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“Set your hearts on things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. 2 Set your minds on
things above, not on earthly things. 3 For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God
(Colossians 3:2-3 NIV)

Intro: A prisoner of war sat in total darkness on the floor of his cell. He couldn’t fully stand since he was
chained to the floor. Once a day light blinded him as a half door was opened allowing him to crawl out to
get one hour of reprieve from his solitary confinement. His only possession besides his clothes was a
marble he found in the cell. The marble became his friend to help him occupy his time. In the darkness he
developed an unknown skill, bouncing the marble. At first the bounce patterns were simple - off the floor,
off the wall, back into his hand. After weeks the bounce patterns became intricate - off the floor, off the
wall, off the back wall, off the ceiling, onto the floor, back into his hand. This went on for months. One day
after returning from his one hour reprieve he began his routine, but this time after a few bounces the
marble disappeared without a trace. The POW kept waiting to hear it drop, but it didn’t. He frantically
searched the floor and the walls as far has he could reach, but to no avail. The marble had mysteriously
disappeared. “Hmm?” the POW said to himself, “How did the marble vanish in thin air?” Days turned to
weeks, and weeks to months. Sadly, the POW took ill and died in the cell. Two guards were assigned to
clean out the cell. With the door fully open, the light of day flooded the cell. One of the guards noticed a
shiny object in the top corner. As he walked over he could see that it was a marble caught in a spider’s web.
“Hmm?” said the guard, “How in the world did this spider catch this marble?” For different reasons the
marble remained a mystery to both the POW and the prison guard for the rest of their lives.

Mystery, Curiosity and Confusion:

There is much mystery surrounding the topic of heaven and the related topics of hell and eternity. Part of
the mystery is intentional on God’s part. The prophecies and visions in Scripture like in the Book of
Revelation are difficult by design. God doesn’t give us all of the information we would like or answer all of
the questions we have right now. As Paul said “Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we
shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully.” (1 Corinthians 13:12 NIV). God will
reveal the mysteries and show us the exact fulfillment of His prophecies in His time and in His way. There
are many questions in this paper that we simply cannot answer. These things will have to remain a mystery
to us for now.

God didn’t intend everything, however to be a mystery. Sometimes we throw up our hands too quickly and
unnecessarily put things into the mystery category. Take 1 Corinthians 2:9, for instance. In it Paul says “No
eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him.”
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(NIV 1984). So we hear those words and conclude that if no mind can conceive what God has prepared for
us then why even try? The problem with this thinking is that 1 Corinthians 2:9 is being taken out of context.
Verse 10 goes on to say “but God has revealed it to us by his Spirit. The Spirit searches all things, even
the deep things of God.” (NIV 1984). The fact is that the Holy Spirit has revealed many things to us in His
Word concerning the topic of heaven and related topics of hell and eternity. Not everything is a mystery.

Throughout history fallen mankind has had a strong curiosity concerning life after death. Cultures from
every continent have all made their attempts to explain it but have failed. In the heart of man there is both a
natural curiosity for the eternal, but also a stubborn ignorance. The Holy Spirit said it well through
Solomon “He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the human heart;

yet no one can fathom what God has done from beginning to end” (Ecclesiastes 3:11, NIV). We are drawn
to the beauties of this world, but are curious about the next.

When it comes to life after death most Americans are confused as well. In a 2003 Barna Institute survey,
76% of Americans polled believed in heaven and 71% believed in hell. Only 1% believed they will end up in
hell and 64% believed they will end up in heaven. 5% thought they would be reincarnated somewhere here
on earth, another 5% believed they will no longer exist, and 25% were not sure where they will end up. ! In
another survey for every 120 Americans who thought they were going to heaven, only one American
thought they were going to hell.2

The Barna survey also found that a growing number of Americans are basing their views of heaven, hell,
and eternity on movies, music, and novels and not from Scripture. Part of the reason for this is that the
doctrines of heaven, hell, and eternity are being neglected in many seminaries and pulpits in America.
American theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, for instance wrote an in-depth 700 page book called The Nature
and Destiny of Man and didn’t write a single page about heaven. 3 Martyn Lloyd-Jones nine hundred page
book Great Doctrines of the Bible gives two pages to the doctrine of heaven.*

Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson in their Christian Dogmatics the main textbook used in ELCA
seminaries, devote several pages to their concept of heaven. Their conceptual views however often
contradict clear Scripture. In their Eschatology chapter, for instance they focus on Existentialism, Marxist
Communism, and Secular Humanism.> Needless to say there are many seminary graduates in the United
States who were not adequately trained in the doctrines of heaven, hell, and eternity.

If Americans cannot have their curiosity met with the truth, they will seek false satisfactions which only
compound the confusion. Jesus taught that the highway to hell is broad, and its gate is wide and the
gateway to heaven is very narrow. Our society thinks just the opposite. We owe them the truth.

