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“For the entrance of the greater world is wide and sure, and they who see the straitness and the painfulness from which they have been delivered must wonder exceedingly as they are received into those large rooms with joy and immortality.”
Amy Carmichael
O

pen your Bible to 2 Corinthians 5. We are continuing our series on “Heaven.” This morning we are looking at a message entitled: "The Present Heaven (and Hell).”
What will happen for the Christian after we die? Jesus told the dying thief on the cross, “Today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43). The apostle Paul said “For to me to live is Christ and to die is gain…” (Philippians 1:23).  He said: “to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord” (2 Corinthians 5:8).
I can’t wait to go to heaven!  The Psalmist reminds us in Psalm 16:11, “in your presence there is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures forevermore.” Wherever God is there is fullness of joy! 

Heaven is truly a wonderful place.  Everyone wants to go there. And you will find as many strange ideas about heaven as you will find people on the earth.

Heaven is a Doctrine that many have misunderstood. Some believe Heaven is:

A light at the end of the tunnel
A personal fantasy realm of various carnal desires.

Some believe:

•
Heaven will make up for their difficult life her on earth.  They believe they deserve heaven because life has been so difficult.

An actor was interviewed and was asked about going to heaven.  If he were to go to heaven what would he like to know about it?  The actor answered, “that the food was really good!”  Answers like these and conceptions like these are in grave error.  What is heaven really like and what would someone expect to find there?
What Heaven is Not

First of all, many people think that the only requirement there is to go to Heaven is simply to Die! It is impossible to forget the tragic circumstances of September 11th 2001 and the attack on the World Trade Towers by Islamic terrorists.  When the towers were crumbling to the ground, one woman said, “Heaven is awfully busy today.”  It seems that in our day and age the prerequisite for entering heaven is simply to die.  People are more apt to fill heaven when they encounter sad stories of loss and tragic circumstances because they are emotionally attached to the “victims” of the tragedy.  They often think very little about justice, goodness, and how they relate to God.  This is not the concept of heaven explained in the Bible.  Usually when a mother or father dies, it is assumed that they went to heaven.  It is just assumed because they died, that they are in a “better place.” But Heaven is not the place where everyone goes when they die.”
Hebrews 9:27, “And as it is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment.”
Heaven is Not a Fantasy Realm of Hedonistic Pleasures

Secondly, Heaven is not a Fantasy realm of hedonistic pleasures.  For instance, there are many golfers who think that when they die they will go to “Golfer’s Heaven.”  There they will play the perfect round of golf on the perfect green with the perfect conditions, and they will sip ice tea between strokes.  

Some religions take this same fantasy concept to extremes.  Muslims think that heaven is a brothel or harem for men, or a warrior’s paradise.  

Others think that heaven is going to be “whatever they want it to be”   They think, if they wanted, they could create 17th century England and reign as a king in a castle, or create a tropical paradise in which they could catch up on their rest and relaxation.  In the same way, people believe this world is so bad that in heaven they will have the ability to create whatever their carnal heart’s desire is and enjoy it for all eternity.  They believe heaven is a personal retribution on an unfulfilled life.  They think because they “had a bad life here” that somehow, when they get to heaven, they will be able to form a “good life” they missed out on.  But this is not what heaven is about at all.

Heaven is not “whatever we want it to be.”  

Heaven is “God’s throne” (Matthew 5:34), so it’s whatever God wants it to be!


Heaven is Not Where Good People Go

Thirdly, heaven is also not the place where Good people go.  There are no good people in God’s eyes because all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.  So the “good people go to heaven because they were “pretty good” and did “pretty good works” theory” is not a biblical concept at all.  Men are wicked depraved sinners 

Romans 3:23, For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God

Romans 6:23, the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord

Genesis 6:5, GOD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually

Jeremiah 17:9, The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?

Good people do not go to heaven because good people do not exist.  What will fallen sinners do?  How do fallen sinners to get to heaven?  We will explore this in a moment.  

I. The Present Heaven is the Dwelling Place of God.
The Dwelling Place of God
Heaven is the place where God dwells. The Lord’s prayer, “Our Father, which art in heaven” (Matthew 6:9).
Paul said he knew a man (likely speaking of himself) who was caught up to the “third heaven” (2 Cor. 12:2).  The Jews of Paul’s understood heaven to be in three realms.

· The first heaven is the sky

· The second heaven is the universe above (outer space)

· The third heaven is where God dwells.

