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1 Thessalonians 4:13-18

A Sunday School teacher asked his class, “If I sold my house and my car, had a big garage sale and gave all my money to the church, would that get me into Heaven?”
“NO!” the children all answered. 
“If I cleaned the church every day, mowed the yard, and kept everything neat and tidy, would that get me into Heaven?”
Again, the answer was, “NO!” 
Again the teacher asked, “Well, then, if I was kind to animals and gave candy to all the children, and loved my wife, would that get me into Heaven?”
Again, they all answered, "NO!" 
“Well then how can I get into Heaven?”
A five-year-old boy shouted out, “YOU GOTTA BE DEAD!” Good insight for a five-year old!

I have hard news for you this morning.  Perhaps it’s news you’ve heard before.  Perhaps it’s news you’ve heard recently from your doctor, and it took on a whole new meaning.  It’s something you know, but probably something you don’t often think about.

Here it is.  You are dieing.  You are going to die.

It may be today, or it may be years from now, but surely, inevitably, from the moment you were born your life here on earth has been and remains a journey toward death.

It’s a fear-filled moment for many people, and a moment that some desire and long for as a release from a life filled with suffering and pain. But no matter who you are, the moment will come.  You will breath out your last breath, and your chest will not rise any more.  Your heart will stop beating.  The blood will cease to circulate through your arteries, veins, and capillaries.  Oxygen will no longer nourish your body. There will be one last flutter of electrical activity in your brain. And then – nothing.  The body is dead.  No more.

What happens now?

Probably the most important question you will ever ask is one that is so fearful that many people can’t even ask it out loud. “What happens to me when I die?”
Today we are going to answer that question, but not for everyone.  Today we are going to focus on the answer for one specific group of people: Those who have given their lives to Jesus Christ sometime before that moment of death.  For everyone else – well, we’ll be taking a short and sobering look at that answer next week.  If you’ve given your life to Jesus Christ, then “This is your eternal life.”  If you have not – well, this CAN be your life, and before we’re done today, I’m going to give you an opportunity to claim it.

Here is God’s promise:  Since we died with Christ, we know we will also live with him.  Romans 6:8 

Not church membership.  Not “living a good life.”  Live with Christ on earth, and you will live with him forever.

What happens when we die?

1) YOU WILL BE MET BY JESUS
(Jesus said) “When everything is ready, I will come and get you, so that you will always be with me where I am. And you know the way to where I am going.” “No, we don’t know, Lord,” Thomas said. “We have no idea where you are going, so how can we know the way?”  Jesus told him, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one can come to the Father except through me.  John 14:3-6 (NLT)
There is a story of Billy Graham when he was visiting a city for one of his crusades. He had finished writing a letter and began to look for a place to mail it.

Walking around the city for a while, he came across a young boy. He asked the boy if he knew how to get to the post office. The boy gave Billy Graham the directions and before leaving, Billy said to the boy, “Come on over to the arena tonight and I’ll tell you how to get to heaven.”

The boy looked at him and replied, “How can you know how to get to heaven? You don’t even know the way to the post office!”

The best way to find your way to somewhere you’ve never been before is to go with someone who knows the way.  

That’s just what Jesus promises you in this passage.  Even his disciples were confused about where he was going and how to get to heaven.  So Jesus made it easy.  “I’ll come and get you.  Just look for me.  I am the way.”

Now, when someone says, “God gave me a vision,” you need to be careful, because sometimes what people say is a vision from God is really just their imagination telling them what they want to believe.  So I’m going to tell you something that happened to me that I believe is a vision from God, but I leave it up to you to decide if it’s true.  What I can tell you is that the story I’m going to share is in harmony with the Bible – but it certainly doesn’t have the authority of the Bible.
When my mother was dieing of cancer, I quickly became one of her primary caregivers.  Even though she and my father lived an hour away, I traveled almost daily to their home to cook, clean, and help coordinate care with her doctors.  It was an exhausting experience over a period of five months.  During that time we had many wonderful conversations about life, death, and faith in Jesus Christ.  She had very little fear of death, and a dynamic love for Jesus.