! http://www.barna.org/barna-update/article/5-barna-update/128-americans-describe-their-views-about-life-after-
death?g=heaven+hell

> American

Alcorn, Randy (2011-12-08). Heaven (Alcorn, Randy) (Kindle Location 709). Tyndale House Publishers. Kindle Edition.

3 Alcorn, Randy (2011-12-08). Heaven (Alcorn, Randy) (Kindle Locations 437-438). Tyndale House Publishers. Kindle Edition.

4 Alcorn, Randy (2011-12-08). Heaven (Alcorn, Randy) (Kindle Locations 439-446). Tyndale House Publishers. Kindle Edition.

> Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson (1984), Christian Dogmatics Volume One, p. 471
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This point was recently made by Penn Jillette of Penn & Teller fame in a YouTube video that Penn posted on
his blog. ¢ In the clip Penn is talking about a Christian who gave him a Bible after one of his shows. Penn
respected this man and his convictions even though he himself is an atheist. In the clip Penn says “If you
believe that there is a heaven and hell and that people could be going to Hell and not getting eternal
life or whatever... and you think “well it’s not really worth telling someone this because it would
make it socially awkward” ... How much do you have to hate somebody to not to proselytize? How
much do you have to hate somebody to believe that everlasting life is possible and not tell them
that?” The Bible has a lot to say and we have a lot to learn and share with a curious, but confused world.

Satan’s Smear Against God'’s Place
Another reason there is so much confusion concerning heaven is Satan’s attempt to smear God'’s place.

Back in 1965 now deceased Paul Harvey did a segment called “If | Were the Devil” which was meant to be a
warning to our nation. In it he said “If I were the Devil... would whisper to you as I whispered to Eve:
“Do as you please.” “Do as you please.” To the young, I would whisper, “The Bible is a myth.” I would
convince them that man created God instead of the other way around. I would confide that what is
bad is good, and what is good is “square”. In the ears of the young marrieds, I would whisper that
work is debasing, that cocktail parties are good for you. I would caution them not to be extreme in
religion, in patriotism, in moral conduct. And the old, I would teach to pray. I would teach them to
say after me: “Our Father, which art in Washington” If I were the devil, I'd educate authors in how to
make lurid literature exciting so that anything else would appear dull an uninteresting.”

It is hard to believe he spoke those words back in 1965. It is even more painful to know how true they are
today.

Revelation 13:6 gives us insight into Satan’s plan of attack “to blaspheme God, and to slander his name
and his dwelling place and those who live in heaven.” Satan’s plan through his alliances involves
speaking evil of God’s name, God’s people, and God’s dwelling place. Having been a resident for a time,
Satan knows the absolute beauty and awe of God’s place, heaven. Since Satan cannot physically attack
heaven having been forced out already, he attacks it verbally. If you are the Father of Lies why not make
heaven out to be dull, boring, and uninteresting? Why should I care that Jesus died to take away my sin so
that I could dwell in heaven forever, if heaven really isn’t a place I care to dwell? Satan doesn’t have to
convince a person that Heaven doesn’t exist. He just has to convince them that heaven is a place they really
won't care to live.

Face it, many view heaven as a boring place where occasionally a person or angel floats by on a cloud
playing a harp. Gary Larson who wrote the Far Side cartoons illustrated these unbiblical views well.

® https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u4adAU9FYyc&feature=player embedded
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Wglcome To heaven.,,
Here's your harp,

Others view heaven as a never ending public worship service where participants sing every hymn in the
hymnal from cover to cover and then start all over again, forever, and ever. This thought instilled fear in
David Lloyd George who was the Prime Minister of England in the early 1900’s. He wrote “When [ was a
boy, the thought of heaven used to frighten me more than the thought of hell. I pictured heaven as a place
where time would be perpetual Sundays, with perpetual services from which there would be no escape.” 7

My father, Doug Martz is one of those people who for the longest time had these sorts of unbiblical views of
heaven etched in his mind. Dad grew up in an un-churched family in a railroad town, Livingston, MT. The
Yellowstone River flows from Yellowstone Park northward through a fertile valley called Paradise Valley.
There are snow covered peaks immediately to the east & west and from a distance to the north & south.
The Yellowstone River flows through the town of Livingston as it turns eastward. The air is clean and the
views are spectacular, some of the steams are clean enough to drink from. Recently the website “Bing”
featured Dad’s old stomping grounds as their cover page. Even though Dad grew up in an un-churched,
dysfunctional family he relished his childhood. He was like Huck Finn enjoying the freedom of exploration
and discovery along the banks of the Yellowstone River.

’ Alcorn, Randy (2011-12-08). Heaven (Alcorn, Randy) (Kindle Locations 1449-1452). Tyndale House Publishers. Kindle
Edition.
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In Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn an overly pious Christian woman, Miss Watson tries to
tell Huck about Heaven. Huck describes it this way “She went on and told me all about the good place.
She said all a body would have to do there was go around all day long with a harp and sing, forever
and ever. So I didn’t think much of it... .. I asked her if she reckoned Tom Sawyer would go there,
and she said, not by a considerable sight. I was glad about that, because I wanted him and me to be
together.” 8 Huck Finn didn’t like what he heard about Heaven. “Well, I couldn't see no advantage in
going where she was going, so I made up my mind I wouldn't try for it.” Satan’s mission is
accomplished if he gets people to think that Heaven really isn’t that great of a place but rather boring and
uninteresting.

