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1 Thessalonians 4:13-18

I Doubt That Series

“Next Life or Something Like It”

1 Thessalonians 4
     13Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. 14We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. 15According to the Lord's own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. 16For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 17After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever. 18Therefore encourage each other with these words.

     In 1996, Jeanne Calment was the oldest living human whose age could be verified. On her 120th birthday, she was asked to describe her vision for the future. "Very brief," she said. Another woman was asked the benefits of living to the age of 102. After a pause, she answered, "No peer pressure!" John Fetterman, rector of Grace Episcopal Church in Madison, Wisconsin, told of an elderly woman who died. Having never married, she requested no male pallbearers. In her instructions for her memorial service, she wrote, "They wouldn’t take me out while I was alive; I don’t want them to take me out when I’m dead." 

     As I stated last week, the number two doubt that was expressed in my straw poll last spring were doubts about eternity. Many people wondered if there really was an afterlife. They really wanted there to be a Heaven but they just weren’t as sure as they would like to be. They questioned whether there were the literal places we call “heaven” and “hell”. My first recollection of a discussion of heaven and hell is from the song by Blood, Sweat and Tears, “When I Die” released in 1968. “When I Die” rocketed to number one on the Billboard chart in less than three weeks. (Note: I am sure that I had heard a little about heaven and hell prior to 1968 since I had been in Sunday School and church for many years but this song was the first time I remember contemplating heaven and hell.) The lyrics of the second stanza went like this:  

I can swear there ain't no Heaven 

but I pray there ain't no hell 

Swear there ain't no Heaven 

and I'll pray there ain't no hell 

but I'll never know by livin' 

only my dyin' will tell.

     That describes a lot of people. Deny the promise of and the existence of Heaven and pray like everything that there isn’t a Hell. Our passage from 1 Thessalonians makes it pretty clear that there is an eternity and that those who have “fallen asleep in Him will spend that eternity with him. Why is it that so many people have doubts about Heaven and hope there is no Hell? Perhaps the reason is as simple as the fact that no one has come back to tell us what it all about. Well no one except Lazarus and he apparently didn’t talk about it or someone would have written those words down. But, I suspect that our doubts are much like the parable of faith and hope that Henri Nouwen tells in his book, Our Greatest Gift.. He imagines twins–a brother and a sister–talking to each other in their mother’s womb: The sister said to the brother, "I believe there is life after birth." 
Her brother protested vehemently, "No, no, this is all there is. This is a dark and cozy place, and we have nothing else to do but to cling to the cord that feeds us." The little girl insisted, "There must be something more than this dark place. There must be something else, a place with light where there is freedom to move." Still, she could not convince her twin brother. After some silence, the sister said hesitantly, "I have something else to say, and I’m afraid you won’t believe that, either, but I think there is a mother." Her brother became furious. "A mother!" he shouted. "What are you talking about? I have never seen a mother, and neither have you. Who put that idea in your head? As I told you, this place is all we have. Why do you always want more? This is not such a bad place, after all. We have all we need, so let’s be content." The sister was quite overwhelmed by her brother’s response and for a while didn’t dare say anything more. But she couldn’t let go of her thoughts, and since she had only her twin brother to speak to, she finally said, "Don’t you feel these squeezes every once in a while? They’re quite unpleasant and sometimes even painful." "Yes," he answered. "What’s special about that?" "Well," the sister said, "I think that these squeezes are there to get us ready for another place, much more beautiful than this, where we will see our mother face-to-face. Don’t you think that’s exciting?" The brother didn’t answer. He was fed up with the foolish talk of his sister and felt that the best thing would be simply to ignore her and hope that she would leave him alone. 

     Well, friends I can’t leave you alone, nor can we leave this subject alone when it engenders so many doubts. I don't know if you noticed, but heaven is not a hot topic among Christians these days. A few months ago when I began to prepare for this series, I searched for books about heaven. Very few have been written in recent years; most of them were written in a different generation. Think about the songs we sing today. The old hymns are laced with references to heaven. I can only think of one or two contemporary worship songs that even mention heaven. Let me first explain what the scriptures tell us about heaven.
      

     For Paul, heaven was not just some celestial dream. He probably knew more about heaven than any other human who has ever lived. He wrote in 2 Corinthians 12:2-4:

"I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago; whether in the body I do not know, or whether out of the body I do not know, God knows; such a one was caught up to the third heaven. And I know such a man; whether in the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows; how he was caught up into Paradise and heard inexpressible words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter." 

     For some reason, God had given Paul at least a glimpse of heaven. He couldn't say if he was there physically or if it was a vision, but either way it was "Paradise" and what he heard and saw was "inexpressible." That brief peek into the "third heaven" assured him that for the believer, "to die is gain" and to depart is "far better." You might wonder, “What is this “Third Heaven” business?

