God, I Have a Question #8

“Who (and What) Will Be In Heaven?”

Revelation 21-22

Last Sunday we began a short series of messages addressing questions concerning Heaven. This week we will consider who (and what) will be in Heaven.

What About People in Heaven?


First let’s focus on who will be in Heaven. Of course, we know that God will be there, and we know His angels will be there as well. But what about people in Heaven? Yes, we know there will be people in Heaven; perhaps the question should be which people will be in Heaven?


I must point out that no one can know with absolute certainty the eternal destiny of any individual other than oneself. While it is true that 1 John 5:13 promises that we can know that we have eternal life, when it comes to other people we must remember the words of 1 Samuel 16:7, “Man looks on the outward appearance, but God looks on the heart.” I cannot authoritatively say that so-and-so is going to Heaven while another is not.


With that in mind, I would like to address a few specific groups about whom many wonder when it comes to Heaven. The first question often raised is What about babies? What about the victims of miscarriage, abortion, stillbirth, and those who die as infants or toddlers? Will they be in Heaven?


Jack Hayford has written an excellent book on the subject entitled, I’ll Hold You in Heaven, in which he responds to this very question,

Our hearts dictate “Heaven, of course!” And as true as that may well be, our answer must derive from greater authority than convictions born solely of our emotions. Doubtless we would all argue for their instantly being ush​ered into the Creator’s heaven-home forever. And that answer is right, but we need grounds superior to our own human sense of justice. We need an authoritative statement from the Judge of the universe. What will He say?
With regard to these little ones, as with every human being coming before His pres​ence at their passing, we can rest assured: God is just. He does not need any prompting from our emotional or rational proposals. Our insis​tence that “surely” or “of course” those unborn are “saved” is unnecessary here. God knows the spirit of the rebellious and that cosmic cul-de-sac called Hell is only a self-imposed place of endless abandonment for people who reject Him. Thus, unsurprisingly, His Word is clear concerning these sinless little ones: Their early departure from their short life here takes them immediately into His presence. And our hope can rest in that knowledge on the rock of His Word, not merely on our feelings.


What does God’s Word say on the subject? Turn to Psalm 139, a psalm that celebrates God’s intimate dealings with every individual. Verses 13-16 record,

For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well.  My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When I was woven together in the depths of the earth, your eyes saw my unformed body. All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be. 


In these beautifully poetic words, we see God’s hand at work in the creation and formation of every human being. Notice the end of verse 16—God knew every thing about that life before he took his first breath!


Similarly we read in Jeremiah 1:5, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations.”  God knew Jeremiah before he was born! This does not suggest the preexistence of the personality (as some cults teach) but it does teach God’s pre-awareness of and intent for the child. He is saying for each of us to understand, “None of you is an accident. I have foreknown your con​ception. I have preplanned and provided pur​pose for your life.”


Furthermore, the prophet Ezekiel provides an essential truth to help answer our question. In Ezekiel 18:20 God states, “The soul who sins is the one who will die. 
The son will not share the guilt of the father, nor will the father share the guilt of the son.” While it is true that every person born is born a sinner—David confesses in Psalm 51:5, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me”—a person is only guilty of sin when they knowingly commit sin. As Hayford concludes,

As to the destiny of the unborn, since the children have made no moral choices, they have remained innocent. Thereby God’s perfect justice receives them into His presence, irrespective of the spiritual condition of the parents—and without consid​eration of what the circumstance of the child’s conception may have been.


Based on these teachings of Scripture, I state confidently that babies who die before or shortly after birth are indeed in the presence of the Lord and will live forever in eternity in Heaven.


Another question about people in Heaven is, What about “good” people? Once again, we must derive our answers from God’s Word and not our own intellect and emotions.


The word “good” is a relative term. Yes, there are good people…compared to others who are not as good. But in the absolute sense, the Bible teaches that there is no such thing as a good person. Once someone addressed Jesus as “Good Teacher,” to which He replied, “Why do you call me good?” Jesus answered. “No one is good—except God alone” [Mark 10:18]. The first three chapters of the book of Romans proves that all men alike are guilty before God, whether civilized, educated, religious, or none of the above.


Consider Paul’s summary in Romans 3:9-18, quoting several Old Testament texts,

What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. As it is written: “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.” “Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit.” “The poison of vipers is on their lips.” “Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.” “Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know.” “There is no fear of God before their eyes.”


This leads to the ultimate conclusion of Romans 3:23, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”

What hope do people have of going to Heaven? Only one. Jesus claimed in John 14:6, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” Peter echoes this in Acts 4:12, “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”

Simply put, no one will be in Heaven who does not come through Jesus Christ. I know this is unpopular in our day of tolerance and political correctness, but this is what the Bible says. We have no right to broaden the narrow gate or to widen the straight path that leads to eternal life.


A third common question is, Will we know each other in heaven? The answer is yes, we will know one another in Heaven. For example, in the Old Testament, when a person died, the biblical writers said he was “gathered to his people” (see Gen. 25:8; 35:29; 49:29; Num. 20:24; Jud. 2:10). In 2 Samuel 12, when David’s infant child died, David confidently said, “I shall go to him, but he shall not return to me” (v. 23). David evidently expected to see the child again—not just a nameless, faceless soul without an identity, but that very child.

