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Ask Anything 
“Death, Afterlife, and Heaven” 

Selected Texts 
Delivered during the COVID-19 crisis via Livestream and to an under 50 gathering at Central Baptist Church on 

September 20, 2020 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 (SHOW SLIDE 1) Today we kick off our Ask Anything series.  Interestingly, the most 
popular topic you asked about was heaven.  Here’s the main questions you asked. 

o (SHOW SLIDE 2) Where is heaven? Is it a physical place? How do we get there? 
Where does the Christian go immediately after death? What about people who 
have never had a chance to hear about Christ? How can heaven be this 
wonderful place without our unsaved family members?  When is Christ 
coming? 

 It’s easy to see why this was the most popular topic.  Whether you are a Christian or 
not, we all want to know what happens when we die.  Not only that, when someone 
close to us dies we want to know where they are and if they are happy. 

o We also have many questions about what heaven is really like.  One author 
writes, (SHOW SLIDE 3) “Nearly every Christian I have spoken with has some 
idea that eternity is an unending church service. . . . We have settled on an 
image of the never-ending sing-along in the sky, one great hymn after another, 
forever and ever, amen.  And our heart sinks.  Forever and ever?  That’s it?  
That’s the good news?  And then we sigh and feel guilty that we are not more 
‘spiritual’.  We lose heart, and we turn once more to the present to find what 
life we can.”1 

 So, whether you are just looking into Christianity or are a long time 
Christian, let’s take on these questions about heaven this morning.   

 
COMMON VIEWS OF DEATH AND HEAVEN 

 Before I get to your exact questions let’s be clear on what most people believe.  (SHOW 
SLIDE 4) What does the average person believe about death and heaven? 

o (SHOW SLIDE 5) The average secular person believes the souls of all good 
people will go to heaven when they die.  Heaven is typically pictured as a far-off 
place where you get to do what you love forever.   

 So, when the famous basketball player Kobe Bryant died in a helicopter 
crash last spring many famous people at his funeral tried to comfort 
those in attendance by saying Kobe’s in heaven playing basketball.   

 The average Christian in the West takes a similar view but would quickly say no one is 
good enough to get into heaven.  We’re all sinners and it is only those who believe in 
Jesus who go to heaven when they die.  The average Christian believes that heaven is a 
spiritual realm where God lives and that when we die our bodies are buried but our 
souls leave this earth to be with God forever in heaven. 

                                                      
1 John Eldridge, The Journey of Desire – Searching for the Life We’ve Only Dreamed Of, 111. 
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o So, most Christians would say that what matters is not your body but your soul 
for your body is temporary but your soul is eternal.  So a pastor at a graveside 
might say, “This body is not the real John.  It’s just a shell. The real John is in 
heaven with God.”  

 Most Christians would also say what matters is heaven not earth for one 
day God is to destroy the earth but heaven will be our eternal home.  As 
the famous hymn puts it: “This world is not my home I'm just a passing 
through.”   

 So let me summarize it like this: (SHOW SLIDE 6) The average Christian believes the 
great hope of Christianity is that the souls of all who believe in Jesus will go to heaven 
when they die. 

o Now, there is much that is true in this belief, but this morning I want to show you 
that it is lacking.  It’s not that it is entirely wrong.  It’s just not fully right.  It is 
partly true but it is not complete.   

 It’s like thinking the appetizers are the main course when there is an 
entire Christmas dinner still to come.   

 This may be quite surprising to you.  You may say, “I always thought the gospel was 
that we should believe in Jesus so we can die and go to heaven.”  Sort of, but again 
that is far too limited.  Our great hope is far bigger and far better than this. 

o So the best way to answer your questions about heaven is to relook at God’s big 
plan for his universe.  We need to retell the big story from beginning to end.  
When we do this the questions will largely answer themselves. 

 
GOD’S PLAN FOR HIS UNIVERSE 

 So, here’s the next question we need to ask: (SHOW SLIDE 7) What is God’s big plan for 
His universe?   

o (SHOW SLIDE 8) In the Bible, the terms “heaven” and “earth” are ways of talking 
about God’s space and our space.  Genesis 1 celebrates how God has made this 
physical earth for humans to live on—and what a wonderful planet he made for 
us!   

 Also, humans are not souls floating around on the earth.  God made us 
with bodies.  Our bodies are not just shells.  Your body is as much you as 
your soul.  To be human is to be an embodied soul.  So, God made us to 
live in a physical body, in a physical world, and God declared that all of 
this was “good.” 

o Here is the key point: (SHOW SLIDE 9) in Genesis 1-2 heaven—which is God’s 
space— is not separate from earth; heaven is united with earth for God walks 
and talks with Adam and Eve.   