The lyrics from Billy Joel’s Only the Good Die Young convey the same.

They say there's a Heaven for those who will wait.

Some say it's better but I say it ain't.

I'd rather laugh with the sinners than cry with the saints.

The sinners are much more fun...You know that only the good die young.”

The lie is that pleasure is only found in sin among sinners in a fallen world and is absent in heaven.

® Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (New York: Fawcett Columbine, 1996), 6.
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That heaven is a bland, boring, sad, and unpleasurable place could not be any further from the truth! The
Bible is very rich in its descriptions and synonyms of heaven and the eternal life. In Psalm 16:10-11 David
describes heaven as a place where will be filled with joy and experience eternal pleasure. In Revelation 2:7,
2 Corinthians 12:4, and Luke 23:43 heaven is referred to as “paradise” Tapa8dsioog (garden). Later in
Revelation 22:1-2 we read “Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as

crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb? down the middle of the great street of the city.
On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit every
month. And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.” In Psalm 43 David refers to heaven,
the place where God dwells as His holy mountain.

In Luke 16:9 and John 14:2 Jesus describes dwelling places or rooms prepared by Jesus in God’s house (¢v
i) olkiq oD matpog pov poval moAdal elowv).

In Hebrews 11:16 God describes heaven as a heavenly country. In Hebrews 13:14 and Revelation 21:11 He
describes it as an enduring city with impressive foundations, gates, and streets of gold. Philippians 3:20
describes heaven as a homeland where we have our citizenship (moAitevpa). In Matthew 5:20, Luke 12:32,
Matthew 7:21, Matthew 21:31, and Matthew 25:34 God describes heaven as a kingdom.

In 1 Peter 1:4, Acts 20:32, Ephesians 5:5, Hebrews 9:15, Matthew 25:34, 1 Peter 3:9, Revelation21:7, and
Romans 8:17 portions of God’s kingdom are given to us an inheritance (kAnpovopuia).

Heaven is a place of beauty (Revelation 21), eternal pleasure (Psalm 16:11), joy (1 Peter 1:8), happiness
(Revelation 14:13), freedom (Romans 8:21), excitement (1 John 3:2), and glory (Romans 5:2) not boredom
or discontent.

Pious Miss Watson would have had a real chance to reach Huck Finn (and my father) if she would have
described Heaven God’s way and not Satan’s way.

Our State In Heaven When We Die - Perfect, but Incomplete

13Then | heard a voice from heaven say, “Write this: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now
on.” “Yes,” says the Spirit, “they will rest from their labor, for their deeds will follow them.” (Revelation
14:13 NIV)

On average two people die on planet earth every second - 172,000 each day! Some of those who have just
died are children of God through faith in Jesus. What can we say about those who have just died?
Ecclesiastes 12:7 and James 2:6 tell us that their bodies and souls have now separated. Their bodies are
cooling to room temperature but their souls have been escorted to one of two locations, heaven or hell
(Luke 16).

For believers who have just died, today has become the best day they have ever lived. God tells us in
Revelation 14:13 “blessed are those who die in the Lord.” Blessed (pakdaplog) means very, very happy.
Paul compares this life to life in heaven and says, “I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better
by far.” (Philippians 1:23). Our first days in heaven will be better by far than our best days in this life.
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Even though we will be perfect, without sin, and at home with the Lord we will not be complete yet. Like
Adam who was perfect yet incomplete without Eve, our souls will be perfect but incomplete without our
resurrected bodies. John Brug writes, “Even when our souls are in heaven, they still have not reached their
final goal until they are reunited with the body. Christ redeemed both body and soul. They belong together.
For God’s plan of salvation to be complete, for the restoration of his creation to be complete, it is necessary
for the flesh to be raised and reunited with the body in glory.” Even though our days in heaven upon death
will be better by far than our best days in this life, even better days will come when our souls are reunited
to our glorified resurrected bodies (John 5:28-30).

So what is life like during this period between our physical death and the resurrection of our bodies? Some
speculate that upon death the soul is taken outside the realms of space and time even though the body
remains in space and time. Since only the soul remains alive, but is outside space and time, it is as if no time
passes between death and Judgment Day. Some try to use Revelation 10:6 as a proof for this time warp
theory. In the K]V it reads “And sware by him that liveth for ever and ever, who created heaven, and the
things that therein are, and the earth, and the things that therein are, and the sea, and the things
which are therein, that there should be time no longer” (KJV).

This verse however, is not a proof of timelessness but of an outdated translation. The NIV reads “And he
swore by him who lives for ever and ever, who created the heavens and all that is in them, the earth
and all that is in it, and the sea and all that is in it, and said, “There will be no more delay!” This time
warp theory is interesting but lacks Biblical proof.

