
The Paradise

Enigma

During a worship gathering last week, the minister threw an 'open mic' at us where we could stand up, say something on our hearts, and express ourselves as worship. The minister looked over at me and said, "Anth, what's on your heart?" It was ironic he said something because a moment before I told God I would say something if the band played the song, Make a Joyful Noise/I Will Not Be Silent by D.C.B. So he called me out, I stood, walked up to the mic, stumbled through words, and said something to the extent of this:

In the Shawshank Redemption, it's said that the Pacific Ocean has no memories. David Crowder writes in one of his songs, "Running through the forest, dive into the lake, bare feet on beaches white; standing in the canyon, painted hills around, the wind against my skin..." I used to think those were just pretty words for a pretty song, but I came to realize that they're something so much more than that. David Crowder is painting a picture, an image of heaven, an image of paradise. When I am beaten and bloodied and bludgeoned by all the crap the world throws at me, when I am hit with depression, I keep these lines at the forefront of my mind, so I do not forget. So I don't forget that one day I really will stand bare feet on beaches white and wind against my skin, looking out at a beautiful and untainted ocean, where the memories of all the bad crap in this life are gone.

The background image on my desktop is of palm trees overhanging a beach as the sun sets in the distance. These pictures always fill me with peace, and it makes me smile to think that one day, when all is said and done, I will lean against a palm tree, close my eyes, feel the sand between my toes, the warm breeze tingling my cheeks, and let the scent of the salty ocean and the laughter of the gulls sweep over me; and I will not worry about school, or work, or paying gas and insurance. I will kneel down, let the sand run through my fingers, and joining my friends, we will run into that surf, laughing with no worries. That day we will swim with dolphins.


And God shall smile over it all.

Why focus on Heaven? Isn’t that a bad thing to do, even ungodly?

“This life ought to be spent by us only as a journey towards heaven.”


- Jonathan Edwards

To understand what Heaven is, we have to understand where we came from. We are meant for Paradise. Our souls – the who we are – are designed for Paradise. Since we got kicked out of that Paradise, however, we walk around carrying holes in our souls, gaps that cannot be filled with anything of this world. We also carry unique desires that sometimes get made fun of, or longings that seem ‘other-worldly.’ These desires, these longings, these holes sprout from the world we are made for – they make up who we are, but we’re not home, and so they are currently unfulfilled. Jesus came to bring us home; in confessing that He is Lord, and believing in our heart that God raised Jesus from the dead, we are saved. But being saved is not just being delivered of the punishment for sin; it is not just forgiveness. Being saved is a fancy two-word duo that means getting the life back. Jesus said,

“The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” – John 10:10, NIV
Jesus came to give us tastes of this life here and now. So many people make the mistake of thinking that Jesus means we’re getting all the life we lost back now. No – we’re just getting glimpses. Jesus doesn’t want to spoil it (though, as we’ll see, how can you spoil something so good?). Jesus says, “Live by faith.” Live by faith that the life Jesus came for is the life we will receive.
 In all our hardships and pains and troubles, we are often tempted to give up: “This isn’t the life Jesus meant – is it?” No. It’s not. We do find life in this world, more life than those who don’t have Jesus, and our holes are filled semi-deep, but we won’t be made complete until we return home – to the Paradise we lost, to communion with God, to the beauty and adventure and intimacy we thirst for. This is the Message of Jesus – life is coming! You’re going home! Evangelism is not doctoring the sick – it is sending poor, hungry, lost travelers home.

The Apostle Paul, in a letter to the believers in Corinth, speaks of a man who actually got to see Heaven with his own eyes.
 “For instance, I know a man who, fourteen years ago, was seized by Christ and swept in ecstasy to the heights of heaven. I really don't know if this took place in the body or out of it; only God knows. 3 -4I also know that this man was hijacked into paradise--again, whether in or out of the body, I don't know; God knows. There he heard the unspeakable spoken, but was forbidden to tell what he heard.”
 This ‘man’ (read verse 1) is actually Paul; Paul adds to the depth of this statement in another letter when he pens, “The desire to break camp here and be with Christ is powerful. Some days I can think of nothing better.
” Why do you think Paul was so eager to go and be with Christ in paradise? I’ve no doubt that after the vision of paradise, he looked about and the world was cold, boring, dry, and just spiritually painful. What he’d thought was fun had been revealed for the grimy monotone it really was, when it was bathed in Heaven’s light. What he’d thought were brilliant colors were revealed as black-and-white in Heaven’s rainbow. So he ached so hard to return to paradise.

“[God] has planted eternity in the human heart.” – Ecclesiastes 3:11, NLT
We are all dying to know what heaven will be like. It is written in all of us. A sad truth is that ‘heaven’ has been turned into an oxymoron – we are told we will be worshipping God by singing hymn after hymn, one after the other, forever and ever, amen. We are told heaven is a place of baby angels with halos and harps, sitting on white clouds. We are told it will be a never-ending church service. That’s what most of us imagine it as being. We say, “Yay! Heaven! I can’t wait!” but deep down we’re saying, “That doesn’t sound so exciting. That sounds boring.” It doesn’t just sound boring – it sounds like Hell. No wonder, in the words of Thoreau, we live lives of quiet desperation, void of hope – we are in the mindset that this fallen, crooked world is all there is. If for all practical purposes we believe that this life is our best shot at happiness, if this is as good as it gets, we will live as desperate, demanding, and eventually despairing men and women. And most people are stuck in this mindset, and so Thoreau’s remark – sadly – hits the bulls-eye. 