     The Bible Speaks of Heaven in Three Ways. First, there are the atmospheric heavens. For example, Genesis 1:1 says, "In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth." The heavens described here is the stuff above the ground. Isaiah 55:9 says, "For as the heavens are higher than the earth, So are My ways higher than your ways, And My thoughts than your thoughts." Psalm 147:8 says that God "covers the heavens with clouds." Psalm 19:1 says, "The heavens declare the glory of God; And the firmament shows His handiwork." This is first heaven, the atmosphere above the earth. 

     Second, there are the planetary heavens. This second heaven includes what we know of the universe, the sun, the stars, planets and their moons. Genesis 1 says, "Let there be lights in the firmament of the heavens... Then God made two great lights: the greater light to rule the day, and the lesser light to rule the night. He made the stars also. God set them in the firmament of the heavens to give light on the earth" (vv.14,16-17). Even though the universe seems infinite to us, we concur with Solomon who prayed in 1 Kings 8:27, "Behold, heaven and the heaven of heavens cannot contain You." 




     Third, there is the divine or eternal heaven. We've already noted that Paul spoke in 2 Corinthians 12:2 about being caught up into the "third heaven." Of course this is the heaven that is the subject of our doubts and our hopes. What is this “Third Heaven” really? 
     The Bible Speaks of Heaven as God's Abode. The Old New Testament pictures heaven as God's special dwelling place. It is where God lives. Isaiah 57:15 says, "For thus says the High and Lofty One Who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy: I dwell in the high and holy place." Isaiah 63:15 says, "Look down from heaven, And see from Your habitation..." God looks down from heaven. Psalm 33:13-14 says, "The LORD looks from heaven; He sees all the sons of men. From the place of His dwelling He looks on all the inhabitants of the earth." 

     The New Testament continually speaks of the Father who is in heaven. Jesus said that over and over again throughout His Sermon on the Mount. He said, "Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven" (Mt.5:16). He said that men should not swear by heaven "for it is God's throne" (v.34). He said if we love our enemies we prove ourselves to be "sons of your [our] Father in heaven" (v.45). He said in chapter 6, verse 1, "Take heed that you do not do your charitable deeds before men, to be seen by them. Otherwise you have no reward from your Father in heaven." When Jesus taught the disciples to pray, He instructed them to begin, "Our Father in heaven, Hallowed be Your name..." (v.9). He said in chapter 7, verse 11, "If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask Him!" He said in verse 21, "Not everyone who says to Me, 'Lord, Lord,' shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in heaven." In fact, according to Strong’s Concordance,  27 times in the New Testament we read of the "Father" being "in heaven" and in each case, the words come directly from Jesus. 

     Jesus claimed to have come to earth from heaven. He said in John 5:30, "I do not seek My own will but the will of the Father who sent Me." He said in John 6:33 that He is "the bread of God." "For the bread of God is He who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world." He said explicitly in verse 41, "I am the bread which came down from heaven." 

     So we conclude that God dwells in a place and the name of that place is heaven. Wait a minute. We know from our first series this year that God is omnipresent. He is equally present everywhere. In fact, King David once wrote, "If I ascend into heaven, You are there; If I make my bed in hell [Sheol], behold, You are there" (Psalm 139:8). In 1 Kings 8:27 King Solomon said, "Behold, heaven and the heaven of heavens cannot contain You." How can an omnipresent God be said to dwell anywhere? 

     Think of it this way. I live in a particular house on Boeke Road right here in Evansville, Indiana. I dwell there. Yet, my house does not contain me. Evansville does not contain me. My life extends far beyond the walls of my house or the borders of my property. I have a life that transcends the city limits of this town. I can dwell here without being contained here. In a similar sense, heaven is God's dwelling place but it does not contain Him. Though He is everywhere, His home is heaven. It is His center of operations. His throne is there. His purest praise is there. 

     The Bible also speaks of Heaven as our eternal home. Heaven is not only God's home, it is home for every true believer, everyone whose name is "written in the Book of Life from the foundation of the world" (Rev.17:8). Jesus said in John 14, "In My Father's house are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you." Think of it. God made the world and the universe in six days. Two thousand years ago Jesus went to prepare us an eternal home. If He created the wonders of the universe in six days, we can't begin to imagine what He has prepared after two thousand years! Let me give you a short list of the blessings you will find in your new heavenly home. We won't have to imagine what God is like, we will see Him face to face. 