Others see the period of time between physical death and our bodily resurrection as a time when souls are
experiencing the joys of heaven but are oblivious to what is happening yet on earth. The thought is that
since there is no more trouble or tears or hardship in Heaven they must be unaware of the troubling events
on earth. Who in heaven could see a loved one on earth sinning and not be troubled, right?

Some use [saiah 63:16 to prove that the souls in heaven are oblivious to what is happening on earth. It
reads,

“But you are our Father,
though Abraham does not know us
or Israel acknowledge us;
you, O Lord, are our Father,
our Redeemer from of old is your name.” (NIV 1984)

[ agree with Siegbert Becker that this verse does not prove that departed believers are oblivious to what is
happening on earth. Instead Isaiah is saying that even if Abraham or Israel were to forget about them, He
would not. 10 This verse is very similar to Psalm 27:10 “Though my father and mother forsake

me, the Lord will receive me.”

° Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary online Dogmatics notes, Volume II. P. 368
10 Lyle Lange, Our Great Heritage, Volume Ill, Northwestern Publishing House 1991, Heaven and Hell by Siegbert Becker,
668)
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Others content that departed souls, as far as we know, are not outside the realms of time and space and are
aware of what is happening on earth. They have been taken out of the battle but are still interested in the
war. Like the good angels, God gives them the ability to handle seeing the events unfold; plus, they are
seeing them from heaven’s perspective.

Two passages are often cited. The first passage is Revelation 6:9-11 which says “I saw under the altar the
souls of those who had been slain because of the word of God and the testimony they had

maintained. 19 They called out in a loud voice, “How long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you judge
the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?” 11 Then each of them was given a white robe, and
they were told to wait a little longer, until the number of their fellow servants and brothers who were
to be killed as they had been was completed.” (Revelation 6:9-11). If these souls are outside the realm of
time why would they ask “How long?” and why would God tell them “wait a little longer”? Concerning this
Siegbert Becker writes “time is a creation of God, and God therefore exists outside of and beyond time. It is
clear from Scripture that there is a tremendous difference between God’s eternity and ours. His eternity has
no beginning, but our eternal life has a beginning. It is thus certainly possible that while God'’s eternity is
timelessness, our eternity is endless time, and that because of that, even the souls in heaven are conscious
of the passage of time, as seems to be the case here.”11

These martyrs are still aware of how they died and that their killers were not yet judged. Literally their
killers butchered them like animals (c@d&{w sphazo). God also tells them that there are others who will be
butchered in the same way. This news does not seem to trouble them nor did God keep this news from
them. The context though is a prophetic vision which by design is difficult to understand.

Another question that arises from these verses is how the martyrs are able to lift their voices to God and
wear robes if they are without their resurrected bodies? Did God give them temporary bodies? Are they the
exception or the rule? Since we don’t have Biblical answers to these questions they will have to remain a
mystery for us for now.

Others point to Hebrews 11 and 12. Chapter 11 is the “Hall of Faith” chapter where God reminds of us of
the many believers in the Old Testament who are now residing in heaven. The writer to the Hebrews refers
to them in Chapter 12 as a “cloud of witnesses” that “surround us (perikeimai).” Could it be that souls in
heaven are aware of our lives and are cheering us on?

We simply do not know the answers to these questions at this time. They must remain mysteries to us for
now. Unless the time warp theory is true Siegbert Becker and Francis Pieper know the answer by now. We
will have to wait and see.

Heaven When Christ Returns - the complete and full extent of heaven (Revelation 21:1-27)

The word “heaven” is used in several ways in Scripture. The main Hebrew word for heavenis+ , #4ndthe °
main Greek word is o0pavoc. Sometimes “heaven” means the earth’s sky or the place where the birds fly
(Genesis 1:20). Sometimes it refers to the created universe (Psalm 19:1-2). Paul said that he was caught up

" seigbert W. Becker, Revelation Northwestern Publishing House, 113
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to the “third” heaven. The third heaven is God’s perfect heaven. It is both a physical place (tomog John 14:2)
and an eternal state of blessedness and glory for those who are there (Matthew 13:43). It is the place where
God dwells (2 Chronicles 6:39), rules (Psalm 123:1), is worshipped in full glory (Revelation 4 & 5), and
where His will is done perfectly, all the time by its inhabitants (Matthew 6:10). As mentioned before this
third heaven is called a heavenly country (Hebrews 11:16), a holy mountain (Psalm 43), and a prepared
city (Hebrews 11:16).

In Revelation 21 God gives us a spectacular vision of the full extent of heaven after Christ returns. “Then I
saw “a new heaven and a new earth,” for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and
there was no longer any sea. 2 I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from
God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. 3And I heard a loud voice from the
throne saying, “Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people, and he will dwell with them. They
will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. * ‘He will wipe every tear from
their eyes. There will be no more death’ or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has
passed away.”