In what we knew were probably the last days of her life my brothers and I took turns staying at our parents house overnight.  On the last night of her life, May 18th, I slept in my own home while my brother, Ken, who is a doctor, stayed at her bedside.  At some time early in the morning I was awakened by a phone call from Ken telling me that she had died.

As I sat alone on my bed weeping, a picture filled my mind.  It was as clear as if I were watching a movie, and it remains equally clear today.  In this vision I can see my mother, lying on her bed, her breathing labored.  My brother, Ken, is sitting beside her, holding her hand with a look of deep concern.  My eyes now shift to the foot of the bed where I see the air parting, like a curtain being opened, and through this opening in the air steps Jesus.  There is no sound.  I see Jesus step into the room and look at my mother.  He holds out his hand, and as he does so my mother opens her eyes.  She smiles, the way she would smile to see a long-lost friend.  She looks health, somehow, and as she sits up she reaches out to take his hand.  He helps her out of the bed, and as they turn away they disappear through that opening in the air, and it seals itself closed again.  The room looks normal, and as I glance back toward the bed I see my mother’s body still lying there, and my brother – his eyes full of tears.
I believe that’s what happens when we die.  If you know Jesus – if you’ve given your life to him in this world, then just as he promised he will come and meet you at that sacred moment between time and eternity and lead you home.

3) YOU WILL ENTER HEAVEN WHILE AWAITING THE FINAL RESURRECTION
One of the hardest preconceptions about Heaven for most Christians to overcome is the idea that Heaven is a static place, where nothing ever changes.  
We get this, I suppose, because God is unchanging. God is the same, yesterday, today, and forever.  If God loves you today, God will love you tomorrow. If God declares something wrong ten thousand years ago, it is still wrong today.  If God makes a promise, God is not going to change his mind.

But Heaven itself is not described as unchanging.  In fact, Heaven itself is waiting for Christ to return to earth and the final resurrection.  It is then that the New Jerusalem we talked about last week will descend to earth, and the new Heaven and the new Earth will be created for eternity.  

Heaven the way it is now, is not the way Heaven will be for all eternity.  God, we read last week, will create a new Heaven and a new Earth.
Here is how Paul describes this:

We tell you this directly from the Lord: We who are still living when the Lord returns will not meet him ahead of those who have died. For the Lord himself will come down from heaven with a commanding shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trumpet call of God. First, the Christians who have died will rise from their graves. Then, together with them, we who are still alive and remain on the earth will be caught up in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. Then we will be with the Lord forever. So encourage each other with these words. 1 Thessalonians 4:15-18 (NLT)

What an amazing scene!  Final resurrection.  Some call this the “Rapture.”

And yet, Jesus also said this to the thief who was dieing on the cross beside him.  The thief said:    “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” Jesus answered him, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.” Luke 23:42-24 (NIV)

So, at the moment of your death, you will be with Jesus in paradise.  Paradise is heaven.  But, at the same time you will be waiting with all of the others who have died before you for the final judgment, the resurrection, when Jesus returns to Earth, sin and death are defeated, justice is given, and God’s original plan for the world is restored.

This is so perplexing, isn’t it?  But the important thing to realize is that the present Heaven and the future eternal Heaven are both real, and in both cases you will really be yourself and you will really live in the presence of God.

3) JESUS WILL GIVE YOU A NEW BODY
Our bodies are like tents that we live in here on earth. But when these tents are destroyed, we know that God will give each of us a place to live. These homes will not be buildings that someone has made, but they are in heaven and will last forever. While we are here on earth, we sigh because we want to live in that heavenly home. We want to put it on like clothes and not be naked. 2 Corinthians 5:1-3 (CEV)
Have you ever been camping?  Isn’t it exciting to go outside and get near to nature and live in a tent?  And isn’t it even better, after you’ve been through a few stormy nights, to shuck the tent and stay in a nice, warm hotel room?