We speak of Heaven so seldom and when we do, the images are sickly: fat babies fluttering around with tiny wings, bored saints lazing on shapeless clouds, strumming harps and wondering what’s happening back on earth where all the action is. Catholic philosopher Peter Kreeft writes:

“Our pictures of Heaven simply do not move us; they are not moving pictures. It is this aesthetic failure rather than intellectual or moral failures in our pictures of Heaven and of God that threatens faith most potently today. Our pictures of Heaven are dull, platitudinous and syrupy; therefore, so is our faith, our hope, and our love for Heaven. It doesn’t matter whether it’s a dull lie or a dull truth. Dullness, not doubt, is the strongest enemy of faith, just as indifference, not hate, is the strongest enemy of love.” (Everything you wanted to know about Heaven)

Are we to believe that an eternal church service is better than going swimming at the beach, white-water rafting, hanging out with friends, hiking across the Appalachian Trail, even stepping on the moon? Have we dreamed better dreams than God can dream? Have we written better endings to stories than even God can write? Here’s some good news – an eternal church service is not Heaven.

Yet most Christians do not have the faintest notion of what Heaven will be like. One of the “grand essentials” of human happiness is having something to do, and most of us think that we’ll just be sitting or standing around in Heaven; it an unspoken fear, one that we don’t let out too much, and because we don’t seem as excited as Paul does, or as excited as all the others in our church (who, by the way, might just be throwing on the show of excitement as many do) we feel dirty and cheap and spiritually unclean. After all, the never-ending sing-along in the sky isn’t exactly breath-taking!

The Message says, “God isn't the God of dead men, but of the living. To him all are alive."
 Jesus meant that those who love and are loved by God are not allowed to cease to exist, because they are God’s treasures. He delights in them and intends to hold onto them. He has even prepared for them an individualized work in His vast universe. God will not allow us to ever cease from existence; the moment we die, we are standing before God, at the gates of the new heavens and the new earth. We will see the semi slide into our lane – and then, though last we know it were a cold and dreary winter, we will hear song birds, and laughter, and a warm sun, gentle breeze, and smell brilliant flowers blooming upon the mountainsides!
 No wonder it is written, “Death, where is your sting?”
 No wonder Paul said, “To live is Christ, and to die is gain.”
 Paul knew what Heaven is like! And when you finish reading this, you will, too. 

Did you know Jesus referred to Heaven as Paradise only once? In all the Gospels of his life, he is recorded calling Heaven paradise only once. 

“Keep your eyes on Jesus, who both began and finished this race we’re in. Study how he did it. Because he never lost sight of where he was headed – that exhilarating finish in and with God – he could put up with anything along the way: cross, shame, whatever. And now he’s there, in the place of honor, right alongside God. When you find yourselves flagging in your faith, go over that story again, item by item, that long litany of hostility he plowed through. That will shoot adrenaline into your souls!”
 – Hebrews 12:2,3, The Message
When the time came for him to be betrayed by a friend, to be abandoned by those he loved; when the time came when he stood naked before the world, mocked and ashamed; when the time came when the clothes were torn off his back and he was punished for innocence; when he was so tired and so worn that he couldn’t even carry a piece of limber; when the nails were driven into his hands and feet, and when he was raised up, naked (people were crucified naked in Roman times) before the earth, beaten and bloodied, laughed at by those whom he loved, he remembered. He’d been to Heaven before; that’s where he came from. He hadn’t called Heaven Paradise yet, but now, as he is about to die, when all strength left him, when the temptation to jump off that cross and heal his body that instant came on, he held off by remembering. A guilty criminal said, “Remember me in your Kingdom.”
 I imagine Jesus’ eyes lit up, and the pain seemed to falter a bit, and he knew where he was going; his own words went through his soul, and he hung on a bit longer, and he told the criminal, tears crawling down his face, “Today, you will be with me in Paradise.”
 When life gets tough for us, when we’re tired and worn out and the road doesn’t seem to end; when we’re sick and want to vomit because of how bad we have it – don’t let people tell you we Christians have it good, we don’t – then we need to remember. Jesus remembered, and he ached for it with all his heart. We must remember.

We are called to remember Heaven. Jesus stressed it so much because we need to keep an eye on it. We need to know where we’re going. To say, “If you think about Heaven all the time, you’re ungodly,” is an oxymoron. In 1 John chapter 2, John – who is known as the disciple Jesus loved most intimately – says, “If we claim communion with God, we need to live like Jesus.” Jesus kept Heaven at the front of his mind all the time. When the criminal spoke, Jesus didn’t say, “Today you will find the love of God,” or “today you will receive mercy and grace.” He didn’t even say, “Today your sins will be forgiven.” Sure, all that happened, but here’s the question: what was on Jesus’ mind?

“Today you will be with me in Paradise!”