 But everything falls apart in Genesis 3 when human beings rebel against God.  Humans 
wanted to create a world apart from God—to be our own little gods.  The Bible calls this 
“sin” and many terrible things resulted from it. 

o Human beings became separated from God.  Adam and Eve were driven out of 
God’s presence.  (SHOW SLIDE 10) Heaven and earth were separated. God no 
longer dwelled with people.   
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 On top of this, humanity came under judgement and death entered the 
world.  Romans 8 also says that when we fell we took creation down with 
us so that all of creation now groans because it does not work like it is 
supposed to.  The earth is our home but, like an old home, it is now 
falling apart.   

 So now here is the big question: what will God do about all this rebellion and evil in his 
good creation?  Most Christians seem to think that God’s plan of salvation is to evacuate 
our souls from this earth to live as spirits in heaven because he is going to destroy 
everything down here. 

o It is very odd that many Christians think this because the main story of the Bible 
teaches the very opposite.   

 (SHOW SLIDE 11) The story of the Bible is that heaven and earth were 
once united, that sin broke this union, but through Jesus Christ God is 
working everything toward reuniting heaven and earth. God aims to 
restore what was lost in Eden so that God will once again dwell with his 
people on a renewed earth.   

 This plan begins to take shape in the Old Testament with the tabernacle or temple.  In 
the Old Testament, God calls Israel to be his people.  (SHOW SLIDE 12) God commands 
Moses to build a tabernacle, which was basically a portable temple.  (SHOW SLIDE 13) 
Solomon later built the actual temple In Jerusalem. 

o Now what is the tabernacle or temple?  It is heaven coming down to earth.  It 
was meant to recall the Garden of Eden for God commanded the temple to be 
decorated with image of Eden like fruit trees.  But most importantly, God’s 
presence comes down from heaven and he dwells in the back room of the 
temple called “the holy of holies.”  

 (SHOW SLIDE 14) So, the temple was the one place where heaven 
overlapped with earth.  At the temple, God dwelled among his people 
like in Eden.  

 But it was not fully like Eden.  People cannot just walk into God’s space in the holy of 
holies and talk with him.  God’s space in the temple is holy and human beings are 
stained with sin.  So how can such a holy God dwell among such sinful people?  Answer: 
through animal sacrifice. 

o The idea here was that your sins would be transferred to the animal and it would 
die in your place.  So you would become clean and could draw near to the 
temple.  This was wonderful but people kept on sinning.   

 How could heaven ever fully unite with earth when our sin is so great 
that all the animals in the world could not fully cleanse us? 

 God’s plan to reunite heaven and earth all comes together in Jesus.  Again, the 
movement is from heaven to earth not earth to heaven.  Jesus is heaven come down to 
earth for he is God who became a man.  Then listen to what John 1:14 says: (SHOW 
SLIDE 15) “the Word became flesh and made his dwelling [literally, “his tabernacle”] 
among us.”   
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o So, Jesus is God’s temple.  Jesus is heaven come down to earth.  And wherever 
Jesus went little pockets of heaven pushed back the darkness of earth.  Jesus 
healed people.  He forgave sins.  He drove out evil spirits.  

 Jesus is the temple but Jesus is also the sacrifice.  As John the Baptist said 
of Jesus: (SHOW SLIDE 16) “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the 
sin of the world” (Jn 1:29).  Jesus’ sacrifice of himself is enough to take 
away all sin.  So the good news of the Bible is that anyone who comes to 
Jesus can be made clean and reunited with God.   

 (SHOW SLIDE 17).  Through Jesus heaven and earth are being 
reunited. 

 But the story does not end there.  God raised Jesus from the dead.  The resurrection was 
the launching of God’s new and future world.   

o The great hope of the early Christians was not to die and go to heaven.  The 
great hope of the early Christians was the second coming of Jesus Christ. 

 The great hope is that on the day Jesus returns he will raise all his people 
from the dead, he will transform our bodies to be like his body, he will 
banish all evil from his universe, he will renovate this earth with fire—not 
to destroy it—but to renew it into a new earth. 

 Now listen how the story ends.  On the last page of the Bible a city called “The New 
Jerusalem” that is described in terms of the Garden of Eden comes down to the 
renewed earth.  Do you know what shape it is?  It is the shape of a perfect cube for 
Revelation 21:16 says, (SHOW SLIDE 18) “Its length and width and height are equal.”   

o What else in the Bible is the shape of a perfect cube?  If you can answer this you 
will see how the entire story fits together.  What in the Old Testament is the 
shape of a perfect cube?  1 Kings 6:20 says that the dimensions of the holy of 
holies are: (SHOW SLIDE 19) “twenty cubits long, twenty cubits wide, and 
twenty cubits high.”  So Rev 21 is says there is no temple on that earth and that 
is because the whole earth has become a temple. God will dwell with his people 
again! 