The New Testament indicates even more clearly that our identities will remain unchanged. While sharing the Passover meal with His disciples, Christ said, “Take this [cup], and divide it among yourselves: For I say unto you, I will not drink of the fruit of the vine, until the kingdom of God shall come” (Luke 22:17–18). Christ was promising that He and His disciples would drink the fruit of the vine together again—in heaven. Elsewhere Jesus makes a similar, but even more definite, promise: “Many shall come from the east and west, and shall sit down with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 8:11).

Remember that Moses and Elijah appeared with Christ on the Mount of Transfiguration. Even though they died centuries before, they still maintained a clear identity (Matt. 17:3). Moreover, Peter, James, and John evidently recognized them (v. 4)—which implies that we will somehow be able to recognize people we’ve never even seen before. For that to be possible, we must all retain our individual identities, not turn into some sort of generic beings. Furthermore, Jesus’ account of the rich man and Lazarus indicates that both men maintained their identities.
 

What About Pets in Heaven?

Our next major consideration this morning comes directly from the cards submitted from you, the church family, and is a question I have wondered about myself and have had others ask in different settings. The question is, What about pets in Heaven? Specifically, will my pets from here on earth be with me forever in Heaven?

I wish I could turn to one passage in the Bible and say, “Thus saith the Lord… thine pets shall be with thee forever.” Unfortunately, I cannot. As one author puts it,

Scripture does not offer a definitive answer to this issue. There is a reason for this; it’s not simply God’s perverse decision to leave thousands of pet owners in the dark. The reason is that the Bible is about human redemption; it’s an instruction manual about the choices humans must make. If pets go to heaven, however, it isn’t due to anything you or I do to “get” them there—so perhaps it is no surprise that the Bible contains no “instructions” on the matter.


Some believe and teach that no animal alive here on earth will be resurrected to live forever in Heaven. Animals do not have souls or spirits, as humans do, and hence are not promised nor will be provided with eternal life. They often point to Ecclesiastes 3:21 as their evidence.


Let’s turn there, although I would like to read the entire paragraph to catch the context. From Ecclesiastes 3:18-21 we read,
I also thought, “As for men, God tests them so that they may see that they are like the animals. Man’s fate is like that of the animals; the same fate awaits them both: As one dies, so dies the other. All have the same breath [or “spirit”]﻿; man has no advantage over the animal. Everything is meaningless. All go to the same place; all come from dust, and to dust all return. Who knows if the spirit of man rises upward and if the spirit of the animal goes down into the earth?”

Many commentators agree that this text teaches that, upon death, man’s spirit goes to God, while the spirit of a beast simply ceases to exist.
 Normally I might take these very credible sources to heart and agree with them. But a couple of things about this text make me wonder. 


First is the way the verse is phrased. Notice that it appears as a question. The verse begins with the words, “Who knows…” and ends with a question mark. I like how The NIV Study Bible puts it: “Man on his own cannot know; he can only guess.”
 It is unwise to base a dogmatic statement on one verse of Scripture alone, especially when it is phrased as a question!

Furthermore, consider the overall context of this verse. It is found in the book of Ecclesiastes, a book with which many Christians are not very familiar. In this book King Solomon employs all of his intellect, ability, and wealth to try to find meaning and purpose in life “under the sun,” meaning without reference to God. He finds none, which explains the rather pessimistic and even skeptical tones throughout the book, as seen in the oft-repeated phrase, “Everything is meaningless!” Chuck Swindoll comments on this particular text,

The phrases “I have seen” and “I said to myself” underscore a basic, philosophical commitment to human perspective. You will not find Solomon on his knees, but on his feet. You will not find Solomon looking up, but looking out. You won’t find Solomon quietly seeking patience in prayer, but rather shouting back at God. As a man who was driven from the human point of view, looking strictly on this earth and not into the heavens, he sneers, “There is no advantage for man over beast.”


We should take heed on basing our beliefs on Solomon’s atheistic perspectives here, just as we need to be careful when we quote from the book of Job that we are not echoing Job’s three friends’ incorrect theology!


So where can we look for evidence regarding pets in Heaven? I like how one author puts it,

The Christian concept of heaven is inextricably linked with the concepts of salvation, redemption, and resurrection. Christians don’t believe that “going to heaven” happens automatically; it’s the result of conscious decisions made during one’s life. While the Bible is very specific about the requirements for human salvation, it says nothing about salvation for animals. This has led many to assume that, since animals cannot be “saved,” they cannot possibly go to heaven. 

Another way to look at this question, however, is to recall why the Bible states that redemption is “necessary” for humans. It is because, in scriptural terms, humans are “fallen” beings. Humans have free will, and thus the ability to choose between good and evil. Humans can choose salvation (and heaven), or choose to reject both. 

Animals, however, have never “fallen”—and if one has not fallen, it is not at all clear that the intermediary step of “redemption” is necessary. Animals cannot “choose” between good and evil; when animals behave badly in our homes, it is generally because of a conflict between their God-given natures and our human requirements. Animals have no need to be saved because they are not considered “sinners.” 