If you want to know what a painting is like, look at the painter. To get a glimpse of what Heaven will look like, without reaching into the Bible, we need to look at the painter God. How do we begin to describe Him? Artistic. Powerful. Awesome. Majestic. Intricate. Delicate. Whimsical. Creative. The universe is beautiful, and deep inside every one of us, we long to find our place in it, we long to care and develop it; it is for this that we were made. The only story worth living in is the story of us returning Home; the road goes out before us, and our destination awaits.

What will Heaven be like?

While heaven cannot be fathomed, imagined, or touched to the extremity of how amazing it will really be, God has given us some clues, some foretastes, that when you dig into them, make you think – and make you smile. Jesus speaks of the ‘new creation,’ a great wedding feast, paradise. Jesus told the criminal on the cross, “Today you will be with me in paradise.” In Heaven, we will find intimate communion with the Trinity – but as heretical as it sounds, that in itself is not enough for the human soul. Some think the human souls’ passion for beauty and adventure is something dirty and unclean, and that when we get to Heaven, these ‘corrupt’ passions will be stripped away. No! They will be even more intense, because the passion for beauty and adventure is from God! We are designed that way!

We will find such beauty all around us in a new restored creation – a new heavens and a new earth. Here we will be able to live out the beauty and the adventure.

"Behold, I will create new heavens and a new earth.” – Isaiah 65:17, NIV

A desire for beauty is within us all. The things that attract us the most are things – or persons – of beauty. One man said that his wife was so beautiful, so mesmerizing, it was just beyond comprehension to imagine how beautiful the creator of such beauty is! All beauty stems from the hand of God. Yellowstone Park, the rainbows after a spring rain, the turning colors of leaves, dew on the grass, the Grand Canyon – all this beauty comes from God. And so, when we float down the Amazon, travel through the deserts of Australia, marvel at the waves against the shore, sometimes we feel aches – aches because we know the beauty we see now will not last; aches because we were meant for eternal beauty. Heaven is a place of eternal beauty. All the beautiful spots you’ve ever known – for me, the green-backed Tennessee mountains, the ocean, and sunlight coming through the trees – are just foretastes of what is to come. The Himalayas, Congo jungle, all the luxurious vacationing spots you can imagine – all are shadows of the realities to come. Maui and the Florida Keys and Cancun will look like garbage dumps compared to what the new creation will look like!

However, we just don’t want to see beauty. We want to be part of beauty. We thirst to be beautiful. In Heaven, we will be immersed in beauty, and will be beautiful ourselves. This longing for beauty beyond the eyes cannot be put into words – we want to be united with the beauty we see, we want to pass into it, to receive it into ourselves, to bathe in it, to become a part of it. In the Kingdom of Heaven, we shall. We shall all find this beauty in the restoration, and part of the adventure will be discovering and enjoying the wonder of a new creation. 

Restoration means that what is old will be made new. What is dark will be made light. What is dirty will be made clean. Peter writes in 2 Peter 2:11-13:

“Since everything here might be gone tomorrow, do you see how essential it is to live a holy life? Daily expect the Day of God, eager for its arrival. The galaxies will burn up and the elements will melt that day – but we’ll hardly notice. We’ll be looking the other way, ready for the promised new heavens and the promised new earth, all landscaped with righteousness.”

Think of how beautiful the Germanic Forest and the Alaskan glaciers and the Caribbean are now, corrupted and ruined by sin; imagine how they will be fully restored, brought back to how they were before sin entered the picture! Our world is in a state of winter – cold, dry, bleak, the trees are bare, the air is cold, the sky is gray. Heaven is spring – warmth, cool rains, bright sun, leaves on the trees, flowers budding, life! All the beauties and glory of the original creation will return. 

The universe and all in it will be restored – oceans free from oil, skies empty of pollution, sharks that cuddle, and lions that play with children. Look at how the prophet Isaiah put it in Isaiah 11:6-9 –

“The wolf will romp with the lamb,


the leopard will sleep with the kind.

Calf and lion will eat from the same trough,


And a little child will tend them.

Cow and bear graze the same pasture, 

their calves and cubs grow up together,

and the lion eats straw like the ox.

The nursing child will crawl over rattlesnake dens,


The toddler sticks his hand down the hole of a serpent.

Neither animal nor human will hurt or kill…”

Animals will not be able to hurt us! Sin and fear will not keep us revolted at spiders or snakes or scorpions! All of God’s creation will be radiating from His glory. We will be able to lay down with the tigers, swim with the sharks, play with the spiders, roam with the rhinoceros. All the extinct animals will be there, too. A friend and I agreed that when we get to heaven, we’re both going to ride a dinosaur. It will happen. 

Not only will we be able to enjoy this new creation – swimming with dolphins, running with elephants, flying with eagles, reunion parties on Pluto – but we will be made Lords and Masters over it. The new heavens and new earth are our inheritance
. Those who love God and run after Him, really living for Him, will be put in charge over God’s possessions – possessions of a new heavens and a new earth
.. In Revelation 22:5, the point is made ever clearer when it says, “And they will reign for ever and ever.”
 (Emphasis added). The minister’s wife at my current church is obsessed with giraffes; perhaps she will be one in a league watching over them in Heaven? Maybe God-followers of the same make-up of Stephen Hawking will be plotting with physics all day long. Fascinated by astronomy? Maybe you will rule over the stars in the Kingdom. A friend said, “Heaven is not tailor-made for us individually.” I say, Why not? Scripture seems to say so!

