
WHAT IS HEAVEN LIKE?

Revelation 7:9-17
WHAT I DO NOT BELIEVE ABOUT HEAVEN

I am sometimes asked, “What is heaven like?” It’s a hard question to answer because my hero Jesus of Nazareth seldom talked about heaven as a place where you go after you die. Oh, Jesus talked about the rule of heaven as God’s work in our world, and Jesus taught us to pray for God’s rule to come on earth as it is in heaven, but Jesus did not give us much about the temperature and furniture of heaven and hell in the next life. 


When I do talk about heaven, I remember a cartoon that pictures a pastor sitting at his desk with a depressed look on his face. Behind him is a worship attendance chart that has high attendance for the first Sunday of the year and then a steady decrease in worship attendance by the end of the year. A member of the church says to the pastor, "I'm no expert, Joe, but perhaps you shouldn't close each sermon with the phrase, 'But then again, what do I know?'"


I think that's funny. When I once told a church member about this cartoon, he said with a straight face and in all seriousness, "I wish some sermons would end that way!" He is right, you know. Sometimes we preachers are not sure about the meaning of a passage of Scripture or the certainties of some aspect of faith or practice, but we just don't admit it.  Today I am preaching about what heaven is like. This is a good week to say at the end of the sermon, "But then again, what do I know?"


First, I want to explain what I do not believe about heaven. I do not believe that the biblical account of heaven is to be taken literally. I do not expect to find walls of jasper, streets of gold, and pearly gates as described in Revelation 21. I do not believe in the literal measurement of a city built in the shape of an cube and measuring 1500 miles in each direction. I do not believe that heaven is a literal city with the buildings, streets, and dimensions described.


I do not believe that heaven will be based on materialism. I have heard some talk about expecting a swimming pool, a luxurious house, and all the best foods. You have probably heard of the Baptists who were sent to hell by mistake, but within weeks they had raised enough in a stewardship campaign to air-condition the place! I do not believe, however, that the Bible teaches about a material heaven. It’s not about space and time and things. 


And I do not believe that our craving for rewards based on what we do or do not do will affect our status in heaven. You have heard the jokes about which sports coaches will have the biggest house with the school banners. Most jokes about heaven play on the size of the house we have in heaven based on what we do on earth. Such an assumption is great for jokes but lousy for theology. Only the old hymn promises us stars in our crowns; for I can't find a biblical text to support anything about stars in crowns. As a matter of fact, I will be surprised to find any of us wearing a crown; for according to Revelation 4:10 in heaven the twenty-four elders throw their crowns down before the throne of God. I do not believe that a thirst for reward will go with us to heaven. As the old joke says, I haven't seen a hearse yet that had a U-haul trailer attached. 


And I have not met the person yet who has all the answers to how the gate will be managed in heaven. Most jokes have Peter as the gate-keeper, but that appears to be a misunderstanding of Matthew 16’s mention of the keys of the kingdom of heaven. And I do not trust those persons who have complete certainty on the entrance requirements for those gates. I like the theology of that preschooler Dylan who was always getting into mischief. Finally his exasperated mother asked him, "How do you expect to get into heaven?" The boy thought it over and said, "Well, I'll run in and out and in and out and keep slamming the door until God says, 'For heaven's sake, Dylan, come in or stay out!'"

THE GENTLE SHEPHERD

So what will heaven be like? Well, it will be a busy place. In our text for today (and throughout the book of Revelation), we see that life in heaven is a continual worship service. Verse 11 tells us: And all the angels stood around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God . . . . Worship will not be sitting and listening to what someone else does. Everybody works at worship in heaven!  Mark Twain once laughed at his contemporaries who hated to spend an hour or two of their time each week in church singing about how wonderful it will be to spend eternity in heaven in a worship service. 


I believe that in heaven we will sing--a lot. In verses 15-17 we find a hymn that is indented like poetry. The hymn consists of seven statements (Are you surprised that the hymn has seven statements? The whole book of Revelation is organized around sevens for completeness.) These seven statements tell us what heaven will be like.  


First we hear that God on the throne will shelter us--literally, "spread his tent over us" (7:15). Also,  "They will hunger no more, and thirst no more; the sun will not strike them, nor any scorching heat" (7:16). In other words, we will not suffer or want in heaven. The fifth and sixth images come directly from Psalm 23: the Lamb will be our shepherd and will guide us to springs of the water of life. I think this means that heaven is not so much a place as it is relationships--eternal relationships with the Lord our shepherd and with one another as loved sheep. 


And finally, for the seventh image, we hear, God will wipe away every tear from their eyes. Now God is displayed in the tenderest terms of caring for children. Perhaps we are like babies held in those strong arms, or we are like children to whom God must stoop or kneel to touch our face. The powerful image is that the Lord will take that strong finger that dug the Grand Canyon and gently wipe away the tears from my cheek, from your cheek, from everyone's cheek.


Some of you have heard me pray in hospital rooms. I usually say to the patient, “I’m good at praying and taking up an offering. Which would you like?” Everyone requests the prayer, probably because they are dressed in a hospital gown. My favorite prayer is to visualize this image of being held in the strong arms of the Shepherd. In times of crisis or grief, I can think of no greater comfort than knowing that the gentle Shepherd will hold us in those strong arms and gently wipe away our tears. Close your eyes now and imagine the gentle Shepherd wiping that tear from your eye. 


Can you feel those hands of the Gentle shepherd? Jesus instructs us to pray, Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Saints--those who have walked before you and me and have shown us the way to be faithful followers of Jesus--are the hands on earth of the gentle Shepherd wiping every tear from another’s eye. Frederick Buechner writes, “In the Lord’s holy flirtation with the world, God occasionally drops a handkerchief. These handkerchiefs are called saints.” (Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC, 1973, page 83). You and I have experienced saints who comfort us and help wipe tears from our eyes. And you are God’s handkerchiefs every time you minister in the name of Jesus. You learned this ministry from other saints who have been handkerchiefs for your own tears.


What is heaven like? Heaven is not so much a place as it is deep, enduring relationships with the Lord and with one another. How do we know what heaven is like? We have a glimpse of heaven whenever we meet a saint--one of God’s handkerchiefs in our world--who wipes a tear from our eye. We also catch a glimpse of heaven when we are someone else’s handkerchief. That’s about all I know of heaven. But then again, what do I know?
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