5He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!” Then he said, “Write this down,
for these words are trustworthy and true.” (Revelation 21:1-5 NIV).

How do we understand this “new heaven and new earth?” 2 Peter 3:10-11 and Isaiah 66:22 will help us
understand. In all three instances the new heaven and earth is being compared to the current heaven and
earth. Peter writes,

10 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements
will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything done in it will be laid bare.

11 Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live
holy and godly lives 12 as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming. That day will bring
about the destruction of the heavens by fire, and the elements will melt in the heat. 13 But in keeping
with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, where righteousness
dwells. (2 Peter 3:10-13 NIV)

Which “heaven” is being referred to in these verses? I think we can understand God destroying the earth’s
sky and perhaps even the second heaven (created universe), but what about the third heaven? Would God
destroy His perfect heaven which is being prepared for us where His will is always done? This just doesn’t
make sense. Siegbert Becker agrees with me that “heavens” in these verses refers to the sky or the
atmosphere above the earth. 12 The old earth and old sky will be destroyed and replaced by a new earth
with a new sky above it.

An open question in our circles is whether the current earth and sky will be annihilated or renovated. It is
an open question and sound Lutheran theologians have respectfully disagreed about this. Gerhard,
Quenstedt and Calov taught total annihilation. Luther and Benz taught renovation.13 I also believe that
Siegbert Becker leans towards renovation. Is it possible for God to destroy the current earth so that it

12 Lyle Lange, Our Great Heritage, Volume Ill, NPH 1991, Heaven and Hell by Siegbert Becker, 669
3 John Theodore Mueller, TH. D. Christian DogmaticsConcordia Publishing House 1955, 632
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doesn’t exist anymore and create an absolutely new earth that never existed before? Of course it’s possible.
All things are possible with God.

There are, however many Biblical clues suggesting renovation. For one thing the Greek word for new
(kawvog) can mean new in quality and not just new in essence. Restoring something back to its original
quality is making it new again. Secondly, shortly before Peter mentions that God will destroy the current
earth and sky with fire he stated that the earth was previously “destroyed by water” during Noah’s flood.
God didn’t annihilate the earth with the flood even though he destroyed it. Fire in and of itself can purify
something and not just consume it. 1 Corinthians 7:31b says “For this world in its present form is passing
away.” (NIV). So the idea is that God will destroy the earth in its fallen form.

Finally, our God is a God of restoration. Biblical words such as redeem, recover, return, renew, regain,
reborn, and resurrect prove this. Restoration follows devastation. We are living proof of this as well. Even
though it is possible for God to annihilate the current earth, it is not consistent with God’s Biblical pattern
of restoration.

Could it be that God is expanding the boundaries of his perfect heaven to include the newly renovated (or
created) earth and sky? It would appear this way from Revelation 21. One of the highlights is “Now the
dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people and God himself will be
with them and be their God” (Revelation 21:3b NIV). Currently earth is outside the boundaries of heaven
because of sin which separates us from God. This will no longer be the case with the new (or newly
restored) earth and sky.

What about animals? Some say there is no Biblical evidence that animals will be a part of the full extent of
heaven. In Matthew 19:28 Jesus did say, however “Truly I tell you, at the renewal of all things, when the
Son of Man sits on his glorious throne...” Jesus didn’t say “at the renewal of some things” or “at the
renewal of mankind” or even “at the renewal of the earth.” It would be hard to imagine that the “all” would
not include animals and the rest of creation.

Likewise we can look to Romans 8:19-21 which says “For the creation waits in eager expectation for the
children of God to be revealed. 20 For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice,
but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope 2! that the creation itself will be liberated from its
bondage to decay and brought into the freedom and glory of the children of God.” (N1V). If the rest of
creation (which certainly would include animals) is not part of the renewal of all things, then what is God
liberating them into -- a nonexistence? This seems inconsistent with God’s character as the Creator. [ am in
no way suggesting that specific pets or animals will be resurrected into eternal life. There is no promise of
that in Scripture. Siebert Becker states that there are orthodox Lutheran commentators who believe based
on these verses that there will be animals in heaven.1* One day we will know for sure.

Another debated question is whether the New Jerusalem, the heavenly city described in Revelation 21 is an
actual city or a figurative one? We interpret Scripture literally according to context. Revelation according to
its context is prophetical and allows for figurative interpretation. As such it is possible that the city
described in Revelation 21 is only figurative. Furthermore many believe that Galatians 4:26 figuratively

" Lyle Lange, Our Great Heritage, Volume Ill, Northwestern Publishing House 1991, Heaven and Hell by Siegbert Becker, p.
668
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identifies the New Jerusalem with the church. It reads "But the Jerusalem that is above is free, and she is our
mother” (NIV). The church is also described as the bride of Christ (Ephesians 5:32). In Revelation 21 the
city is “prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband.” Most of our Lutheran dogmaticians
interpret Revelation 21 & 22 figuratively. Francis Pieper writes “Scripture expressly states that these are
merely images symbolizing bliss of life in heaven in contrast to mundane glory.”15 It is possible that the city
in Revelation 21 and 22 is only figurative and simply represents the church? Yes, the context would allow
for this.

