The Truth About Heaven (Revelation 21:1-8; 27/7/08)

Introduction

Have you noticed how the word ‘heaven’ is very popular? Type it in to google and you come across football heaven, Italy heaven, veggie heaven, hockey heaven, digital heaven and noodle heaven! At a popular level the idea of heaven captures everything you’re longing for, whatever your interest. As a boy I recall hearing a song by Chris Rea which expressed a deep longing for heaven: 

The little girl she said to me,What are these things that I can see

Each night when I come home from school, And mama calls me in for tea

Oh every night a baby dies, And every night a mama cries

What makes those men do what they do, To make that person black and blue

Grandpa says they’re happy now, They sit with God in paradise

With angels' wings and still somehow, It makes me feel like ice

Tell me there's a heaven, Tell me that it's true

Tell me there's a reason why I'm seeing what I do

Tell me there's a heaven, Where all those people go

Tell me they're all happy now, Papa tell me that it's so

Many people hope there’s a heaven to compensate for the horrors of this world, but is Grandpa right? How can we be sure? Is it just wishful thinking? The Christian answer is that there is such a place as heaven, and Jesus Christ came from there to tell us about it and to open the door for us to get there.   

“A picture says a thousand words” – so the saying goes. In many ways, the book of Revelation is like that: a series of word pictures to convey spiritual truth and experience. Today we look at the pictures the Apostle John was shown of heaven. Last week we looked at what will happen when King Jesus returns as judge of the world. We saw that there will be a judgement for all those who have not known God or obeyed the gospel of Christ (see 20:11). This week we’re looking at the future for those who have believed the good news. The return of the King will be a great day for believers! But what will it be like?
1) A Perfect Place (v1)

In his vision of the future John sees a new heaven and a new earth. The words remind us of the opening of the bible: in the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Heaven and earth refers to the whole of creation – the universe! But the first heaven and earth have been spoiled by sin. That’s why we have earthquakes, natural disasters and violence in nature. But God is going to make all things new, not by destroying the world completely, but by renewing it. This new, physical earth is going to be the place where Christians will live. How can that be? Jesus Christ rose from the dead as the firstfruits of those who believe. That means that all his people will also rise at his coming. With resurrected bodies we will enjoy this renewed earth. Just as Jesus ate and drank after his resurrection, so we will eat, drink and enjoy a physical existence. It will be a perfect place – the home of righteousness (2 Peter 3:13)!

So heaven is not going to be like the Lavazza coffee advert: with people dressed in white, having wings and clouds up to their knees! That’s not a very attractive prospect anyway, compared with the remaining beauty and splendour of parts of this world! Who wants to spend eternity on a cloud, strumming a harp?! We’re attracted much more by the holiday adverts – pictures of places of stunning beauty and colour; mountains, valleys, rivers, beaches and waves. They fill us with longing and wonder!

That’s the promised destination for every child of God. But wait! You might have noticed that John says there was no longer any sea. Does that mean there’ll be no beaches then? We need to remember the symbolism of the book. The sea represents powers of instability, danger and destruction. In the new heavens and new earth there will be no such forces, no tsunamis to destroy paradise. Christians should think often about their future home for encouragement to keep persevere. Many people anticipate their holidays, and it keeps them going through long, hard days of work. God’s people have this hope to keep them going:
There is a land of pure delight, where saints immortal reign

Eternal day excludes the night and pleasures banish pain

2) Perfect People (v2)

What is this new Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God? Is this literal? No. It’s also called a beautiful bride. This is the picture of the Church – Christian people from every tribe and language and… nation (5:9; 19:6-8). Marriage is a picture of Christ and his church. Paul writes to husbands to love their wives as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy (Eph 5:25-27). So this new Jerusalem isn’t a city of bricks and mortar but of people redeemed by the blood of Christ. Note that the bride is perfect – beautifully dressed. All the effects of sin have been removed. Perfect people in perfect relationships! It’s hard to imagine, but that’s the hope of heaven: now we are the children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears we will be like him, for we shall see him as he is (1 John 3:2). What a city! Everyone like Jesus in character!
I don’t know if you like living in a city. For me the city can be a very impersonal place. On a recent visit to London I noticed people on the ‘tube’ – hundreds of individuals, but no-one speaking to or looking at anyone else. Maybe that’s because people feel that others are strangers, who cannot be trusted. It’s safer to be on your own. It’s all a far cry from Louis Armstrong’s Wonderful World, where he sees folks shaking hands, saying “How do you do?” 

