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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Heaven #3

Where is heaven? 

Last week we looked at what heaven is like now. We saw that it’s a real place, it’s where Jesus is, that it’s a place of rest, and that those there are conscious, can talk, reason, think and are aware of what’s going on. We also said that it’s temporary, heaven as it is won’t stay that way forever, it will get even better in the future, when Jesus comes again.

This morning I’d like to want to start with one more comment on heaven as it is now and then to move to start considering what heaven will ultimately be like (the eternal heaven.) 
Having said that heaven is real and that people there are at rest, enjoying the presence of Jesus – the question remains – Where is it? 

1) Heaven – probably closer than we think!
I grew up singing a song ‘This world is not my home, I’m just a passing through, my treasure is laid up, somewhere beyond the blue’ - a song which picks up on the biblical description of heaven being ‘up there’. It always speaks of going up to heaven, Jesus ascended to heaven. It is natural to think of heaven as being up – but with what we now know regarding the size of the universe how far is UP? How far away, up there is it? Well a closer look at what God says inn here 9the Bible) shows that whilst it refers to it as ‘up’ it may well actually be a lot closer than we ever thought! Let me try to explain: 

2 Kings 6:8f tells of the time when Elisha the prophet and his servant woke to finds themselves surrounded by an enemy army intent on capturing them. ‘Elisha, what shall we do?’ Don’t be afraid – those who are with us are more than with them. Lord open his eyes’. With that the servant was able to see that between them and the army was an army of the Lord! Invisible to the purely human perception, but real. 

Acts 7 tells us about the death of the first Christian martyr – Stephen. As he faced execution he had a remarkable glimpse into heaven - Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” – v57. This wasn’t a vision or dream, he was fully conscious, but was able to see something, that no one else could see. 
Then we have the experience of the two disciples on the road to Emmaus – Luke 24. Jesus came up and walked and talked with them – then having given thanks for the food he ’disappeared from their sight’! Gk word = made invisible! Where did he go? 
Put these together and we should begin to realise that God is showing us that there is a dimension that is real, but which we cannot normally see. In Acts 17 Paul speaks about God being ‘nearer than you think’. Unless heaven is near how could Stephen possibly see through a doorway into it! What happened was that he was given access to see behind the visible, into a reality nearby but hidden to our eyes. 
Consider the angels who appear and disappear – not just in the Bible but in real life now!

The teaching is clear – there is a reality that we humans do not see and are not normally aware of. But it is real – and that reality, that dimension is not just ‘somewhere beyond the blue’ but is in fact all around us. This is the present heaven, the present dwelling place of God, the angels and those who die believing in Jesus. This is why we can say ‘God is here’ and God is there at the same time. He is spirit, greater, bigger, filling all in all. He is everywhere, filling everything – this unseen realm is his home and is the home of our loved ones who have fallen asleep in Jesus.
So this is the present heaven – closer maybe than we think! But as we said, it won’t always be like this! This unseen, present heaven is not what we’ve been made for and isn’t how it will always be. So it’s time to move on and start to consider what we’ll call the eternal heaven, heaven in its ultimate state.
2) This world is not our home – or is it? 
A cursory, skim read of the scriptures may lead us to think that this present creation is destined for the scrap heap when Jesus comes, that he’ll make a brand new universe. But a closer read tells us something quite different. You see, everywhere we look at God, from gen to Revelation we see a God who’s into restoration and renewal rather than throwing away and starting again. The truth is that far from discarding the present creation what God is doing is restoring it back to its original condition, and earth is very much part of that. Truth is that this earth will be very much part of the future heaven. When Jesus comes again the unseen heaven and the seen creation will be joined together again as they were originally, when God first made them. So actually – this world will be home for us! 

Let me give you the big picture: Sunday evenings we’ve been looking at creation - God did it, out of nothing and it was very good.

Last week we saw how He created mankind to be his image bearers on earth and how he made us to rule the earth for him. Not just another part of creation, but created to be over it, to be God’s representatives, God’s managers.  