The One who created you and set all those loves and gifts in your heart, the One who has shaped all your life experiences (including the ones that seem to make no sense), this God has prepared a place for you that is more than a perfect fit for all your gifts and quirks and personality traits – even those you didn’t know you had. Jesus Christ is not joking when he says that we will inherit the Kingdom and take up positions of control, to reign creatively and with power. We will not sit around looking at one another or at God for eternity but will join the eternal Logos, “reign with him,” in the endlessly ongoing creative work of God. It is for this that we were each individually intended, as both kings and priests
. A place in God’s creative order has been reserved for each one of us from since before the beginnings of cosmic existence. His plan is for us to develop, as apprentices to Jesus (the One who brought all creation into existence
), to the point where we can take our place in the ongoing creativity of the universe. While our desires and our gifts aren’t being used to the fullest in this life, while our talents are ignored and some of our dreams mocked, Christ promises that we shall be actively fulfilling our total design in the adventures of the new kingdom. Right now, in this life we live, we are being shaped, molded, groomed for a part in the grand drama that is coming. C.S. Lewis said:

“If I find in myself desires which nothing in this world can satisfy, the only logical explanation is that I was made for another world.”

Each of our souls have a unique shape to fit God. We are not all the same, but unique creations each one of us. Often our ‘calling’ calls us to things that we can’t touch in this life. We are lost, fatigued, weary. We think, “Why has God put this on my heart if I cannot live it out?” How many of us have considered that this is how we were meant to be, but because we got kicked out of Eden, we aren’t? How many of us have thought that when we enter the second Eden – the Kingdom of Heaven – we will be living it out more than we could ever have imagined? How wonderful it will be to have our souls released to their true destiny, in a world no longer stained by sin or under the curse? To throw ourselves into some wonderful enterprise, unhindered by our own weaknesses or the frustrations typical of a broken world? Gardeners dream of a spot of ground with rich soil and not a weed or sow bug to be found. They shall have it. Architects dream of the day when they shall build their own designs and not just carry out the plans of others. They shall. Those who desire to cultivate, nourish, watch over and study ancient creatures will. Like little children eager to show off precious creations, we shall bring them to our Father in Jerusalem, for glory and praise. 

The “glorious freedom” of the children of God is not just freedom from sin. It is freedom to live. It’s a freedom of being all we are meant to be. We won’t be held back by anything anymore; no, we will have finally hit our stride. We can pursue our passions without the hindrances of lack of time, or money, or whatever it may be. Those who always wanted to start a rock band will be able to build one greater than ever, and play any style of music they want – jazz, hardcore, Scream-O, classical. Those who always dreamt of sailing across the ocean in a sailboat will be able to; there will be no danger of death, no danger of failure! The miracles that have already happened are, of course, as the Scripture often says, the first fruits of that cosmic summer which is presently coming on. Christ has risen, and so we shall rise. St. Peter for a few seconds walked on the water, and the day will come when there will be a remade universe, infinitely obedient to the will of glorified and obedient men, when we can do all things, when we shall be those gods that we are described as being in Scripture.

Throughout our lives, each one of us lives with a constant nagging that we never quite fit in, we never truly belong. We’ve all had enough experiences to teach us that we will never be allowed into the “sacred circle,” the place of intimacy. We desire so strongly for that intimacy, that belonging – this is why it feels good when you are popular, when people talk good about you, when you’re at the top of the best friendships lists. However, in this world, most of us never find that intimacy, and those who do, usually can never keep it. In the fourteenth chapter of John, chapter 2, Jesus says, “I am going… to prepare a place for you.”
 We’ll be welcomed into Heaven by our Lover Himself, the King of the Universe. He will give us a home in Heaven. What will this home be like? One translation says that we will have “mansions in Heaven.” Perhaps you will live in Alaska, against the ocean; or in Florida, or Maui, or the Serengeti? That dream house you never could afford? It is a cardboard shack compared to the amazing mansion prepared for us in the new heavens and new earth!
 The deepest longing of our heart – our longing to be part of the sacred circle, to be on the inside – reveals to us the greatest of the treasures heaven has in store. For we were made in and for the most sacred circle of all. It will no longer just be Father, Son, Holy Spirit – but Father, Son, Holy Spirit, fellow Christians, and you!
We will have a place in Heaven, and we will be in communion with God – we will finally find that intimacy we ache for, and we will be given our real names, the names of our souls, who we are, on white tablets of stone given to us personally by God
. Of this name, George MacDonald writes:

“It is the man’s own symbol – his soul’s picture, in a word – the sign which belongs to him and to no one else. Who can give a man this, his own name? God alone… Such a name cannot be given until the man is the name [we will be our true selves finally in Heaven]… that being whom He had in His thought when He began to make the child, and whom He kept His thought through the long process of creation that went to realize the idea. To tell the name is to seal the success – to say, “In thee also I am well pleased.” (Unspoken Sermons)

We will enter this unbelievable new creation not how we are now. We will keep our gender; we will keep our personality; we will keep our memories of earth, and of friendships. We will remember when I spoke to you about this place, and we’ll laugh and say, “We had no idea!” We may carry personalities and memories to heaven with us, but what we won’t carry is our current physical form. See what Paul says in Philippians 3:20,21-

“But there’s far more to life for us. We’re citizens of high heaven! We’re waiting the arrival of the Savior, the Master, Jesus Christ, who will transform our earthy bodies into glorious bodies like his own. He’ll make us beautiful and whole with the same powerful skill by which he is putting everything as it should be, under and around him.”