This doesn’t mean that we can necessarily assume that because animals have no “sin,” they are automatically received into heaven. What it does mean is that the whole issue of “redemption” simply doesn’t apply. Whether animals go to heaven or not, the question of “redemption” is not the basis for letting them in—or keeping them out.

One thing we can say with confidence is that the hope of future transformation includes animals. Isaiah speaks of our future home in the following terms: “The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them” (Isa. 11:6). This is a vision of future transformation and harmony, when all creation will be renewed (cf. Isa. 35:9; 65:17, 25; 66:22; Hos. 2:18; Joel 2:22; Eph. 1:9–10; Rev. 21:1–4). In Romans 8:19–22 Paul speaks of the groaning of the whole creation and of the hope that creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay. Human salvation is inseparable from the liberation of the created world, including animals. Humanity is to be redeemed with creation, not apart from it.
 


We also know that the Bible teaches that God does save animals. For example, God brought Noah two of each kind of living creature in order to save them from the Flood. God chastised reluctant Jonah about the need to save not only the human inhabitants of Nineveh, but also its many animals. Such salvation is not, of course, quite the kind invited by the altar call. Even so, it should not be overlooked.

God not only saves animals; at times, his covenants include them. God’s covenant with Noah included “every living thing of all flesh” (Gen. 6:18-19, kjv). In Hosea, God proclaimed a covenant “with the beasts of the field, the birds in the sky and the creatures that move along the ground” (Gen. 2:18, niv).

C. S. Lewis speculated on the eternal fate of animals in his book, The Problem of Pain, suggesting that at least tame animals might enter heaven through their relationship with humans, in the same way that humans do through their relationship with Christ.

This is all speculation, of course, and some wonder if it is even worth our time and effort in addressing it. I, for one, believe it is worthwhile, particularly for those of us who hold our pets dear, as much a part of the family as our children. No, we cannot know for certain until we get there, but there is nothing wrong with asking the question and looking into God’s Word for answers.

I’d like to conclude this section with a rather lengthy quote from and article written by Moira Allen (one I have already alluded to earlier in this message), who brings what I think is a very balanced perspective to this question:

Would heaven be a wonderful place—would it truly be “paradise”—if our pets weren’t there? For many, the answer is “no”—and obviously, God knows this! Placing restrictions on what can or can’t be in heaven is a fruitless exercise, much like debating how many angels can dance on the head of a pin; no one has brought back a report, and sooner or later we’re all going to find out anyway. In the interim, we are free to imagine whatever we choose. 

However, there are many who feel that it is important to be “right” about everything, especially everything spiritual—that there is no room for spiritual “error.” These are the folks, I suspect, who argue most loudly and angrily against the concept of pets in heaven. And there are certainly many issues on which, for a Christian, there is no “wiggle room” for debate. Where the answer matters, the answer is given. If the answer is not given, then it is quite possible that the answer doesn’t really matter—i.e., there is no penalty for being “wrong.” 

If you believe that pets go to heaven, and this turns out to be incorrect, there’s no penalty. Such a belief will not doom anyone to Hell. It is not a salvation issue. Nor are you at risk of leading someone else “astray” if you allow them to hold such a belief. If, for example, you are concerned about allowing a child to believe something you think is an “error,” ask yourself whether harboring such a belief is more damaging to that child’s faith than, say, believing that God does not share or respect that child’s love for her pet, or care about her grief. 

“But what if she’s disappointed?” you might ask. What if, indeed, we choose to believe that our pets are in heaven—and then, when we get there, we find out that we’re wrong? While this may be painful to imagine, it’s equally hard to imagine being disappointed in any way, shape or form when we do get to heaven—whether we find our pets there or not. As Paul writes in 1 Cor. 13:12: “For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face; now I know in part; but then I shall know [fully] even as also I am known.” What we do not know now, we will know then; what we do not understand now, we will understand then. And we will not be disappointed.

What About Pain in Heaven?


This brings us to the final point on the matter: What about pain in Heaven? In asking the question, “Who (or what) will be in Heaven?” we also have to consider who (or what) will not be in Heaven. What about our loved ones who are not there? What if our beloved pets from earth are not with us in Heaven? How can we live forever in a place where there is “no more death or mourning or crying or pain” (Rev. 21:4)?


The answer is found in Isaiah 65:17, part of our Scripture reading earlier. The Lord says in this verse, “Behold, I will create new heavens and a new earth. The former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind.” Everything associated with the old world will be forgotten. All the ways in which sin has stamped this world with its own deformed image will be wiped away, not only from reality but even from memory. They will not even come to mind.
 

“How can this be?” some wonder. In the same way God “forgets” our sins. It is not that He cannot remember; He does not remember by an act of His will. I believe He will do the same for us. As one commentator concludes, “The divine forgetfulness of verse 16 will be matched by general amnesia.”
 

Heaven will be a wonderful place because of who and what is there. We do not have all the answers, but we trust the One who does. The most important question we must ask is this: “Will I be there?” That is an answer only you can determine. If you haven’t trusted Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, you can do so today.
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