 (SHOW SLIDE 20) God is working all things to the day when heaven will 
fully reunite with a new earth.  And so Revelation 21 says, (SHOW SLIDE 
21) “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and 
the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. 2 And I saw 
the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 3 And I heard a loud voice 
from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. 
He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself 
will be with them as their God. 4 He will wipe away every tear from their 
eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor 
crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.” 

 So to put it all together, heaven and earth were once united, sin broke this union, but 
through Jesus Christ God is working all things to the day when he will fully reunite 
heaven and earth.   

o That is the big story of God’s universe. 
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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE DIE? 

 With all that said, we are now ready to answer one of your other questions: (SHOW 
SLIDE 22) Where does a Christian go immediately after death? 

o I remember standing with about 15 people as we viewed the body of man from 
my church named Soren Fakstorp. He died of cancer in his fifties leaving behind 
his wife and teenage son.  In front of the whole room his wife looked at me and 
said, “where is Soren right now?”  Can you answer that?  You need to be able to 
not just for curiosity’s sake but for comfort. 

 What happens to a Christian immediately after death? 
 The easiest way to understand this is to look at Jesus and his own death.  He is our 

pattern and we will follow him.  So where did Jesus go when he died?  Well, what did he 
say to the thief on the cross?  He said, (SHOW SLIDE 23) “Today you will be with me in 
paradise” (Lk 23:43).  That’s another way of saying “heaven.”  So, to be clear, it would 
be right to say, “Jesus died and went to heaven.” 

o In the same way, when a Christian dies they go to heaven.  As I said to Soren’s 
wife that day, Paul writes, (SHOW SLIDE 24) “To be absent from the body is to 
be present with the Lord” (2 Cor 5:8). 

 So we should find great comfort that deceased believers go to heaven 
when they die and are now with Christ. 

 But let me ask you something: is it the end of the story to say that Jesus died and went 
to heaven?  No.  That’s incomplete.  What is missing?  The big event is missing!  For on 
the third day God raised Jesus from the dead.   

o So, going to heaven when he died was a temporary thing for Jesus.  It was a pit 
stop along the way, but it wasn’t the finish line.  

 In the same way, when a Christian dies they go to heaven to be with God.  But this is a 
merely a pit stop.  Oh yes, they are filled with joy for as Paul says, (SHOW SLIDE 25) “to 
depart and be with Christ . . . is far better” (Phil 1:23).   

o But here is the big shift in your thinking I am trying to make.  Even though 
believers in heaven are filled with joy, their experience is incomplete.   

 For instance, they do not yet have their resurrection bodies.  I often hear 
people at funerals say that so and so is up in heaven in their new body.  
That is a mistake.  Their body is in the ground.  In this sense, death is 
partly victorious because to be human is to be body and soul and the 
body is dead.  But on the day Jesus returns, he will raise our bodies from 
the dead and reunite them with our souls so that we are complete and 
just like our resurrected Lord.  I Cor 15 says it is not until we have our 
resurrection bodies that death will be totally defeated. 

 So to be crystal clear: When a Christian dies their soul goes to heaven.  This is wonderful 
but the Bible hardly speaks about this pit stop.  That’s because it is only an appetizer 
before the Christmas dinner.  It’s only a temporary thing before the big finish.  The 
Bible’s entire focus—and the great hope of Christianity—is on the second coming of 
Jesus Christ.   
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o Those in heaven right now long for this.  We long for this.  For what we long for 
is not a temporary pit stop where only our souls live with God. What we long for 
is a renewed world, resurrection bodies, and God dwelling with his people again 
on the earth.   

 As Peter wrote, (SHOW SLIDE 26) “according to his promise we are 
waiting for new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness 
dwells” (2 Pt 3:13). 

 
WHAT WILL IT BE LIKE? 

 Hopefully that has brought some clarity for you.  So now instead of asking what heaven 
will be like we need to reframe the question and ask, (SHOW SLIDE 27) What will our 
final state be like in the new heaven and new earth?” 

o On one level we simply do not know.  Imagine if you could have a conversation 
with a baby in the womb.  The baby says, “I’ve heard that the world out there is 
quite different from in here.  Tell me about it.”  What would you say?   

 How would you explain what it is like to breathe in the crisp morning air 
on a beautiful fall day?  How would you explain colour, or what it is like to 
ride a bike?  How would you explain cities and parks, watching a sunset, 
or the vastness of space? 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 28) On one level we have no idea what the new heaven and new 
earth will be like.  And yet, the Bible uses language we can understand to help us grasp a 
little of it.  It is described as a “new earth.”  In some way it is still the earth and yet in 
some way it is new.   

o Is it physical?  I’m not sure even how to answer that.  Yes and no.  We will have 
resurrection bodies.  Jesus’ resurrection body could eat fish and be touched.  
Yet, he could seemingly walk through walls so that like a ghost.   