Those who were blind will be able to see the beauty of the universe. The deaf will hear the laughter of friends and family, and hear the surf and the wind of the new creation. The lame will jump and dance and run around the new heavens and new earth. Those whose brains were tempered with disabilities will understand, and see, and be full and alive. Those who wished to be brave, will be brave. Those who always longed to be beautiful, will be beautiful. Those who wished to be leaders, will be leaders. What we once yearned to be, we will be! We will be beautiful and whole! The elderly will be young again, and the babies will be mature through the power of God.

Of course, we won’t have physical bodies in Heaven. We’re just going to be mystical spirits fluttering around. We have yet another Heaven folklore. We will keep our gender; we will keep our personalities; we will keep our memories of earth and memories of friendship and memories of our troubles. We will carry personalities and memories with us, and we’ll also have new physical bodies. We will have bodies like Jesus – remember, won’t you, that he was able to get from one place to another without walking
? Yes, we will be able to eat
! Jesus was able to pass through walls, and yet he was not just a spirit, he had a physical body
. We, too, will have a physical body, and we, too, will be able to walk through walls
. We will not be restricted by gravity and friction and everything you learn about in physics class. Jesus was able to walk on water
, and we will be able to, too. Look at what Isaiah prophesies:

“But those who wait upon GOD get fresh strength. They spread their wings and soar like eagles, they run and don't get tired, they walk and don't lag behind.”

We will be able to fly like eagles, run through the canyons and not get tired, walk with our friends and reminisce without our legs cramping up. We will be able to discover new cosmos in the greatest reaches of a new universe, and swim in the deep with marvelous fish without the fear of drowning.

In Revelation 9:7-9 a command spreads through Heaven, the kick-off when all those who trusted in Jesus finally gather together, complete, in the new Kingdom: “Let us celebrate, let us rejoice, let us give [Christ] the glory! The Marriage of the Lamb has come; his Wife has made herself ready. She was given a bridal gown of bring and shining linen. The linen is the righteousness of the saints. The Angel said to me, ‘Write this: “Blessed are those invited to the Wedding Supper of the Lamb.”’ He added, ‘These are the true words of God!’” 

This wedding party is going to be something else. We will meet up with friends and family who decided to put their faith in God. We will see once more our brothers and sisters, our parents and grandparents, sons and daughters, friends. Everyone who ever decided to live for God will meet back together – reunions with tears of joy, happiness that bubbles over, screams of excitement! And God smiling over it all! Some say that we will not be able to remember one another in the Kingdom; this is blasphemy! The universe is based off of a relationship between the Trinity; we are creations designed for community. The question is not if we’ll know each other’s names or recognize each other, but when will that day come? In Heaven we will be fully exposed, but it will not be embarrassing or shameful – it will be for our total delight. We will be perfect; each of us will be the individual soul God had in mind all along. Whatever memory of the past we will have in Heaven, this way know – in one way or another, it will contribute to our joy.  

A fear some people have is of getting to the “gates of Heaven” and having God throw up all your sins on the big screen for the entire earth to see. We’re afraid that our loved ones, our friends, our family will see all the terrible, secret things we’ve done, and we’ll be put to shame. It’s no joke. Our lives will be put before the world
. Yet a lot of us forget one thing – when we take on the salvation work completed in Jesus, Jesus erases all the bad things we’ve done – he wipes them out of history! In some mythical way we cannot understand, all those horrible things we’ve done never happened! We still have the effects, but this is just a God-thing. So when the person before us has all his shameful acts – every lie and lust, every slander and hate – is put on display, and people are like, “Oh my gosh!” you won’t have to worry – because when you’re there, people will just be seeing all the great and wonderful things you did, and God will say, “Check into paradise, don’t check out!”

We will worship God, but not only through music. My friend asked, “What kind of worship music would Jesus play?” After a few moments of thought, he said, “I guess whatever kind that sounded good to His ears!” The variation in worship is amazing, and the variation isn’t just found in styles of music. Creation worships God, and we worship God when we enjoy creation! When we enjoy the new creation, we will be worshipping God – don’t you know how you feel when you give someone a gift and they love it so much they cry and won’t ever let go? This worship will be like nothing we’ve ever experienced or ever will till the day we stand in the restoration. We will adore Him. Heaven is the return of the beauty, the intimacy, the adventure we were created to enjoy, and have yearned for every day of our lives. And it is immortal.

Some might say that I’m off the mark here, that it is all just vocal and musical worship. That is unbiblical, but instead of touting some Scriptures, let’s look at an analogy: if you give someone a gift, you don’t give it to them so they can just say, “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” all night long. You get a bigger smile from seeing them rip open the box and playing with the toy than you do just hearing their polite little, “Thank yous.” It will be the same in creation – some of us will choose to enjoy the new creation through vocal/musical worship, of course, but most of us, I imagine, will take a look, gasp, and run and have fun! And God will be smiling over it all!

Jesus says we will inherit the Kingdom – this isn’t metaphorical! All the cosmos will be before us! No longer will we be bound by our bodies and physical limitations – we will be given the task of ruling over, with power and creativity, the kingdom of God!