When Christians talk about heaven, we are normally referring to the place where God dwells. Of course God is omnipresent, but God chose to reveal Himself at creation at a specific time and place to lowly created beings.  At this time right now, He is revealing Himself to angels and to the believers who have passed on from death to life before us. Even though God is everywhere right now, He is not revealing Himself everywhere in the same way.

God reveals Himself in creation. The heavens declare the glory of God (Psalm 19:1). God also reveals Himself in a greater way to pure and perfected beings like the angels and the saints (believers in Christ) who have passed on before us.  
The Present and Future Heaven
When we talk about the present Heaven, we are talking about what theologians call the “intermediate state.” The present, intermediate Heaven is in the angelic realm, distinctly separate from Earth (though as we’ll see, it likely has more physical qualities than we might assume). God is there.  Believers who have gone before us are there. Jesus in His physically glorified body is there. We see in the book of Revelation, perhaps the greatest commentary on the present heaven. Believers are there from “every tribe, tongue, people, and nation.” And they cast their golden crowns at the feet of the Savior. 
The Future Heaven
By contrast, the future Heaven will be in the human realm, on Earth, when the dwelling place of God comes down to earth.  Look at Revelation verse: “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. 2 And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem,coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.3 And I 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. 4 He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.” (Revelation 21:1-4). Heaven, God’s dwelling place, will one day be on the New Earth.
What’s Heaven Look Like?

You might be wondering – yeah, but what does the present heaven look like right now? The Bible teaches that sometimes humans are allowed to see into Heaven. When Stephen was being stoned because of his faith in Christ, he gazed into Heaven: “ But [Stephen], full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. 56 And he said, “Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God” (Acts 7:55-56). Wow! Stephen could see Jesus.  Stephen could see God.

Scripture tells us not that Stephen dreamed this or had a vision of heaven, but that he actually saw it. 
Theologian Wayne Grudem points out that Stephen “did not see mere symbols of a state of existence. It was rather that his eyes were opened to see a spiritual dimension of reality which God has hidden from us in this present age, a dimension which none the less really does exist in our space/time universe, and within which Jesus now lives in his physical resurrected body, waiting even now for a time when he will return to earth.”

A Scene from the Present Heaven
Imagine if you could go to heaven right now.  We don’t have to imagine. We have another eye witness from the Apostle John.  Look over at Revelation 4. If we could go to heaven right now, we would see the things God revealed to John on the Isle of Patmos. 

Let’s consider this scene from the present heaven is described in Revelation 4:1-11 –
“After this I looked, and behold, a door standing open in heaven! And the first voice, which I had heard speaking to me like a trumpet, said, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this.” 2 At once I was in the Spirit, and behold, a throne stood in heaven, with one seated on the throne. 3 And he who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian, and around the throne was a rainbow that had the appearance of an emerald. 4 Around the throne were twenty-four thrones, and seated on the thrones were twenty-four elders, clothed in white garments, with golden crowns on their heads. 5 From the throne came flashes of lightning, and rumblings and peals of thunder, and before the throne were burning seven torches of fire, which are the seven spirits of God, 6 and before the throne there was as it were a sea of glass, like crystal.”

John then sees angels and hears them singing:

“Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty,

    who was and is and is to come!” (vs. 8).

He sees 24 elders (many believe are representatives of the church of the Old and New Testaments), and they are given crowns! And we read that “They cast their crowns before the throne, saying, 

“Worthy are you, our Lord and God,

    to receive glory and honor and power,

for you created all things,

    and by your will they existed and were created.”

I can’t wait to go to heaven!” (vs. 10-11).
That’s a pretty exiting scene!  I can’t wait to go to heaven! Remember – heaven is where God dwells, or we might say, the place where He chooses to reveal Himself in all His glory.