 He’s physical but he’s more than physical.   
 It’s like the last pages of The Chronicles of Narnia.  All the main characters are brought 

into a new world.  It’s far better than the old Narnia and yet it is familiar.   
o Then we read this: (SHOW SLIDE 29) It was the Unicorn who summed up what 

everyone was feeling. He stamped his right fore-hoof on the ground and 
neighed and then cried: "I have come home at last! This is my real country! I 
belong here. This is the land I have been looking for all my life, though I never 
knew it till now. The reason why we loved the old Narnia is that it sometimes 
looked a little like this. Bree-hee-hee! Come further up, come further in!" 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 30) So when my kids ask what the new earth will be like, I ask them, 
“What is your favourite thing about life on this earth?”  They say things like riding 
roller coasters, going to beaches, or playing with their friends.  I then answer, “whatever 
the new earth is like, it cannot be less than this earth and this earth is pretty great.”   

o What if the new earth is 10 times the size of this one?  What if it is a 20-
dimensional world?  What if there are 100 primary colours?  What if Beethoven’s 
music is what the most amateur musician learns in their first lesson? What kind 
of music will we enjoy after 2 million years of creativity?   
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 What if God gives us a million years to explore the wonders of this new 
earth and then one day says, “Gather around.  Today I am going to teach 
you how to teleport through space.  I’ve created 900 trillion other 
galaxies all filled with planets and creatures for you to meet.”  

 Whatever God gives us, the greatest enjoyment will be God himself.    
o Just as a bride’s greatest joy is not in her dress, flowers, or friends, but in her 

groom, so our greatest joy as the Bride of Christ will be seeing our groom and 
enjoying him for all eternity.   

 This is why Augustine wrote these words in the 4th century: (SHOW SLIDE 31) “He shall 
be the end of our desires Who shall be contemplated without ceasing, loved without 
[ending], and praised without weariness.”2  

o This is why Samuel Rutherford wrote these words in the 17th century: (SHOW 
SLIDE 32) “O my Lord Jesus Christ, if I could be in heaven without You, it would 
be a hell; and if I could be in hell, yet have You still, it would be a heaven to me, 
for You are all the heaven I want.”3   

 And this is why John Milton wrote, (SHOW SLIDE 33) “Your presence 
makes paradise, and where You are is Heaven.” 

 
HOW CAN YOU GET TO HEAVEN? 

 And so this brings us to ask our final question with a few sub questions underneath it.  
How can you get to heaven?  More accurately, (SHOW SLIDE 34) how can you get to the 
new heaven and new earth that God is moving all things toward? 

o Modern secular culture says just be a good person and when you die you go to 
heaven.  But as we have seen, there is no one good.  We are all sinners.  We 
cannot dwell with God unless we are cleansed of our sin.   

 And praise be to God you can be cleansed through the blood of Jesus 
Christ.  Have you asked him to cleanse you?  Do not wait another hour to 
do this. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 35) But how can we be joyful if those we love are not there?  The 
Bible does not address this except to say that we will fully have the mind of Christ.  
Evidently, we will not be troubled by this.  I do not understand it but there will not be 
any tears there. 

o But what about those who have not heard about Jesus?  First, Romans 2 says we 
will be judged according to the light we have been given.  Those have never 
heard of Jesus will not be judged like those in our culture who have ever 
opportunity to hear.  Second, we must believe on Jesus Christ to be saved.  Third, 
God is just and on that day no one will be accuse him of not being fair for all will 
be fair and just. 

 But here is the real question: why ask about those who have not heard 
when you have heard?  Have you bowed the knee to him and asked him 
to save you?  If you have then again, don’t waste time asking about those 

                                                      
2 J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 489. 
3 Samuel Rutherford, quoted in Charles Spurgeon, “Morning and Evening”, January 17, morning reading. 
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who have not heard.  Get involved in making sure they do.  Do you pray 
and given to global missions?  Will you go and take this good news to the 
end of the earth? 

 When will Jesus return?  Jesus said, “No one knows the day or the hour.”   
o We cannot know.  Jesus told us to focus on serving him so we are ready at his 

return. 
 
CONCLUSION 

 So there you have it.  I hope I have answered some of your questions.  I hope I have 
refocused you onto the main story of the Bible.  Where do we go when we die?  To 
heaven.  But the great hope of Christianity is not going to heaven when we die.   

o The great hope of Christianity is that through Jesus Christ, God is working all 
things to the day when Christ returns to raise the dead, rids this universe of evil, 
and renews the earth so that heaven unites with earth and God dwells with his 
people forever.  And so we say, “Maranatha! Come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev 22:20). 

 
 
 