Imagine the greatest days of your life, combine them into one, multiply it by an eternity, and repeat it over and over for eternity. There is Heaven! It cannot be lost; it cannot be taken. As we were created to reign over the earth – to explore and discover and create and do all those things we long to do – that is our destiny. Those deep desires God has planted in us – maybe desires to be musicians, or paleontologists, or teachers, or desires to go places, see things, experience things – all will become reality in Heaven. 

And I heard a great voice out of heaven saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and he will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them, and be their God. And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away.

There will be no more death. No more sorrow, no more pain. No more depression or anxiety or worry or fear. No more stress. No more dashed hopes. No more being grumpy about having to go to work. No more having to wake early for school. No more having to deal with rude bosses or funerals. All of that will be gone – it is all the waste of a sinful, corrupted world. But now we will be spending eternity laughing, loving, playing, having fun! Death, crying, pain – symptoms of homesickness. 

Jesus says, “There are many rooms in my Father’s home, and I am going to prepare a place for you. If this were not so, I would tell you plainly. When everything is ready, I will come and get you, so that you will always be with me where I am.”
 At this very moment, as you hear this, Jesus is alive and working: he is ruling, he is drawing others near him, and he is wearing a carpenter’s belt with hammer and nails: he is building homes for us! Jesus says, When everything is ready, I will come and get you, so that you will always be with me where I am. Here we have another way to look at physical death: going home. When that semi slams into your little Buick, guess what? It might sound sickening, but God’s celebrating; don’t worry, you’ll be in the celebrating mood shortly: it’s homecoming! What is one reason death exists? It’s a window that allows us to step into our true homes: paradise. 

What is the greatest day of your life, real or imaginary? Throw all your greatest days together, combining them into one, multiply it by an eternity, and repeat it over and over for eternity. There is Heaven! How long is an eternity? Empty the Pacific Ocean completely of water and pile it with sand. Train a bird to pick up a grain of sand once every million years. When that bird has picked up the last grain of sand, you have just spent your first second in eternity.

What about Hell?

“The man wakes from the final struggle of death, in absolute loneliness – such a loneliness as in the most miserable moment of deserted childhood he never knew. Not a hint, not a shadow of anything outside his consciousness reaches him. All is dark, dark and dumb; no motion – not the breath of a wind! Never a dream of change! Not a scent from a far-off field! No sign of God anywhere. God has so far withdrawn from the man… he is in God’s prison, his own separated self.”
                  - George MacDonald, The Last Farthing
 

Hell is not a popular subject. We’d prefer it not be part of God’s creation (yes, God created it!), but we’re not calling the shots – and God has said there is a place where those who reject Him will be housed forever. But Hell needs to be talked about – it is no small wonder John the Baptist warned, “Flee from the wrath to come.” 

In Hell there is no death, no time when the conscience is at ease. Hell is a place of desolation and great pain. It is a place where those who choose to be separate from God will get their eternal wish – separation from God forever. 

Hell was not created for man – it was created for Satan and his angels; if we refuse to follow God, we are rebels with Satan, whether we know it or not, and will join him there. Hell is for those who betray God – not vice versa. As real life is only found in God, so they will suffer the most extreme and real of deaths – a death that never ends! 

Revelation says that those in Hell will be “tormented day and night forever and ever,” in the “Lake of Fire.” Some people don’t like the idea of Hell, so they say, “I don’t believe that.” What does that change? Hell is paying a bill for your rejection of God – a bill that can never be paid; since it can never be paid, the bill just keeps coming around – the payments never stop. But do you know what the worst part of Hell is? The eternal torment of remembering that on such-and-such a day, that person sat in church, heard the news of Hell, and didn’t do anything about it. Hell is knowing that you could have but never did address the issue of your eternal destiny. You didn’t take seriously the wrath of God. 

People in Hell remain fully conscious, have memories, conscience, and all physical senses intact – but it’s all agony! The memories are painful, your body is racked in pain, and you are all alone, in the darkness; think of the worst depression, and multiply it by a million. That’s Hell. The moment you step in, you’ll want to commit suicide – but you won’t be able to. Jesus was on the ball when He said, “There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

Some think Hell will be a big party – but Hell is solitary confinement. We were created as social creatures; we will be banished from one another, lost in our thoughts, our pain, our memories for eternity-upon-eternity-upon-eternity. There is no fellowship in Hell; no get-togethers, to parties, no reunions, no buffets. Hell does have varying degrees of punishment – those who knew more but rejected it will be punished far more than those who knew less and made the same decision. Yet even the slightest degree is beyond comprehension. 

No matter what you read, we’ll never be able to really understand – even catch a glimpse of – the tortures of Hell. And it will go on for eternity; how long is eternity? God doesn’t just come out of nowhere and boom on unsuspecting people who had no chance to do anything about their eternal destiny – God endures us with “much patience,” and is eager for us to turn from our sin and turn to Him for real life. God is patient, giving everyone space and time to change – but the decision is still theirs to make!