Based on God’s Word, however, I don’t think we can automatically rule it out that it’s an actual city built by
God where Jesus has his throne and where the Tree of Life is actually growing and the River of Life is
actually flowing. The Apostle John writes, “Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as
clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb 2 down the middle of the great street
of the city. On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit
every month. And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations. 3 No longer will there be any
curse. The throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the city, and his servants will serve him. 4 They will
see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. > There will be no more night. They will not need
the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God will give them light. And they will reign for
ever and ever.” (Revelation 21:1-4)

Not everything in the Book of Revelation is figurative. We generally interpret the opening chapters of
Revelation as literal. John was literally on the Island of Patmos. In Chapter 2 and 3 Jesus is writing the seven
letters to the seven churches. These were actual churches, not figurative. In speaking to the very real
church in Ephesus Jesus said “‘Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To
the one who is victorious, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of
God.” (Revelation 2:7 NIV). To the very real church in Philadelphia Jesus makes reference to the city of God
which is coming down out of heaven.

Concerning Revelation 21:1-4, Siegbert Becker writes “On the basis of the context we cannot decide with
dogmatic certainty whether John here is speaking of a literal city to be built by God on the new earth or
whether the language is wholly symbolic.” 16

The Book of Revelation isn’t the only book that mentions a city built by God in Heaven. The Book of
Hebrews is categorized as an epistle and not as a prophetical book like Revelation. Hebrews 13:14 says “For
here we do not have an enduring city, but we are looking for the city that is to come.” Likewise
Hebrews 11:16 says, “Instead, they were longing for a better country—a heavenly one. Therefore God is
not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them.”

Finally, there is the symmetry of Scripture. The first chapters in Genesis and the final chapters of Revelation
are like divine book ends with similar scenery. In Genesis we have Paradise made and Paradise lost. In the
chapters and books in between we see God keeping His promise to send an offspring of a woman who will
destroy Satan and save fallen mankind. Jesus emerges in Scripture as the undisputed Savior of the world.
This perfect Lamb of God dies for the sins of the entire world and then rises from the dead on the third day.

B Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, Vol Ill. Concordia Publishing House, 1953, p.552
16 Siegbert W. Becker, Revelation, NPH, 327-328
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After forty days he ascends back to heaven and sits at the right hand of God the Father until Judgment Day.
In the final chapters of Revelation we see Jesus put an end to this evil world and render that final judgment.
In the final two chapters we see Paradise restored and God once again dwells with man. The symmetry just
seems to be broken if everything in Genesis 1 & 2 is literal and most things in Revelation 21 and 22 are
figurative. Doesn’t it make sense that the Tree of Life is still alive? How could the Tree of Life have died or
simply disappeared?

If we go back to Revelation 21, probably what makes the city the most unbelievable for us are its
dimensions. “The angel who talked with me had a measuring rod of gold to measure the city, its

gates and its walls. 16 The city was laid out like a square, as long as it was wide. He measured the city
with the rod and found it to be 12,000 stadia in length, and as wide and high as it is long. 17 The angel
measured the wall using human measurement, and it was 144 cubits thick ” (Revelation 21:15-17, NIV.)
A stadia is about 600 feet in length which makes the city about 1400 miles by 1400 miles by 1400 miles.
How can a city possibly be this large? The height dimension especially gives us difficulty. How can a city be
ten miles high, let alone 1400 miles high? What is impossible for us is possible for God, however. For a God
powerful enough to create a universe measured in light years, a 1400 mile cubed city could seem rather
small.

Once again, the nature of the Book of Revelation makes interpretation more difficult. Numbers more than
anything are quite often used figuratively. That being said, why couldn’t God build a city whose dimension
are beyond human capability where the streets are made of gold, through which a river flows, and from
which Christ rules forever and ever? Why couldn’t there be a place where God’s glory is so bright there is
no more need for the sun? Is such a literal city contradictory to other clearer portions of Scripture? I don’t
believe it is.

Ultimately, God will fulfill these words precisely how He intends for them to be fulfilled whether
figuratively, literally, or both. One thing is for sure, we will not be disappointed in the full extent of heaven.
All things are possible with God. I think it is best to leave it at that. It is truly is one of those mysteries that
will be solved for us when it happens.

[ want to emphasize again, that I am not insisting that God will fulfill Revelation 21 & 22 literally. I do agree
with Siegbert Becker that dogmatically we don’t know one way or the other. By this I respectfully disagree
with some of our Lutheran Dogmaticians. This will remain a mystery until God reveals it.