I love the way that Paul describes our bodies here on earth as tents.  He should know, since he was a tent-maker himself.  Tents are wonderful, portable shelter.  But they are also fragile, and as they age they become tattered and patched and worn, until it’s time to throw them away and begin again.  
Except, when we shed this earthly tent that is our body, God will give us a new one that’s described as a building, made to last forever.

A few things you should notice about this heavenly body:


1) It is a real body.  In Heaven you will not float about like some disembodied spirit.  Some ancient heresies said that Jesus couldn’t have had a real body while on Earth because we are spiritual beings and that the flesh is evil.  This simply doesn’t square with the Bible.  God FIRST created a body for Adam, and then breathed life into it.  We are at our very nature bodily beings.  And so you will be in heaven.  Otherwise, as Paul puts it here, you would be “naked.”

You will see, touch, smell, hear, and taste. Otherwise, how could you enjoy all of the wonders we described last week?  You’ll be able to speak.  Otherwise how could you pray, and sing God’s praises?

2) It is a recognizable body.  

In other words, your heavenly body will clearly look like you.
Two men, Moses and Elijah, appeared in glorious splendor, talking with Jesus. They spoke about his departure, which he was about to bring to fulfillment at Jerusalem. Peter and his companions were very sleepy, but when they became fully awake, they saw his glory and the two men standing with him. As the men were leaving Jesus, Peter said to him, “Master, it is good for us to be here. Let us put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah.” Luke 9:30-33 (NIV)


Notice that Peter recognized Moses and Elijah and knew who they were.  They were, somehow, clearly Moses and Elijah.  And Moses and Elijah, by the way, were clearly aware of the drama that was being lived out by Jesus on Earth.

Another way of saying this is that there is CONTINUITY between our earthly bodies and our heavenly bodies, our earthly personalities and our heavenly personalities. In Heaven, you will still, recognizably, be yourself.


Someone here may be saying “Oh no! I don’t like my body!”


Ah, but… even though there is continuity, there is also a change.

3) It is a perfected body. 

Our earthly bodies are planted in the ground when we die, but they will be raised to live forever. Our bodies are buried in brokenness, but they will be raised in glory. They are buried in weakness, but they will be raised in strength. They are buried as natural human bodies, but they will be raised as spiritual bodies. For just as there are natural bodies, there are also spiritual bodies.  1 Corinthians 15:42-44 (NLT)


What’s that mean?  Well, fortunately God sent a prototype for us to take a look at so that we could understand: Jesus himself.

He will take our weak mortal bodies and change them into glorious bodies like his own, using the same power with which he will bring everything under his control. Philippians 3:21 (NLT)


After Jesus’ resurrection, he returned to Earth in his body, but in his Heavenly body.


He looked the same but different.  On the one hand he could walk along the road for several hours with some of his disciples discussing the events of his passion, without the disciples being aware that they were talking with Jesus.  But, when he sat down and broke bread with them the act was somehow so familiar that they could look at him and immediately recognize that they’d been talking with Jesus all along.


With the apostles, Jesus showed that his resurrected body still showed the marks of his life.  There were nail prints in his hands and feet, and you could see where the spear had entered his side.  But apparently these stigmata no longer brought any pain.


Jesus ate in his resurrected body.  He both cooked and enjoyed a breakfast picnic on the beach of fresh-caught fish.  Yes, you’ll still be able to enjoy good food!


So, he was the same, but different.  Able to appear in rooms with locked doors.

Our new bodies will be perfectly suited for eternal life.  No cancer.  No asthma.  No disease of any kind.  When we get cut they will heal themselves.  When you run you will not grow weary.  Personally, I think that the statue of David by Michelangelo is actually a picture of what my resurrection body will look like – forever!