Every one of us is a heartbeat from eternity – believers are a heartbeat from Heaven, and unbelievers a heartbeat from Hell. One heartbeat, one act of violence, one accident away from the judgment of God. God’s fury could blow the universe apart at any moment; the End could come at any second. Hell is not a place of jokes, because no one will be laughing. Hell is not a place for partying, because there will be no one to part with – just you and your pain. The Nile-infested slums of Africa become paradise when compared to what is to be experienced in Hell.
What will people think?

The world, the minions of darkness, and your own double-mindedness are all set against you. Just try coming alive, try living from your heart for the Kingdom to come, and watch how the world responds. They will say you are an idealist, they will condemn you, say you’re off from the truth. They will call you obsessed and immature and even ungodly. You will be branded a heretic and a liar. They will hate you and will do everything in their power to get you to fall back into the comfort of the way things were. Your passion will disrupt them, because it sides with what they want, and what they’ve tried so hard to extinguish. If they can’t convince you to abandon your ‘heretical’ ideas, to betray your inner heart, if they can’t convince you to live life the way they want you to, to live from the safer havens they’ve chosen, they will try intimidation: “If you believe that, then you’re distorting the Truth.” “If you try to spread your lies, you will go to Hell.” “You’re backstabbing God when you say Heaven is like that!” Remember, everything we’ve said about Heaven is biblical. If this fails, they will try to kill you (didn’t they kill Jesus???). If they can’t kill you literally, they will try to kill you in the most sacred place: your heart, the real you. 

Bearing this reality of a world we are going Home to can be tough. God revealed this to me through several different instances, circumstances and people. Only a few have really accepted it, and they are living wildly for God like never before. Satan’s attack is to get us to betray what we believe – that there is something better out there, something worth living – fighting! – for! I have been called ‘confused,’ ‘idealistic,’ and a friend even told me, ‘That’s the stupidest and dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,’ and he’s a highly-respected member in our local church. Don’t let them fool you – see the evidence for yourself. If we were so wrong, then how come those who know and believe this Truth are moving through the world, ablaze with God, for God, and drawing a wake of miracles?

It is tough. Sometimes we’ll just scream to God, “Why did you let me know this? Why did you put this knowledge of what is coming – this beauty, intimacy, adventure – in my heart? And since I’ve seen, how can I choose but to follow? All it’s brought me is the fury of friends, family, the community, the church! This is even worse – I can’t get away from it! This desire, this passion is so welded into me that I can’t walk away from it! I can’t ignore it! I’m trapped by this desire! It hurts me and makes me alive at the same time!” The prophet Jeremiah echoed the very same words to God:

“O LORD, you deceived me, and I was deceived ; you overpowered me and prevailed. I am ridiculed all day long; everyone mocks me. Whenever I speak, I cry out proclaiming violence and destruction. So the word of the LORD has brought me insult and reproach all day long. But if I say, "I will not mention him or speak any more in his name," his word is in my heart like a fire, a fire shut up in my bones. I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot.”

Perhaps we feel ashamed of wanting. Aren’t we to be content? St. Augustine said, “The whole life of the good Christian is a holy longing.” We aren’t supposed to long! We aren’t supposed to desire! We are supposed to be content. That’s what most Christians say. No! We are hardwired for desire! We are called to long! Jesus longed for his Father, longed for the world to find life, longed for Paradise. So should we! A lot of us have made the mistake of being led to feel that if we are really godly, then we should want less, not more. We have a sense that we should beg forgiveness for our longings, kill our desires – all for the sake of contentment. Contentment is never wanting less; that’s the wacky way out. Anybody can look holy if they’ve killed their heart; the real test is to have your heart burning within you and have the patience to enjoy what there is to enjoy now, while waiting with eager anticipation for the feast to come.

Now that we are saved, we eagerly look forward to this freedom. For if you already have something, you don't need to hope for it… But if we look forward to something we don't have yet, we must wait patiently and confidently.

We are saved and we eagerly look forward to the freedom of Paradise. We don’t have it now. If we did, we wouldn’t need to Hope – long, desire – for it. We only look forward to something we don’t have. We are supposed to want! We are supposed to long! St. Augustine knew what he was talking about! Those who hate pleasure are not godly; the redeemed are the ones who hunger and thirst the most for the Paradise on the brink. Yet we have to wait patiently and confidently for what is coming. It will come. Don’t kill your soul, your desires, what you know to be truth just because the road is hard and people will hate you for it. Jesus didn’t stop. Now where is he? Ruling from Paradise! And we will be in Paradise, too! 

There are those, unfortunately, who have murdered their true selves by eliminating desire from their hearts. They have taken contentment to a low never intended. Some people just make it so where they don’t want so much; isn’t it safer that way, more comfortable? Sure, you’re a walking shell, but you won’t experience the painful longing and rejection from others! Guess what? Walking that way is not righteousness, it’s godlessness. That’s stoicism, not Christianity. That’s paganism, not Jesus. Sanctification is an awakening, the rousing of our souls from the dead sleep of sin into the fullness of their capacity for life. Killing the desires of the heart is not sanctification, it’s wickedness.

This world is tough. We who long, we who desire, are closest to God. And for that reason, we suffer the most. God will never be welcome in this fallen world. Jesus was crucified, not given a banquet and a hallelujah feast. So we, who are closer to God, will suffer as we walk and live with God. We can be sullen, bitter, grave, harsh, angry because of the mental, physical, emotional and sometimes spiritual pain – or we can let it be a reminder. A reminder that a day is coming when we will all live in perfect love. We can let the ache draw us deeper into our souls, closer to God, and serve as a painful reminder of a wonderful Paradise God has in store for all who love him!