What Will I Be Like? (1 Corinthians 15:42-49)

“So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised
imperishable; 43 it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in
power; it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body. (1 Corinthians 15:42-44, NIV)

For believers whose souls have been enjoying their stay in Heaven this Day will be even more exciting than
the first. Their souls will be reunited with their resurrected bodies. They will no longer be incomplete, but
fully complete with strong, beautiful, glorified bodies reconfigured to last forever!
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As John Brug says “The work of redemption will not be complete until body and soul have been reunited in
holiness, through the power of Christ’s death and resurrection. It is a testimony to the greatness of Christ’s
works that even the flesh, which is so contaminated and corrupted by the sin that inhere in our nature, will
be redeemed in glory and restored to holiness. .”17

Not every believer will be resurrected from the dead. There will be believers still alive when Christ returns.
Like Enoch and Elijah they will not experience physical death but be brought directly to heaven. Their lowly
bodies will be instantly transformed into glorified ones (1 Corinthians 15:51-52).

Naturally there are all kinds of questions concerning our glorified, resurrected bodies. How old will we
appear or how young will we look? Will we recognize each other? How much will we know about our
former lives? What will we do?

A theologian in the Middle Ages Thomas Aquinas attempted to answer the age question. He argued that we
will all have the appearance of being in our thirties because that is how old Jesus was when He ascended
into Heaven. 18 Christian Radio host, Hank Hannegraph makes a similar argument based on our current
optimal DNA performance. From the drawings etched in stone on catacomb walls it appears that the early
Christians pictured a wide variety of ages in heaven. They depict children playing, adults laughing, beautiful
gardens growing, and animals walking. 19 Biblically, however, we simply do not know. It is a mystery to yet
be revealed.

In 1 Corinthians 15:44ff Paul contrasts our current “lowly” and “natural” bodies to our “glorified” and
“spiritual” bodies. This is difficult for us to understand because “body” and “spiritual” seem to be opposites.
John Brug writes “First of all, it is plain from Scripture that we will have a material body. The passages Job
19, Luke 24, and Philippians 3 are examples of the Scriptural assertions of this truth. Although we will have
a spiritual body, we will not be spirits. The term ‘spiritual’ does not refer to substance of the resurrection,
but to its qualities.” 20

There is a one to one correspondence between our bodies now and our resurrected bodies. It is the same
body minus sin and the effects of sin plus a new quality; it is governed by the Spirit completely. John Brug
writes “Therefore, we conclude that the natural body (Jruxikdg) are bodies not controlled by the Spirit. The
spiritual body (mvevpatikdg) is the body completely obedient to the guidance of the Spirit.”21

Lutheran dogmaticians have written much about what we won’t be doing in our spiritual bodies after the
resurrection. Gerhard wrote “Their bodies will no longer be natural (animalia) bodies standing in need of
food, drink, sleep, and other supports, but spiritual in which there is no strife of flesh and the spirit, but
which are perfectly subject to the control of the spirit, are entirely ruled by the Holy Ghost and need no
food or other means for their support.”22

7 John Brug, The Spiritual Body, WLS Essay Files, Nov. 2, 1982, Revised Sept. 21, 1987, p.2
'8 Alcorn, Randy (2011-12-08). Heaven (Alcorn, Randy) (Kindle Location 5519). Tyndale House Publishers. Kindle Edition

19 Alcorn, Randy (2011-12-08). Heaven (Alcorn, Randy) (Kindle Location 287). Tyndale House Publishers. Kindle Edition.
2 John Brug, The Spiritual Body, WLS Essay file, November 2, 1982, Revised September 21, 1987, p. 3
1 John Brug, The Spiritual Body, WLS Essay file, November 2, 1982, Revised September 21, 1987, p. 3
2 John Brug, The Spiritual Body, WLS Essay file, November 2, 1982, Revised September 21, 1987, p. 3
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Martin Luther held similar views. “The new spiritual body will not live this natural life and will require
neither food nor shelter, will possess neither wife nor child, or use any physical necessities of life. Although
it will possess life, it will no longer be an eating, sleeping, and digesting body, but will be fed and sustained
by God and will find life entirely in him. It will nevermore think of eating and drinking.” 23

In addition they generally agree in their writings that our resurrected bodies will be free from all
limitations of space and time.24

[ agree with John Brug that we need to be more careful than they have been in these things. Brug even says
that Luther was not on very safe ground when he jumps to the conclusion that we will not use food.25 There
are repeated references to eating meals together in heaven many of which cannot be interpreted
figuratively according to context. The Apostle John says that our bodies will be similar to Jesus’ resurrected
body. Jesus resurrected body was still a physical body. Jesus readily ate and drank with his disciples after
His resurrection. Jesus didn’t just figuratively or symbolically eat and drink with them. In one of His
resurrection accounts Jesus said “Look at my hands and my feet. It is I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost
does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have.” (Luke 24:39 NIV). Not everything God has told us about
heaven is figurative nor will our experience there only be spiritual. Heaven is the perfect combination of
the physical and the spiritual and will suit our resurrected, spiritual bodies perfectly.

