the answers to our questions may not be explained in as much detail as we would like, or that we have difficulty grasping what the Scriptures says about our eternal home, remember that our comprehension regarding such things is limited.

The Location of Heaven


With that in mind, let’s consider the first question: Where is it? Once again, the answer to this question is not as simple as it might seem. We must qualify our answer to this by asking “when?” Leon Morris defines heaven this way: “Heaven is the present abode of God and his angels, and the ultimate [or future] destination of his saints on earth.”
 Heaven exists in two dimensions: the present and the future.


If you were to ask people on the street, “Where is Heaven?” the most popular answer would be, “Up.” Most people think of Heaven as “up above” and of Hell as “down below.” (I realize that some people think of heaven and hell as here on earth, but the Bible teaches that both are distinct, real places.)


As simplistic as it sounds, there is good biblical reasoning for thinking that Heaven is “up there.” Consider these Old Testament passages and look for directional terms:

· Psalms 33:13-14 – From heaven the Lord looks down and sees all mankind;  from his dwelling place he watches all who live on earth 

· Psalms 53:2 – God looks down from heaven on the sons of men to see if there are any who understand, any who seek God. 

· Psalms 123:1 – I lift up my eyes to you, to you whose throne is in heaven. 

· Proverbs 30:4 – Who has gone up to heaven and come down?

Heaven is described as “up” from which God looks “down” on the earth. Does this mean that God dwells in the clouds, or in outer space? Remember the passage I mentioned earlier where Paul speaks of “the third heaven”? Let’s read from 2 Corinthians 12:2-4,

I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven. Whether it was in the body or out of the body I do not know—God knows. And I know that this man—whether in the body or apart from the body I do not know, but God knows—was caught up to paradise. He heard inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted to tell. 


The “third heaven” is beyond our atmosphere and outer space. It is called “the highest heaven” in 1 Kings 8:27; 2 Chronicles 2:6; 6:18; Nehemiah 9:6; and Psalm 148:4). This is where Paul was “caught up” in this passage.


John had a similar experience in Revelation 4:1-2,

After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open in heaven. And the voice I had first heard speaking to me like a trumpet said, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this.” At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it.

Notice the direction—“come up here”—and at once John found himself in the presence of God and His throne.


Simple enough, right? Heaven is where God dwells on His throne, and it is up above the clouds and above the stars. What’s so complicated about that?


I would agree…if that were the end of the story. But it is not. As we turn to the final two chapters of the Bible—Revelation 21-22—we will see a different perspective on Heaven emerge.


Let’s begin with Revelation 21:1-2,

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband.

Here John is given a glimpse of the eternal home for all God’s children. He speaks of a “new heaven” and a “new earth,” in place of the first heaven and earth which had “passed away.” There is a striking connection with Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” At the beginning of time, God created the heavens (sky and outer space) and the earth, and at the end of time (and the beginning of eternity), He creates a new heaven and a new earth. (I believe there are many parallels between the beginning of Genesis and the end of Revelation, which will be pointed out as we go along.)


Why is it necessary for a new heaven and new earth to be created? Remember back to the first sin. Not only were Adam and Eve cursed because of their disobedience, but the earth itself was cursed because of them. Paul refers to this in Romans 8:20-22,

For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.


Just our physical bodies must die so that we can be raised to life in a new, glorified body, so the earth on which we live must be made new so that the curse of sin may be eradicated. (Notice Revelation 22:3, “No longer will there be any curse.”) Peter describes this in 2 Peter 3:10-13

But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare. Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming. That day will bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire, and the elements will melt in the heat. But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness. 


The earth and everything on it will be burned up with fire, and a new earth will be created in its place. Therefore, to answer the question, “Where is Heaven?” we see that the location of Heaven at present is “up,” beyond our skies and outer space, to where God dwells. But in the future, all Christians will live forever in the “new heaven and new earth” which will take the place of our current heavens and earth.

The Landscape of Heaven


So what will it be like? The Bible does not go into great detail—remember the limitations about Heaven mentioned before—but we are given some indications as to the landscape of Heaven.


Let’s return to Revelation 21. Verse one ends with the phrase, “and there was no longer any sea.” These words have baffled theologians for centuries—why would John mention this as the first thing about the new heaven and earth? What is so bad about oceans that they will not exist in the new earth…and John notices that right away?

Some take this quite literally; there will be no oceans in the new earth. This will allow for more inhabitable space on the earth, and people will not be separated by miles and miles of ocean. 

But there is more to this as well, as Warren Wiersbe writes,

“No more sea” does not mean “no more water.” It simply indicates that the new earth will have a different arrangement as far as water is concerned. Three fourths of our globe consists of water, but this won’t be the case in the eternal state. In John’s day, the sea meant danger, storms, and separation (John himself was on an island at the time!); so perhaps John was giving us more than a geography lesson.