We won't ever sin or be tempted to sin again. We will never grow old, our bodies will never know pain, we won't die. We will have a reunion with all our loved ones who died in Christ. We will form new relationships with believers we never knew on earth. We will find joy and pleasures that surpass any known on earth. We will have limitless knowledge. All the gnawing questions of life will be answered. We will sing! We will worship! The music of heaven will surpass anything on earth. We will go on forever and never tire of anything. `

     Since we've learned a little of what heaven is, it is important to know what heaven is not. There are many common myths about heaven. One of the essentials that should mark us as a fellowship is that we search the Scriptures to see what is true. Don't take my word for anything. Do a personal study on the passages about heaven. However, let me point a few things that the Bible doesn't teach us about heaven.

     Heaven Isn't a Place of Fluffy White Clouds. The image of fat babies with wings playing harps while sitting on fluffy white clouds might make a good toilet paper commercial, but it doesn't even begin to describe the glory of heaven. If you want a graphic, description of heaven read Revelation 21 and 22. I am convinced that what we read there is even symbolic of greater wonders that our finite human minds can not imagine. 

     Heaven Isn't a Place of Eternal Boredom. Some misguided people have the idea that heaven will be boring. I believe the Bible reveals to us that we will be anything but bored in heaven! It will be a place of constant activity, constant wonder and constant joy. Think of the best days you've spent on earth, think of your favorite vacation. You went to new places, experienced new things, tasted new foods, all with the people you love most. Though it will go on for eternity, heaven will continually astound us with its freshness.

     Heaven Isn't a Place of Inactivity. We are active people. We like to keep busy. Sometimes we may fear that heaven will be a place where we just rest. Now heaven is described as place of rest from the weariness of this world. However, it is also a place of activity. Remember The Parable of the Talents that we examined a few weeks ago. The Master said to the faithful servant, "You were faithful over a few things, I will make you ruler over many things" (Mt.25:21). Being a ruler isn't a lazy position. 

     Heaven Isn't a Place of Continuous Hymn-Singing. The great American author and humorist Mark Twain once jotted down his imaginations of the music of heaven, "It goes on all day long and every day, during a stretch of twelve hours. The singing of hymns alone, nay, it is of one hymn alone. The words are always the same; in number they are only about a dozen; there is no rhyme, there is no poetry."  If the most beautiful music of earth was composed by men is tainted by sin, imagine the endless pleasure of the pure music of heaven! 
     Heaven Isn't a Place Where We Become Angels. Angels are God's ministering agents. They do His bidding here on earth and they minister around His throne. They are holy and powerful but they are not the objects of God's special love, we are! We won't become angels or even become like angels, we will become like Jesus! Well that’s heaven.    

     But what about the eternity that we know exists as an alternative to heaven. By the way this is close to a Hell Fire and Brimstone sermon you will ever get from me. I do not believe in trying to scare someone out of Hell. I believe in teaching about choices and consequences. Many times we hear people say, “I don’t believe a loving God would send someone to Hell.” God would not be God if he were not true to his word. Every person who is there or will go there, is there as a result of a choice, their own, not God’s. 

     When I think of Hell I think of Jesus’ words about hell as being a place of eternal punishment. This is from Matthew 25:31-46; 31"When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. 32All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 33He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. 34"Then the King will say to those on his right, ’Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. 35For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, 36I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ 37"Then the righteous will answer him, ’Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ 40"The King will reply, ’I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.’ 
41"Then he will say to those on his left, ’Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 42For I was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick and in prison and you did not look after me.’ 44"They also will answer, ’Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?’ 45"He will reply, ’I tell you the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.’ 46"Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life."

     A book written by Dr. Maurice Rawlings a cardiologist at the University of Tennessee entitled “Beyond Death’s Door”.  In the course of their emergency room work, Dr. Rawlings and his colleagues interviewed more than 300 people who claimed near-death experiences. What made Rawlings’ study distinct is that the interviews were not conducted months or years later but immediately after the experiences had allegedly occurred—while the patients were still too shaken up in the immediacy of the moment to gloss over or to re-imagine what they had experienced. Nearly 50 percent of them reported encountering images of fire, of tormented and tormenting creatures, and other sights hailing from a place very different from heaven. In follow-up interviews much later many of these same people had changed their stories, apparently unwilling to admit to their families, maybe even to themselves, that they had caught a glimpse of something like what the Bible calls hell. 
Dr. Rawlings concludes, "Just listening to these patients has changed my life. There is a life after death, and if I don’t know where I’m going, it is not safe to die."
     Hell is not temporary, it is eternal, it is horrible, you were not intended for it, you do have a choice. I am not a Seinfeld aficionado, but one exchange that occurred between Elaine and her boyfriend is a good place to end this message. Elaine asks, "Do you believe in God?" "Yes," her boyfriend replies. Elaine asks, "Is it a problem that I’m not religious?"
"Not for me," her boyfriend answers. "How’s that?" she asks. Her boyfriend says, "I’m not the one going to hell." 

     Search your heart today. The Bible says that God has placed eternity in each of our hearts. You know that to be true. I plan on being in Heaven, won’t you go there with me?

Let us pray. 
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