One Day Heaven and Earth Become One

But the present heaven is a temporary situation.  One day the present heaven will come down to earth, and God will dwell and reveal Himself here on earth among all the redeemed for all eternity. The “New Jerusalem” is not just a city, but it signifies the inhabitants – the church of the Old and New Testaments!  Just like Chicago is not just buildings, but people, so the New Jerusalem is not just gates of pearl and streets of gold, but it is a people. And one day this city will come to earth because God will come to this earth! 
Anthony Hoekema writes, “The‘new Jerusalem’ . . . does not remain in a ‘heaven’ far off in space, but it comes down to the renewed earth. There the redeemed will spend eternity in resurrection bodies. So heaven and earth, now separated, will then be merged: the new earth will also be heaven, since God will dwell there with his people. Glorified believers, in other words, will continue to be in heaven while they are inhabiting the new earth.”
  Heaven and earth become one!
II. The Present Heaven has a culture.
Not Just Clouds
The present heaven is not just clouds and harps and angels.  No, it actually has a culture. There is a Temple there. It is called the “Tent of Witness” (cf. Rev. 15:8). This is no surprise, because we read in Hebrews 8:5, that the earthly tabernacle and Temple “… serve a copy and shadow of the heavenly things. For when Moses was about to erect the tent, he was instructed by God, saying, “See that you make everything according to the pattern that was shown you on the mountain.”
Though God is a spirit, and though those who go to heaven are disembodied spirits (that is our soul goes to heaven without a body). Yet I believe that heaven has a culture with physical things in it.  It is not just a place of spirit beings, but there are physical, real things there.  First and foremost, the Lord Jesus Christ is there in a physical, glorified body.  

Consider as well:

· there is a temple in Heaven is filled with smoke from the glory of God (Revelation 15:8). Is this a figurative temple with figurative smoke? Or is there an actual fire creating literal smoke in a real building? 
· We’re told there are scrolls in Heaven, elders who have faces, martyrs who wear clothes, and even people with “palm branches in their hands” (Revelation 7:9). 
· There are musical instruments in the present Heaven (Revelation 8:6), 
· horses coming into and out of Heaven (2 Kings 2:11; Revelation 19:14).

Perhaps some of these things are merely symbolic, with no corresponding physical reality. But is that certainly not true of all of them.  The book of Hebrews is our divine commentary.

A Physical Temple
Hebrews 9:11 tells us that “…when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come, then through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this creation) 12 he entered once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of goats and calves but by means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption.”

He goes on to say in Heb. 9:24, “For Christ has entered, not into holy places made with hands, which are copies of the true things, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf.”  The earthly sanctuary was a copy of the true one in Heaven. 
A Heavenly City
In fact, the New Jerusalem that will be brought down to the New Earth is currently in the intermediate or present Heaven This place is described in Hebrews 12:22, “you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, 23 and to the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, 24 and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant…”

If we know that the New Jerusalem will be physically on the New Earth, and we also know that it is in the present Heaven, does that not suggest the New Jerusalem is currently physical?

These verses in Hebrews suggest that God created Earth in the image of Heaven, just as he created mankind in his image.

A Physical Tree of Life
God says, “To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God” (Revelation 2:7). The same physical tree of life that was in the Garden of Eden will one day be in the New Jerusalem on the New Earth (Revelation 22:2). Now it is in the intermediate or present Heaven. Remember Jesus said to the dying thief on the cross next to Him, “Today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43).  He wasn’t going that day to be floating on clouds. He would show him a Temple, a City, and the Tree of Life. I would love to have seen that tour when the dying thief, now a saint, enter into Paradise!
At Least Two Physical People: Enoch and Elijah
Enoch and Elijah appear to have been taken to Heaven in their physical bodies. “Enoch walked with God; and he was not, for God took him” (Genesis 5:24). Apparently Enoch’s body was not left behind to bury. The Septuagint translates it as Enoch “was not found.” Hebrews 11:5 explicitly says that Enoch didn’t die: “By faith Enoch was taken up so that he should not see death, and he was not found, because God had taken him.” Similarly, Elijah was taken to Heaven without dying and without leaving a body behind: “Elijah went up by a whirlwind into heaven. And Elisha . . . saw him no more” (2 Kings 2:11-12).
We do not know how bodies under the Curse could be taken to Heaven, but it clearly appears they were taken, both body and soul, to heaven.
What Will it Be Like in the Present, Temporary Heaven?

Paul tells us in 2 Cor. 5 that we long for the final resurrection when our souls will be clothed with our “heavenly bodies.” We long to be glorified in sinless physical bodies.  Until that time our souls will be “naked.” We will be without a physical body.

2 Cor. 5:1-4, “For we know that if the tent that is our earthly home is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens. 2 For in this tent we groan, longing to put on our heavenly dwelling, 3 if indeed by putting it on we may not be found naked. 4 For while we are still in this tent, we groan, being burdened—not that we would be unclothed, but that we would be further clothed, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life.”

We groan now in our sinful bodies for a new glorified body like our Lord Jesus. 

How Will We See Each Other?

