Readings: Acts 7: 51 – 60,  John 13: 36 – John 14: 11


Sermon:
Heaven: now and then, time and space?

Heaven: now and then.

In this life and in the next life.

Heaven in time.

Heaven in eternity.

Heaven in space or heaven as a different quality of life.

Sometimes we wonder if talk like this is pure fantasy.

Something we talk about so we don’t have to face up to nothingness.

Well maybe.

But maybe not as well!

As Astro physicists use radio telescopes to explore space

they are discovering that there’s even a closer connection 

between space and time than we thought.

As they look far into space 

they see not only long distances 

they also see backwards through time, 

as far back as the big bang even.

And they tell us that space is expanding into tomorrow

If we can get our minds around that!

Not that this helps us answer our questions about heaven!

But it does remind us that our understanding of reality

Is a restricted understanding.

If we can get our heads around the possibility 

of a radio telescope picking up what astronomers interpret as

faint echoes of the beginning of time

then perhaps we can also get our head around 

the possibility of a continuing life with God 

after our life in time and space has come to an end!

Our Bible passages this morning include 

one very familiar passage and one less familiar one.

They both raise questions about heaven.

We know John 14 well because it is often read at funerals.

Jesus said: Do not let your hearts be troubled.

Believe in God.  Believe also in me.

In my fathers house there are many dwelling places.

If it were not so I would have told you.

This passage is full of wonder.

The cadences roll off the tongue full of reassurance.

There are many times when our hearts are troubled,

not least when we are confronted by death. 

At these times we need to hear the comfort these words offer.

Through the fog of grief we may not think about them(
we just hear their reassurance and know that 

somehow we’ll get through this 

because God is with us.

But today we think and today we ask 

what is it that these verses assure us of?

In Acts ch 7 we read that just before he died 

Stephen saw heaven.

He gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God

And Jesus standing at the right hand of God.

What was he gazing at?

A place?

Another dimension?

Another time?

A different life?

We might tell the children that 

Grandma’s gone to heaven to be with Jesus.

Bu sometimes it’s hard to know the difference between 

the comforting things we say

and what we actually believe.

What is heaven?

Where is heaven?

We often prefer to skip over these questions for various reasons - 

· theologically and emotionally they are fraught,

· and any implied positive statement seems 

to fly in the face of some of the sciences

On the other hand, to say that there is no heaven

steals our hope.

For a few minutes today

we put our toes onto the slippery theological slope 

of what scholars call ‘the last things!’

Children plunge right down this slope

and ask the questions that adults baulk at.

When a pet dies,

they sometimes ask if it has gone to heaven too.

Some of us mutter a non-commital answer

While others of us say something about 

God loving everything that lives 

and so God will also look after the pet that died.

This sounds pastorally sensitive answer to a distraught child,

But might it also reflect the reality of a loving creator in relationship with creation?!

In some sections of the Christian church

previous generations were more open about heaven 

than we tend to be – 

Half the old hymns were all about the life to come

and our final destination with God.

They were filled with poetic imagery:

crystal fountains,

streets of gold,

and other equally unlikely features if taken literally,

and yet as metaphors they conveyed a sense of 

wealth and wholeness and paradise:

life as it was meant to be enjoyed with God.

They conjured up something of the abundant life 

that Jesus said he came to give.

Last week we thought about the things that rob us 

of that abundant life in the present,

and we sang that new catchy song about 

being on the road to heaven.

Last week I said that heaven begins now.

And when I asked where heaven is

Benjamin Galt said that heaven is in our heart.

That’s a great way of summarising the present gift 

of abundant life offered by Jesus 

and freely available to all.

Given that the idea of the abundant life comes from John ch 10

and today we are reading of heaven from John ch 14

we might think that by reading in context
we can responsibly interpret John 14 as also being about 

present day union with God through Jesus Christ.

Certainly the next chapter of the gospel,

- Chapter 15 - picks up these very ideas.

