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What Is Heaven Like?

Afterlife Series (Part 2)
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Gen 1:1; Luke 1:78, 23:44; Psa 19:1-2; Phil 1:21-23; Rev 4:2-8

Introduction

If you are just joining us this morning, we are in week two of a multi-part study 
of what the Bible has to say about the topic of the Afterlife.  Because death 
waits out there for us all, many of us have important questions about this 
subject. You may find it helpful to review a written or media copy of last week’s 
message, where I laid out four key truths that overarch what the Scriptures say 
about the life to come. 

Today, I simply want to lean into one question suggested by these words 
penned by the Apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 5: “Now we know that if the 
earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, an 
eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands” (2 Cor 5:1).  

Paul clearly takes for granted that there is an Afterlife.  We “know” it, he says.  
Paul and the other disciples had personally met Jesus Christ come from that 
place.  They were now no longer afraid to die.  In fact, Paul implies here that 
far from being a fearful and alien place, heaven is our eternal home. The 
Apostle makes it clear, however, that this eternal house is “not built by 
human hands.”  In other words, it is a place beyond human constructs.  The 
question, therefore, naturally arises: “What is heaven like?”  How do YOU think 
of it?  

Concepts of Heaven

Some people hear the word “heaven” and picture “Disney for the Dead.”  
Heaven is that place somewhere over the rainbow where everything is in 7D 
Technicolor and chocolate isn’t fattening and my golf game is finally flawless.  

Other people – mostly clergy, I think – picture heaven as “Worship World.” It is 
like a massive church service that goes on forever.  Everyone shows up every 
day and is actually thrilled to be there.  People of all ages and colors have 
come from every corner and time on earth.  They are all dressed in pristine 
robes of white, the singing is always perfect, and the message never gets 
boring because God is the speaker.  There is no need for an offering because 
Jesus covered all the debts. 

Still others view heaven as what I call “Ah-Ha Land.”  We arrive with all these 



questions and longings built up over a lifetime here on earth.  But on Day One 
we learn why God created mosquitoes and how come he wouldn’t allow the 
Cubs to win the World Series.  On Day Two we see why it was providential that 
we couldn’t have that baby we wanted or why so-and-so was permitted to die 
that awful way.  On Day Three we figure out that that guy on the cloud next to 
me is Moses, over there is Mother Theresa, and “Oh, my goodness – there’s a 
Democrat or a Republican here!?”  We just go through eternity thrilled by one 
revelation after another: “Ah-ha!  I see now!!  Now it makes sense!!!”

How do you picture heaven?  WHAT is it and how did you derive that picture?  
Is it from a movie?  A dream you’ve had?  A rumor you heard some place?  A 
wish within your heart? WHERE is heaven, exactly?  Is it up in the blue skies 
somewhere or off on a glistening planet out in space or just a state of mind?  Is 
heaven up like the medievals pictured it or deeper in like some mystics and 
new-age thinkers have?  Do those who go get their own personal self-defined 
version of heaven or is it like an arranged marriage that requires learning to 
love?  And WHEN is heaven?  Does it exist now?  Are people who have been 
here already there or are they waiting for a day of resurrection ahead?  What 
does the Bible say about all this?

Heaven is God’s Gracious Provision

When the Bible uses the word “heaven” it does so in several different senses.  
Sometimes the Scriptures use the word “heaven” or “heavens” to describe the 
divine provision upon which we depend for the gift of life.  Genesis 1:1 says: 
“In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.”  Here and 
in hundreds of other biblical passages, “heaven” refers to the physical space 
around us – the atmosphere in which we breathe and fly or the expanse of the 
universe in which our whole planet turns. But this word had theological 
meaning too.  Genesis says that God gave humanity dominion over the earth 
but that they were never to forget that their existence and welfare depended 
upon mercies from a realm beyond their control.

The scriptures say: “Because of the tender mercy of our God… the rising 
sun will come to us from heaven” (Luke 1:78).  Every time the Bible uses 
the word “heaven” it is a call to remember that there is a dimension to life upon 
which we absolutely depend but do not control.  It is why we still say “Thank, 
heavens,” when the sun returns to Chicago each May or July!  The ancient 
Hebrews often used the word “heavens” or “heaven” as a synonym for uttering 
the sacred name of God. 

The word “heaven” was used to signify not only God’s gracious goodness but 
also God’s glorious greatness.  Our spiritual forbearers understood that God was 
so massive and magnificent that to think of ourselves as Masters of the Universe 
or self-made people is not just arrogance but ignorance. I read yesterday that 
scientists have now discovered a single star so large that, were it hollow, it 



could contain our entire solar system.   The Psalmist was right: “The heavens 
declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his 
hands” (Psa 19:1-2). 

Do you suppose this might be why, when God was trying to communicate his 
nature to human beings, he has often revealed himself as coming “down from 
heaven” or “coming on the clouds” or being “taken up” into the heavens 
(John 6:33: Matt 24:30; Acts 1:9)?  How else do you describe to a people 
whose whole solar system could fit into just one of the stars among the trillions 
of galaxies you’ve made, something of the HEIGHT of your glory, greatness, 
and grace? 