How did Jesus sustain his passionate heart in the face of brutal opposition? He never lost sight of where he was headed. He had a vision for the future that he knew was real, knew was true, and knew he would experience again. In the story of the Last Supper, we are told that Jesus knew “he had come from God and was returning to God,” and lived his life of selfless love to the end. He remembered both where he had come from and where he was going. So should we.

The Road is Long and Tough

Sometimes we wonder if we will make it. The road is tough. The road is hard. But the day will come – the first day in eternity, a day so good we’ll wish it never to End, and know that it never will! Laugh much. Play hard. Live for God. Jesus tells us, “I’m going to Heaven, and I’m preparing a place for you. And I’ll come back for you.” He’s coming back for us. Maybe today. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe seventy years from now. Did you know we will never taste death? The transition from life here on earth to forever-life in Heaven will be instantaneous. We see the semi sliding into our lane – and then we’re standing deep in the Serengeti of a restored creation, with the elephants and zebras, and giraffes and lazy crocodiles. The death for a believer shouldn’t be a day of mourning – because there’s no way they’re mourning where they are! They’re probably pulling strings with God to get you there sooner! That’s how amazing it will be! Our journey today brings us one step closer to being home – really home with God. All that has hurt us so deeply will be swept away. 

And since this is what we can imagine, we know it will be far, far better!

No wonder Jesus spoke of Heaven so much (Paradise!). He didn’t want us to miss out on this truth! No wonder Paul said, “I just want to die and go join Jesus in Heaven.” It is sad we have white-washed, tamed and doctrinated Heaven – it will be wild, wonderful, an adventure of excitement and thrills that never ends! And best of all, this is no fairy tale – it is real.

So my question to you is this: what will you do? We think about amusement parks – what will we do first? Which ride? Which restaurant? In Heaven, what will you do first? Paddle a canoe down the Amazon? Soar above the earth with the eagles? Dive into the greatest depths with the sea creatures that coming from God’s hand? Will you learn to play an instrument? Eat out with those you were separated from here on earth? Or will you dare to explore the Universe – from the planets to the sun to the stars and distant galaxies? Will you hurl through space with asteroids? You’ll have plenty of time for all of that – an eternity! The cosmos will be ours! And best of all, this is no fairy tale – it’s real.

They found themselves walking together – and a great, bright procession it was – up towards mountains higher than you could see in this world even if they were there to be seen. But there was no snow on those mountains. There were forests and green slopes and sweet orchards and flashing waterfalls, one above the other, going up forever.

The light ahead was growing stronger. Lucy saw that a great series of many-colored cliffs led up in front of them like a giant’s staircase. And then she forgot everything else, because Aslan himself was coming, leaping from cliff to cliff like a living cataract of power and beauty.

Aslan turned to them and said:

“You do not look so happy as I mean you to be.”

Lucy said, “We’re so afraid of being sent away, Aslan… You have sent us back to our own world so often.”

“No fear of that,” said Aslan. “Have you not guessed?”

Their hearts leapt and a wild hope rose within them.

“There was a real railway accident,” said Aslan softly. “Your father and mother and all of you are – as you used to say – died. The term is over: the holidays have begun. The dream has ended: this is the morning.”…

And as he spoke, he no longer looked to them like a lion; but the things that began to happen after that were so great and so beautiful that I cannot write them. And for us this is the end of all the stories, and we can most truly say that they all lived happily ever after. But for them it was only the beginning of the real story. All their life in this world and all their adventures in Narnia had only been the cover and title page: now at last they were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story, which no one on earth has read: which goes on for ever and ever: in which every chapter is better than the one before.
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� It is tempting to think that salvation is going to Heaven; certainly, in the way salvation is spoken of here, it seems to be the all and end all. Actually, salvation is about being made right with God; salvation is an ongoing process of redemption (being given back life with God) and sanctification (getting closer to God). Heaven, then, is what’s at the end of the tunnel; but it’s not the prize itself. The prize is an intimate communion with the Creator and Lover God, and it’s one we don’t have to wait for, unlike Heaven!
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� What About Soul Sleep? When the Bible says a person is “sleeping” in relation to death (Luke 8:52; 1Cor 15:6), it does not mean literal “sleep”.  Sleeping is just a way to describe death because a dead body appears to be sleeping.  The Bible tells us that the instant you die, you are taken to heaven or Hell based on whether you had received Christ as your Savior or not.  For believers, to be absent from the body is to be in paradise (2Cor 5:6-8; Phil 1:23).  For unbelievers, death means everlasting punishment in Hell (Luke 16:22-23).  The concept of “soul sleep” is not a Biblical doctrine.  The moment we die, we face the judgment of God (Heb 9:27).  Heaven and Hell - these are the final, eternal destinations of all people – is based entirely on whether a person had trusted Jesus Christ alone in being made right with God.
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� The idea that our passions and desires are sinful is not biblical. It flows out of the beliefs of stoicism, which state that the “pure” way of life is one of indifference to pleasure or pain; children of God are not called to indifference to pleasure, nor indifference to pain!
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