By the way, we’ll have perfected personalities too!  All of the bitterness and fear that drive us to selfishness and sin will be gone.  Imagine living forever and never being afraid!  That’s what your life will be like in Heaven.

At this point, I realize that someone is bound to be wondering “But what about babies? Will they be eternally babies in Heaven?  And will elderly people be eternally old?”


On the one hand, there are clear references in the Bible to children enjoying God’s eternal Kingdom.  Isaiah 11:6-9 says,

“The leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them….The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, and the young child put h is hand into the viper’s nest. They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain.”


But will children who go to heaven remain children forever? Here, I confess, we must use a little bit of inspired imagination.

 
Thomas Aquinas, the great medieval theologian, argued that we will all be the age of Christ when he was crucified, about 33.  “Human nature is deficient in a twofold manner: in one way because it has not obtained its ultimate perfection, and in a second way, because it has already receded from its ultimate perfection.  Human nature is deficient in the first way in children, and in the second way in the aged.  And therefore in each of these, human nature will be brought back by the resurrection of the state of its ultimate perfection…”


Is it possible that children will be resurrected at the same level of development as when they died?  If so, these children would presumably be allowed to grow up in Heaven – a childhood that would be enviable, to say the least!  Perhaps even their parents will have the joy of seeing them grow up – in a perfect world.
CONCLUSION:


In the Middle East a fable is told of a Baghdad merchant who sent his servant to the marketplace to run an errand. When the servant had completed his assignment and was about to leave the marketplace, he turned a corner and unexpectedly met Lady Death.


The look on her face so frightened him that he left the marketplace and hurried home.  He told his master what had happened and requested his fastest horse so that he could get as far from Lady Death as possible – a horse that would take him all the way to Sumera before nightfall.

Later that same afternoon the merchant himself went to the marketplace and met Lady Death. “Why did you startle my servant this morning?” he asked.


I didn’t intend to startle your servant – it was I who was startled,” replied Lad Death.  “I was surprised to see your servant in Baghdad this morning, because I have an appointment with him tonight – in Sumera.”


You and I have an appointment.  Maybe in Dunellen, or New York, or Chicago or Honduras.  Wherever, it is one appointment we will not miss.  As C. S. Lewis observed, the statistics on death are impressive – so far it is one out of one!


There are ten thousand ways you can die.  Death waits for us as a concrete floor waits for a falling light bulb.  The first person who ever died was not Adam, the first sinful man; nor Cain, the man who would be a murderer, but Abel, the one who was righteous!


The question we’ve been asking is “What will happen to me when I die?”  The answer to that question depends on a choice you get to make right now.  “Will you turn your life over to Jesus here on Earth, so that you may live with him forever in Heaven?”

Heaven is a gift, and God desperately wants to give that gift to you.  God’s greatest desire is for you to be able to enjoy him and his wonderful Heaven forever. But there is only one way to get there, and that is with Jesus.

How much does God love you?  Take a look at Jesus on the cross.  God loves you this much!

  
“I am the way, the truth, and the life,” Jesus said.  “No one comes unto the Father except through me.”  Please understand – that isn’t a threat. That is a wonderful promise.  No one has ever lived a life perfect enough to enter the doors of Heaven, except for Jesus.  You can’t earn your way into Heaven by being religious.  You can’t get to Heaven by joining a church.  You can’t work your way into Heaven by doing good deeds.

 
But you can receive the gift of Heaven just by accepting God’s forgiveness, freely given, through Jesus.  Say, “I want a new body, and a clean heart.  I want to live with you while I’m alive here on Earth, so that I can be sure that you’ll come for me and lead me home when it’s time for me to go to Heaven.”


Heaven is available to anyone and everyone.  Heaven is available to you.  But you have to choose.  If you haven’t trusted your life to Jesus before today, I want to invite you to trust him now.
PRAY