Heaven is the Present Dwelling Place of God & Souls of Believers

But don’t confuse heaven with the sky up there or with living on clouds.  That’s 
a helpful image for children, perhaps, but it is not truly what heaven is like.  It 
is a whole lot more. According to the Bible, the word “heaven,” refers, secondly 
and most frequently, to the present dwelling place of God. Heaven is Bible-
speak for where God is now, for where God’s worth is being fully recognized 
and honored, for where God’s will is being fully done.  

Jesus often spoke of the “kingdom of heaven” breaking into this world now.  It 
does.  Every time someone awakens to God’s presence with them, every time 
someone recognizes God’s worth and honors him with their life, every time 
somebody does his will, heaven breaks through into the time and space of this 
earthly dimension.  I saw it this past week.  I saw a family ravaged by adultery, 
divorce, and decades of hostility and heartache awaken to God’s presence, 
decide to try to honor his call to forgive, and move toward doing God’s will.  I 
saw the glory of God’s heaven explode in color and light in the shadowed 
space of my office and the heart of each person sitting there.

But there is a larger experience of God waiting. Long ago, the Apostle John was 
given a glimpse into this heaven. He describes it in Revelation 4 and numerous 
other passages.  “There before me was a throne in heaven with someone 
sitting on it. And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper 
and carnelian” (Rev 4:2-8).  John is careful to describe God as having the 
“appearance” of brilliant, precious stones.  Here and throughout the book of 
Revelation, John can only liken what he sees to the richest symbols drawn from 
life on the earth.  It would take me months to unpack all that gets revealed to 
John about heaven. It actually did take me months to do it about ten years ago 
in a series called FUTURE FAITH, available on our website.  Suffice it to say that 
the big ideas throughout the teaching of Jesus and in his revelation to John are 
these.  

First, heaven is not just a state of mind but an actual place that exists right 
now. It may be just a frequency vibration away.  It may be outside of our 



universe altogether, but it is not just an idea; heaven is very real.  The most 
important thing to know about heaven is that God is at the exalted center of it 
(that’s the image of the throne).  Everyone there recognizes God for who he is 
(which is why they never stop saying “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God 
Almighty”).  The glorious person of God completely defines that place, 
making it the essence of beauty, love, and life.

There are angelic beings there in heaven.  John sees them as massive winged 
warriors, but most importantly for you and me, there are also people.  You can 
be one of them. If you put your trust in God as Jesus described, you do not 
need to “be afraid” of death (John 14:1). That promise Jesus made to that 
thief who reached out in humble faith to Christ on the cross can be your 
assurance too: “[On the day of your death], you will be with me in 
Paradise” (Luke 23:44).  A nano-second after your body dies, your eternal 
soul will go to be with God in heaven. People looking at your body are going 
to be able to tell that something has changed.  Something uniquely YOU, will 
leave your body.  I’ve witnessed it many times.  You can tell that someone’s 
soul has left.

At that moment, says Jesus in Luke 16:22, God’s angels will personally escort 
you from death to heaven. We are told no more than that.  They key idea: You 
won’t get lost.  You won’t wander the earth as a ghost.  You will not languish 
in some purgatorial waiting room. You will not sleep unconsciously for years. It 
is true that the Apostle Paul speaks of believers falling asleep, but only as a 
metaphor to explain that for one of God’s own, death isn’t any worse than 
sleep.  You will close your eyes on this world; and you will open them in 
heaven, fully conscious, still you (Matt 17:1-3).

I want to save for next week a further exploration on what YOU will be like in 
heaven.  Suffice it for now to say that when you are in heaven, you will not 
mind being separated from this life.  As Paul puts, “to live is Christ, but to 
die is gain.”  This life is a fabulous and fruitful privilege. But what Christ’s 
followers are heading for, says Paul, is “better by far” (Phil 1:21-23).  Movies 
like Heaven Can Wait or Nicolas Cage’s, City of Angels, make it sound like the 
occupants of heaven are jealous of human beings.  Don’t believe them for a 
second. 

In one of the episodes of Life Focus, a television newsmagazine I host, our 
journalists interviewed a number of people who’d had near-death experiences 
that took them several steps into the Afterlife.  Everyone makes a big deal of 
the striking similarity between what people like this experience and how the 
Bible describes the Afterlife. It really is amazing.  But here’s what really got to 
me.  So many of those who’d caught a glimpse of heaven said this, in effect: 
“The next time I am lying close to death on a bed or on a highway someplace, 
don’t bring me back.  Please, let me go.”  



The place where God is now, where his worth is being fully honored and his 
will fully done is a Paradise.  That kingdom of heaven, says Jesus, seeks to 
break into our dimension now. It is trying to do so through you and me.  But 
where it is already fully happening, is not just better than Disney or Worship 
World or Ah-Land.  It is “better by far.”  

Heaven Is the Future State of Life on a New Earth

Let me say in closing, that this is not the last thing that the Bible tells us about 
heaven.  When the scriptures talk about heaven, they sometimes mean the 
divine provision upon which we depend for life.  They oftentimes are referring 
to the present dwelling of God where the souls of departed believers already 
stand laughing in God’s full light.  But according to the Bible heaven is more 
than this.  It is also the future state of life on the new earth that God will 
establish in the end.  Presuming the Lord tarries a bit longer, I hope you’ll be 
back to explore with me that great promise, right here, next week. 
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