In the first century, the sea was a mysterious, frightening, and dangerous place, characterized by chaos and possessing the power to kill without warning.
 Furthermore, the sea was seen as the source of evil, for the Beast comes up from it (Rev. 13:1). In Isaiah 57:20 we read, “The wicked are like the tossing sea, which cannot rest, whose waves cast up mire and mud.” No more sea meant, symbolically, no more evil.


I think there is one more angle on this phrase. I mentioned before that Revelation 21:1 reflects Genesis 1:1, and perhaps the end of 21:1 corresponds with Genesis 1:2,  “Now the earth was [or became] formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.” Not all commentators agree as to the precise interpretation of this verse, but there is at least the possibility that these words describe the chaos that took place when Satan rebelled in heaven and was cast to the earth. Perhaps John uses his words to show the reversal of Satan’s carnage as well.


So far we can describe the landscape of Heaven as having “no sea” or, in our terminology, “no oceans.” What else can we say? Well, John describes Heaven more in terms of what is not there, at least initially. John depicts eleven more things that will not be present in Heaven throughout these final two chapters:

· No more tears (21:4). 

· No more death (21:4). 

· No more mourning (21:4). 

· No more crying (21:4). 

· No more pain (21:4). 

· No more thirst (21:6). 

· No more wickedness (21:8, 27). 

· No more temple (21:22). 

· No more night (21:23–25; 22:5). 

· No more closed gates (21:25). 

· No more curse (22:3).
 

I would add one more to this list: No more time. Since there is no night, there is no way to mark days, weeks, months, and years. No wonder the hymn writer penned the words, “When the trumpet of the Lord shall sound, and time shall be no more”!

Now that we know what Heaven will not have, what can we say positively? One of the questions I received was, “Is Earth much like Heaven other than our free will making a mess of it?” My immediate reaction was, “Yes, the new heaven and new earth will be much like this one, just without the curse of sin.” C. S. Lewis expressed this view in his final volume of The Chronicles of Narnia entitled The Last Battle. When the main characters arrived in their eternal home, they recognized their surroundings from their former life on earth, yet it was all new and perfect.


Certainly there is a “return to Eden” motif in these last two chapters. In addition to the similar wording with Genesis 1, there is the river of life and the tree of life mentioned in Revelation 22:1-2. The description in Revelation 21:3 that God will live with men and be with them harkens back to those times when God walked with Adam and Eve in the cool of the day.


Yet there is a newness about our eternal home that we should not miss. When Revelation 21:1 speaks of a new heaven and a new earth, the Greek word kainos (“new”) means “different from the usual, impressive, better than the old, superior in value or attraction.”
 Swindoll goes on to comment,

The new heaven and new earth will not be new merely in a chronological sense—as we talk about a “new day,” for example. Rather, John describes qualitative newness. To use a film metaphor, this isn’t a sequel; it’s a completely new and different production. It isn’t simply a reedited version, enhanced with clearer sound, brighter colors, and a smattering of digitally enhanced special effects. This is no reedit; it’s a remake!
 


Revelation 21:5 records, “He who was seated on the throne said, ‘I am making everything new!’”  At the end of chapter twenty, John had watched as the first heaven and earth “fled away,” along with all the associated contaminations of sin. In this next vision John saw heaven and earth return—but this time a new heaven and a new earth, uncontaminated and unaffected by sin. Created by a perfect God who does perfect work, these will be perfect places existing in a perfect environment.


I know that I have not answered all the questions about where is Heaven and what is it like. There are details I would love to know, but we must content ourselves with what God has revealed. I’m sure this is one of those subjects about which Jesus said to his disciples in John 16:12-13, “I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear.”

I want to close with a challenge, though. As Warren Wiersbe notes, “Heaven is more than a destination; it is a motivation. Knowing that we shall dwell in the heavenly city ought to make a difference in our lives here and now.”
  Peter concludes his text on the destruction of the present world with the question, “Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be?” He answers in the next verse, “You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming” (2 Peter 3:11-12). Simply put, are we ready?

�Charles R. Swindoll, “Heaven At Last,” (audio recording).


�Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., ed., Hard Sayings of the Bible (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1996).


�Quoted in Swindoll, “Heaven At Last,” (audio recording).


�D. R. W. Wood, ed., New Bible Dictionary (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1962).


�Kaiser, Jr., ed., op. cit.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Victorious (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1985).


�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©2011).


�Leon Morris, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1987).


�Swindoll, Insights.


�Swindoll, Insights.


�Swindoll, Insights.


�Swindoll, Insights.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.