1 John 3:2 says “Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made
known. But we know that when Christ appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.”
Trying to guess what we will look like or be doing in the full extent of heaven is kind of like a four year old
child trying to guess what they will one day grow up to be. I thought I was going to be an engineer on the
railroad like my grandfather and great grandfather were. In reality I become a WELS pastor. We don’t know
exactly what we will grow up to be in eternity. But we do know it will be very exciting.

Paul says in 1 Corinthians 13 that when perfection come the imperfect disappears. If we recognize each
other now in a state of imperfection would we not recognize each other in a state of perfection? Or even if
we forget each other’s names in this life, will we be greater fools in heaven? I think not.

Even though John says that we will be like Jesus, he didn’t mean that we will be exactly like Jesus. Jesus is
God. We are not. Only God is omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent. Jesus as God may be outside space
and time, but that doesn’t mean that we will. There simply is no Biblical proof for these assertions. After his
resurrection Jesus readily walked through walls. Will we have that ability or was Jesus using his power as
God? We will have to wait for this mystery to be revealed.

We will not know everything, since we are not God, but we will have perfect learning skills and perfect
retention of what we have learned. I am excited to think about the glorious you I will see one day in heaven.
Hopefully you feel the same about me.

> John Brug, The Spiritual Body, WLS Essay file, November 2, 1982, Revised September 21, 1987, p. 3
* John Brug, The Spiritual Body, WLS Essay file, November 2, 1982, Revised September 21, 1987, p. 4

2 John Brug, The Spiritual Body, WLS Essay file, November 2, 1982, Revised September 21, 1987, p. 3
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What Will Life Be Like?

3No longer will there be any curse. The throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the city, and his
servants will serve him. 4 They will see his face... (Revelation 22:1-4).

The words “no more curse” say it alll Under the curse fallen mankind has spent most of his time trying to
stay alive. We fight sickness, fight wars, fight fatigue, and fight ourselves. No more curse tells us that we will
for the first time in life be able to focus entirely on the important and lasting things. Time will not be
wasted on anything sin related. Revelation 22:3-4 makes it clear what we will be doing there. We won'’t be
bored out of our skulls floating around wishing we had a brought a magazine to read, instead we will be
serving. Our service to God and each other will no longer be a chore but only pleasurable all the time. Our
purposes in life will be totally aligned with God’s glory and purpose.

Our greatest joy will be to see and worship God face to face (cognitio Dei intuitive) as David mentions in
Psalm 17:15. Joining the angels and worshipping God face to face will be a constant joy in heaven. We will
never grow tired of it. I don’t think we can conclude however that public worship will be the only thing we
do in heaven. Being without a sin nature and empowered by the Holy Spirit we will be able to fully do what
Paul urges us to do in Romans 12:1 “Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy,
to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper
worship” (NIV).

It would appear from Jesus parables of the talents that He will give us specific responsibilities. In Matthew
25:23 Jesus didn’t tell the faithful servant “Well done good and faithful servant [ will now send you into
eternal retirement.” Instead he says “You have been faithful with a few things I will put you in charge of
many things.” It also appears from these parables that we will have differing amount of responsibilities
according to the abilities that God has given us. | wonder if we will have the same gifts that we have now
but just at higher levels? [ am a “jack of all trades” now. I wonder what that will translate into eternity?
Regardless, we will be able to use our gifts and abilities to the fullest. Perhaps the best contributions to
worship, the arts, literature, cooking, science, and even technology lie in eternity.

Our lives under the curse have been marked by painful, unnatural separation and loss. There is no way you
will meet someone in heaven and think in the back of your mind “I may not ever see this person again.”
Relationship will be closer, stronger, and more complete. We won'’t be holding grudges or any past
mistakes against each other in heaven. What unnecessarily separates us here will not separate us in
heaven. Even though there will be no more marriage in heaven, those who were husband and wife on earth
will be closer to each other in heaven without the curse.

Will there be any remembrance of the past? Some conclude from Isaiah 65:17 that we won't. It reads “See, I
will create new heavens and a new earth. The former things will not be remembered, nor will they
come to mind” (NIV). We will be living in a state of grace and perfection. God will not be remembering our
sins in any way that would be holding them against us. This doesn’t mean, however that there won’t be a
permanent record of the fallen world. We already have that permanent record. It is called God’s Word and
it will last into eternity.

1 Peter 1:24 says
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“All men are like grass,
and all their glory is like the flowers of the field;
the grass withers and the flowers fall,
25 but the word of the Lord stands forever.” And this is the word that was preached to you.” (NIV)

»

Jesus said in Matthew 24:25 “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away.’
(NIV). Like God, His Word lasts forever. In heaven we will be able to study God’s Word to a much greater
depth than we could ever imagine in this life. We will have a fuller understanding of just how lost we were
in sin. We will have an even greater appreciation of the depth of the love of God to reach us and save us
through Jesus.

“Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part;
then I shall know fully.” (1 Corinthians 13:12 NIV)

In heaven with the aid of Christ, our experienced knowledge, and the Word of God we will see clearly the
things that seem to be a mystery to us now.

Heaven...really? Yes, really!

Amen. Come Lord Jesus!
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