But heaven will be full of people who love and trust one another. All the former fears and mistrust has gone. All the racial and social barriers have come down. Everyone is a brother or sister. Everyone loves his neighbour as himself. It should make us long for heaven. But there’s something we do while we wait. We must seek to make our church fellowship a picture of heaven. Someone has said that if you think you’ve found the perfect church, don’t join because you’ll spoil it! That’s true! Christians aren’t perfect. But we are commanded to get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice (Eph 4:31). We are called to love and serve one another: be kind and compassionate…forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you (Eph 4:32). Get ready for heaven!  
3) Perfect Presence (v3)

The loud voice declares: Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. Heaven will be enjoying God’s presence perfectly. Back in Eden Adam and Eve enjoyed walking with God in the cool of the day. It’s a wonderful picture of a close relationship. But sin entered the world, and Adam and Eve hid from God. People have been trying to hide from God ever since. The tragedy is that we were made for a close, unclouded relationship with God. I wonder whose voice John hears from the throne? Could it be Christ’s? I’m reminded of another time he cried out with a loud voice: “It is finished!” And the curtain in the temple was torn from top to bottom. That curtain symbolised the barrier between us and God, but through Jesus’ sacrifice it was torn – a way has been made for us to know God! Christians come to know God’s presence now through faith in Christ, but in glory it will be far greater! 
This week in Buckingham Palace there are special rooms being opened to the public, including the banqueting hall. The BBC was allowed access to film these rooms before the opening. Everything was wonderful and perfect! There was even a secret entrance behind a cabinet against the wall that led to the Queen’s private rooms. Only her special guests were invited there. So you can go and visit these great rooms in the Palace, but two things you can’t do: visit the Queen and live in the palace! 

I’m glad that heaven will not be like that! We will see the glory of a new heaven and new earth, but we will also meet the Great King! We will worship, know and enjoy God forever. No-one will say, “It’s time to leave!” If you are a Christian you already know something of the love and grace of God in your hearts. You will have already experienced the reality of God’s presence. These are sweet tasters of heaven: 

When by the gift of his infinite grace

I am accorded in heaven a place

Just to be there and to look on his face

Will through the ages be glory for me.

4) Perfect Peace (v4)
What a tender picture we have of God here: wiping every tear from our eyes. Heaven will be a place of perfect peace because God will remove all causes of sorrow. The chief cause is sin, which leads to death, mourning, crying and pain. These experiences belong to our present world, but one day they will become the old order of things and will pass away. It’s ironic that we often say if someone has died, “Oh, he’s passed away.” But one day, death itself will pass away; death will die. His power will be destroyed. Death will never snatch people away and separate. And it seems that God will remove all the memory of those terrible or sorrowful experiences we may have had in this life. Our peace will not be disturbed by recollecting them. It’s difficult to imagine, but it’s worth trying! Doesn’t it make you long for that place of perfect peace? Don’t you want to get there?  

Last week thousands of people descended on ticket booths across Beijing, to get their hands on the last batch of Olympic tickets. Police had to call in reinforcements…to hold back surging crowds. Tickets for high-profile events were snapped up in a matter of hours. A total of 820,000 tickets went on sale from 0900 local time, but some people had been queuing for days. Many waiting were drenched in sweat by the time they finally made it to the front of the queue. One man said he had managed to jump the queue at a particularly chaotic moment. It’s amazing what people will do to enter a stadium!
But what about a ticket to heaven? Do you need one? It’s clear from this chapter that not everyone gets in (21:27). How do enter this perfect place where perfect people enjoy God’s perfect presence in perfect peace? You need a ticket to get in. Your name must be written in the Lamb’s book of life. Who is the lamb? It’s Jesus. Why is he called a lamb? Because he was sacrificed in the place of sinners. And all those who rely on his sacrifice alone for forgiveness – and not in themselves – have their names written there.

Tell me there’s a heaven. Tell me that it’s true. I’ve tried to tell you that there is a heaven and that it is true – on the authority of Jesus Christ and his apostles (see v5).

Now you can tell me something: “Are you sure you’re going there?” Some people react by saying that only God knows. They wouldn’t presume to being so confident. Others would be much more confident: “Yes, I…” and then mention the things that they are relying on. It could be baptism, morality, religion, belief in God, or being kind to others. You cannot enter heaven by your own sweat.

The only way to heaven is through trusting in Christ alone.

A person may go to heaven:

Without health

Without wealth

Without fame

Without a great name

Without learning

Without a job

Without culture

Without beauty

Without friends

Without 10,000 other things

But he can never go to heaven

Without Christ. 

You may not have a lot of things in this life, but make sure you have Christ as your Saviour.