If we don’t have bodies, how will we see each other?  Hebrews tell us that the angels are “ministering spirits” – that they do not have flesh and blood like we do.  Yet they see each other.  I think that the Bible indicates we will be able see and recognize each other in the intermediate state.

Consider 2 Kings 6, where the prophet Elisha asked God to give his servant, Gehazi, a glimpse of the invisible realm. He prayed, “‘O Lord, open his eyes so he may see.’ Then the Lord opened the servant’s eyes, and he looked and saw the hills full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha” (2 Kings 6:17). It could be argued that these horses and chariots (with angelic warriors) exist beside us in our universe, but we are normally blind to them. I think that is true. They are in the heavenly realm, and yet God allowed even a human being to see them as they are.  I think that is what it will be like in the present heaven.

People Will Retain their Ethnicity and Culture

Rev. 7:9-11, “After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, 10 and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!”
It seems we will retain our ethnicity and culture in heaven.  And even though we will not have our bodies, we will be able to see each other.  We will not be invisible.  The angels who are also “ministering spirits” are seen in verse 11, “And all the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God…”

Continuity in Heaven

There is continuity in heaven as well. That is, you will still be you.  You will recognize people from their days on earth. In Revelation 6:9-11, the martyrs are recognized for their lives on earth.  

III. The Present Heaven is temporary. 
The Rich Man and Lazarus
Luke 16 in the Bible gives us a glimpse into the present heaven and the present hell.  If you study the Old Testament, it often refers to the place the righteous go and the wicked go to as “Sheol.” Sheol does not refer mainly to the afterlife, but simply to the end of life.  It could be translated “the grave,” except it a place of consciousness for both the wicked and the righteous.
A good example of the Jewish understanding of the present heaven and present hell is Luke 16.  We must stress that what is described here is temporary.  
There will be a day when the present heaven is brought down to earth. There will also be a day according to Rev. 20:14 that the present hell (Hades) is cast into the eternal hell (Gehenna). We read in Rev. 20:14-15, “Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire. 15 And if anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.”
Sheol
In the Old Testament the place of the dead is usually designated by the term שְׁאוֹל—sheol, rendered ᾅδης—hades—in the Septuagint. Hades is used in the New Testament in much the same sense as sheol in the Old. In our version of the Scriptures both words are mostly rendered hell. Sheol means a dark under-world. In the popular thought of the Jews it was located somewhere in or under the earth, and was the common receptacle of the dead without respect to any distinction of character, but divided into two compartments: one, a place of happiness for the good; the other, a place of misery for the evil.

This is Likely a True Story, Not a Parable
It is important to note that while some theologians disagree, most believe that Luke 16 and the story of the rich man and a poor man named Lazarus is a TRUE STORY and not a parable. Naming Lazarus suggests that Jesus was speaking of a real man who had that name. Furthermore, if the events in this story didn’t actually happen, if Jesus made up the name for the poor man, why would he choose the name Lazarus—the name of his close friend, who was actually a rich man, not a poor man?

Luke 16:19-31, “There was a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. 20 And at his gate was laid a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, 21 who desired to be fed with what fell from the rich man's table. Moreover, even the dogs came and licked his sores. 22 The poor man died and was carried by the angels to Abraham's side. The rich man also died and was buried, 23 and in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far off and Lazarus at his side. 24 And he called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the end of his finger in water and cool my tongue, for I am in anguish in this flame.’ 25 But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that you in your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner bad things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish. 26 And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order that those who would pass from here to you may not be able, and none may cross from there to us.’27 And he said, ‘Then I beg you, father, to send him to my father's house— 28 for I have five brothers—so that he may warn them, lest they also come into this place of torment.’29 But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them hear them.’ 30 And he said, ‘No, father Abraham, but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’31 He said to him, ‘If they do not hear Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead.’”
This story does not tell us everything about heaven and hell.  But there are some things we learn from this story:

1. First, this is the place in the Old Testament called Sheol.  It is the grave.  And in their minds there were two places – two realms – hades and paradise, ie. Heaven and hell. 

2. Heaven is called “Abraham’s bosom.” In other words, it is the place where true believers of both the Old and New Testament. When Lazarus died, angels carried him to Paradise.

3. The rich man and Lazarus are depicted as having forms that could be seen. The rich man had a tongue and a thirst that he wished to satisfy with water. Lazarus had a finger, and there was water available to him in Paradise, into which he might dip his finger. 