Sadly though it all went pear shaped – not because of any mistake on God’s part, but because of wilful, wanton, selfish rebellion on the part of Adam and Eve. The consequences of their listening to Satan’s lies and subsequent rejection of God’s rule over them had catastrophic and long term effects for them and the whole of creation. 
· They were thrown out of the garden – out of the presence of God. Friendship and relationship with him broken. Where they had previously talked and communed with God naturally and normally in the garden now they became fearful, embarrassed, ashamed, riven with guilt. All of that was passed on to their children and so on through the whole human race. 
· The lost their authority over creation. Animals that had once come to them to be named now became wild predators. Gen 3 says that the animals now lived in fear of man. The harmony of man and creation was shattered. Their work became hard.  Nothing was easy, or co-operative.  Only through sweat could life be maintained.
· They lost the right to eat from the tree of life – the tree that would have given them the right to live eternally in a fixed state.
Death and division, guilt, anger, blame, disorder & chaos all became the norm among humans and in all creation after Adams spectacular and tragic fall from grace. As one preacher puts it - A tidal wave of sin and misery engulfed creation. (Howard Mason)
And that’s how things may well have stayed had God not, in wonderful grace decided beforehand that he would not let Satan forever ruin his purposes in creation. Wonderfully within hours of Adams fateful crime we see God revealing that he would reclaim and recover creation to its intended glory ‘I will put enmity between you and the woman and between you and her offspring, he will crush your head and you will strike his heel’. A statement of intent if ever there was one. He’s looking forward right there to the coming of Jesus who would defeat Satan, crush him and ensure his ultimate defeat.
No God wasn’t taking this lying down, and even through the tragedy of sin and destruction he would reveal his love, grace, faithfulness, power and supremacy. This world would not be lost. He had started so he would finish.
The earth will be restored for us to live on

What we find in the rest of the bible is God’s plan of restoration, renovation, redemption, recovery, reconciliation, regeneration, and resurrection being worked out. Re = to put back to its original condition.
This is the theme developed throughout the OT - eg: Isaiah 65:17f 

"Behold, I will create new heavens and a new earth. The former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind. But be glad and rejoice forever in what I will create, for I will create Jerusalem to be a delight and its people a joy.  I will rejoice over Jerusalem and take delight in my people; the sound of weeping and of crying will be heard in it no more. Never again will there be in it an infant who lives but a few days, or an old man who does not live out his years; he who dies at a hundred will be thought a mere youth; he who fails to reach a hundred will be considered accursed.  They will build houses and dwell in them; they will plant vineyards and eat their fruit. No longer will they build houses and others live in them, or plant and others eat. For as the days of a tree, so will be the days of my people; my chosen ones will long enjoy the works of their hands. They will not toil in vain or bear children doomed to misfortune; for they will be a people blessed by the LORD, they and their descendants with them.  Before they call I will answer; while they are still speaking I will hear.  The wolf and the lamb will feed together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox, but dust will be the serpent's food. They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain," says the LORD."

Create is simply to make new and in this time foreseen here everything is restored back to the original. Many other eg’s. It continues into the NT:
Lived out in Jesus ministry. His miracles, with one exception (fig tree) were restoring; bad to good, chaos to calm, ill to well. Jesus was bringing a foretaste of what’s to come, the kingdom of God on earth. Col 1.13  
"For God has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.  And [Jesus] is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy. For God was pleased to have all his fulness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross."
Note that – things on earth or things in heaven. The whole lot – everything, everything touched by sin will be reconciled to him. That includes this earth; he hasn’t given up on it

Heaven and earth will be reconciled
God’s plan is to restore earth back to its original condition and to bring it back to its original relationship with heaven; with sin once and for all removed heaven and earth can once more be joined;, the door from one to the other was open, communion with God and man be normal, real, open and uninterrupted. 
God and man will be at peace, man will rule creation as he was meant to, all creation will be at ease with itself – everything restored.
The question then is whether you’ll be part of that? I know you hope to be, but are you sure? You can be sure today. All you need to do is admit and confess your sin and ask Jesus to forgive you and save you from your sin, and submit again to his lead and Lordship in your life. 

May God give us all the grace and faith to believe and be sure of sharing in this wonderful hope of heaven on earth, part of the restored creation. 

Prayer (show prayer of repentance.)
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