Remember that John 15 is where we get the images of 

the vine and the branches 

and the importance of abiding in Christ.

So does a careful contextual reading of chapter 14 

therefore affirm life in the present with God

and fail to address the question of a life to come?

Very often the writer of John’s Gospel does write 

of what theologians call a realised eschatology. 

Eschatology is the study or the logic of the eschaton.

And eschaton means the end times.

So a realised eschatology is about the end times 

being already realised.

That is, that the end times have begun 

and all the spiritual goodies of heaven so-called 

are available to us now.

There is no later.

Of all the gospels, it is John’s Gospel that 

most consistently says that 

all the good things, and all the promises of the next age 

are already here.

We don’t have to wait for heaven, in fact.

The abundant life of Jesus is available now.
But take a realised eschatology too far 

and you get an extreme form of Christianity 

that forgets that we live in an imperfect world, 

and believes, among other things, that all illness 

is caused by sin and a lack of faith

all of which can be presently overcome in the name of Christ.

You won’t find that extremity here at St John’s and

Nor will you find it in John’s Gospel.

Ch 14 of John’s Gospel

clearly introduces an eschatology – a logic of the last things – 

that is not yet present.

The beginning of chapter 14 is addressed to disciples 

who are in a state of shock.

The One they follow and place all their hopes in 

has just told them he is going to leave them.

And they can’t follow him to the place he is going.

Jesus seeks to comfort them in their shock.

He calms them down with

an explanation of some present realities
and how those present realities would connect in the future.

In my father’s house, he said, there are many dwelling places:


Present reality.

The words used here

are the words for house and rooms and places people live:

the place people call home.

The place where we can relax and be ourselves.

The place to which we retreat when life gets too much.

Our refuge.

Jesus’ Father – God - has something akin to that.


It’s a metaphor for sure,

but the reality behind it can best be understood 

by using that particular metaphor.

And in that dwelling place there are many places 

for people to take refuge and securely belong.

The many is many in the sense of ‘room for everyone.’

No one need miss out for lack of room.

Jesus continued: “And if I go,

Or  rather, since I am going 

Understand that I am preparing a place for you,

I will come again and take you to myself,

So that where I am there you may be also.

I might be leaving you for a bit, but it won’t be forever.

There is nothing obscure about this.

This is the future reality.

And there is clear sense of difference between the place now

and the place then.

We belong here now, but in the future we will belong there.

The constant factor between now and then is Jesus 

to whom we belong and with whom we are united.

It’s this kind of thinking that leads some Christians 

to call heaven ‘home.’

When someone says that they want to be “home with the Lord” 

this need not be a cowardly euphemism.

It could well be a strong faith affirmation based on John 14!

Jesus goes on to tell the disciples that they know the way 

to the place he is going:

that they already know how to get to heaven, so to speak.

But Thomas protests that none of them have a clue!

At this point Jesus pulls the picture together.

You do know, Thomas -

Getting to heaven is not as esoteric and mysterious 

as you make out!

All your life you have prayed that God will show you 

his way of life and you’ve promised to walk in the way.

All your life you’ve heard faithful people pray 

that they will be led in the paths of righteousness 

for his name’s sake.

And I have been teaching you and answering those prayers.

Jesus goes on to say that 

it wasn’t just the words he spoke or the deeds he did.

It was his very person.

He, Jesus, the Word that was in the beginning with God.

Not only taught and demonstrated 

But essentially he embodied God’s way of life and to life.

He, Jesus, was God’s faithful one, 

the reliable one, 

the wisdom and the promise of God.

Just as he is the gate to abundant life now

So he is the ‘yes’ to all our prayers, our hopes and dreams

for life to come.

Because the Lord is my shepherd

He shows me the way

He gives me the life

And he reveals to me the truth about the very self of God 

in and through Jesus Christ.

This is why goodness and mercy will follow me 

all the days of my life, 

through death and into another life with God.

And along with many many others

I shall dwell securely in a place of eternal belonging 

for ever and ever.  Amen