4. Both the rich man and Abraham reasoned and communicated, and they maintained their distinct identities from Earth (as did Lazarus), indicating direct continuity from their earthly lives to their afterlives.
5. In Luke 16, the rich man certainly remembers—and possibly sees—his lost brothers. He expresses concern for their welfare and asks that Lazarus be sent to warn them. This indicates consciousness after death and clear memory of Earth and people on Earth.

6. There is a “great chasm fixed” between the present heaven and hell. There is an ability to see what is in heaven and what is in hell.  

7. They are not near each other. There is a “great chasm fixed.”

8. Those in Heaven enjoy fellowship with God.

In the intermediate Heaven or Hell, we will await the time that Jesus foretold, “when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned” (John 5:28-29). Until that day comes, Scripture teaches that those who die will go to a real place, either the present Heaven or the present Hell, as conscious human beings with memory of their lives and relationships on Earth. Those in Hell will live in misery, hopelessness, and apparent isolation, while those in Heaven will live in comfort, joy, and rich relationship with God and others.

People Will See Events on Earth
In Luke 16, The rich man certainly remembers—and possibly sees—his lost brothers. He expresses concern for their welfare and asks that Lazarus be sent to warn them. This indicates consciousness after death and clear memory of Earth and people on Earth.

IV. The Present Heaven is a place of worship!

Worship in Heaven

Most people know that we’ll worship God in Heaven. But they don’t grasp how thrilling that will be. Multitudes of God’s people—of every nation, tribe, people, and language—will gather to sing praise to God for his greatness, wisdom, power, grace, and mighty work of redemption (Revelation 5:13-14). Overwhelmed by his magnificence, we will fall on our faces in unrestrained happiness and enjoy this scene:

Rev. 7:9-12, “After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, 10 and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” 11 And all the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders andthe four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, 12 saying, “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen.”
People of the world are always striving to celebrate—they just lack ultimate reasons to celebrate (and therefore find lesser reasons). As Christians, we have those reasons—our relationship with Jesus and the promise of Heaven.

Not a Church Service
I find it ironic that many people stereotype life in Heaven as an interminable church service. Apparently, church attendance has become synonymous with boredom. Yet meeting God—when it truly happens—will be far more exhilarating than a great meal, a carnival ride, hunting, gardening, mountain climbing, or watching the Super Bowl. Even if it were true (it isn’t) that church services must be dull, there will be no church services in Heaven. The church (Christ’s people) will be there. But there will be no temple, and as far as we know, no services (Revelation 21:22).

What Will We Be Doing?
Will we always be on our faces at Christ’s feet, worshiping him? No, because Scripture says we’ll be doing many other things—living in dwelling places, eating and drinking, reigning with Christ, and working for him. Scripture depicts people standing, walking, traveling in and out of the city, and gathering at feasts. When doing these things, we won’t be on our faces before Christ. Nevertheless, all that we do will be an act of worship. We’ll enjoy full and unbroken fellowship with Christ. At times this will crescendo into greater heights of praise as we assemble with the multitudes who are also worshiping him.

Worship involves more than singing and prayer. I often worship God while reading a book, riding a bike, or taking a walk. I’m worshiping him now as I preach. You are too as you listen! 

In Heaven, God will always be first in our thinking. Even now, we’re told, “Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances” (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18). That God expects us to do many other things, such as work, rest, and be with our families, shows that we must be able to be joyful, pray, and give thanks while doing other things.

Heaven is Now
Eric Owens, president of Highlands Ministries makes a good observation. He says all that awaits us in heaven is to be tasted (though because of sin not in fullness) right now! We are seated in the heavenlies with Christ!

He says, “What is heaven but a glorious union with Christ, worship of the Father and living without sin. We can’t achieve the fullness of any of those things here but we can have a bit of all of them, in fact we are ordered (while here on earth) to,

· worship the Father

· be united with Christ in His life and in His suffering and by picking up our cross daily and

· to be without sin.”
So there is a sense in which we experience some of heaven on earth right now.

If I can eliminate my sinning more each day and enter more into a rich life of constant worship then I will be more and more united with Christ — and simultaneously — by giving over my whole life to Christ so that He reins supreme in all things I will be submitting to the Lordship of Jesus Christ thus bringing to earth that reality of His lordship over all things which will be demonstrated to all on that glorious last day.

Conclusion
One day we be removed from this earth. We will be brought into the presence of God!  There will be a time before the resurrection, before Christ comes to earth and renews the earth that we will be with God.  It will be a marvelous time.  I can’t wait!  How about you?
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