“What Happens in Heaven?”

Revelation 5: 11-14

The Danish philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard once told the story about an immense hallway with two doors at the end. Over one door there was a sign that read: “heaven.” Over the other door was a sign that read: “lecture on heaven?” And Kierkegaard said, you can imagine which one the people were flocking through.

Whether it be a lecture or sermon, to attempt to say a word about heaven is a rather outlandish thing and not many will flock to hear it. I mean, who knows what heaven will be like? Yet the Bible occasionally offers glimpses, hints, rumors – if you will – of that realm to come. The modern day Christian contemplative, Kathleen Norris speaks of heaven as a foolish concept, but yet one that is apparently irresistible to the human spirit. (Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith, p. 367). Heaven is indeed an irresistible thought to us mere mortals.

I don’t know about you, but I just love jokes about heaven. One that seems appropriate to the time of years we are in was a New Yorker cartoon that showed St. Peter standing behind his desk at the Pearly Gates with an open ledger and a quill pen. He begins addressing those before him with these words:

       "Welcome aboard. You are now exempt from federal, state and local taxes. "

Given that April 15 was this week, maybe you too are looking forward to that benefit in heaven.

 My favorite of all heaven jokes is this one: A man approached the gates of heaven when St. Peter stopped him and said, "Oh, no. You don't get into heaven anymore just for being good. You have to have done something truly great. Have you done anything that you can say is really and truly great in your life?"

The man thought for a minute and said, "I saw a group of skinhead bikers harassing an old lady so I kicked over the leader's bike and slapped and spit in his face."

"That's great!" St. Peter exclaimed. "When did you do that?"

And he replied "About three minutes ago."

 All of us want to go to heaven, just not too soon.

The passage of scripture we have read this morning might be described as a snapshot. It is one small photo of a larger picture of heaven that we find Chapters 4 and 5 of that mysterious New Testament book called The Revelation to John.

 Next year’s Presbyterian Women Bible study is going to be on Revelation. So if you’d like to study that, I would encourage you to join one of those PW circles starting in September. I know you will learn a lot. (Men – all you guys – I guess you’ll have to start your own study!)

 For all of its seeming mystery - its outlandish symbol and metaphor- Revelation is a surprisingly simple book. Its theme is really very clear and concise. It says that the risen Christ – the one we celebrate and give thanks for in this season of Easter – will have the last word in human history. And his word will be victory over evil.

 The Revelation to John was penned in one of the most violent times in the history of the early church. Christians were under siege by the Roman Empire under Caesar Domitian. Martyrdom was prevalent. Christians were being burned at the stake, thrown to the wild animals, tortured and pressed to recant their faith in Jesus. This world was not a pleasant or safe place for them. Is it any wonder that a glimpse of heaven is a part of John’s revelation? When this world is so ugly, would not one long for a better place?

 The verses today are the closing scene in a heavenly vision that John is granted. The vision begins at the start of chapter 4 where John is transported into the throne room of heaven. I would encourage you to read all of chapter 4 and 5. But what John sees is simply amazing, awe-inspiring, and full of wonder. He sees colors like sparkling jewels; creatures that defy easy description; he sees people and yes, he sees God, seated on the throne of heaven. And while he is there, worship and song fills the air:

“Holy, holy, holy. The Lord God Almighty, who was and is and is to come.”

 John’s vision of heaven pours over into the 5th chapter and there the worship and praise continue, only this time its object is another figure – the Lamb. In Revelation “the Lamb” is the favorite title for Jesus. He is described in v. 6 as “a Lamb standing as if it had been slaughtered.” For those of us who know our location in this season of Easter, that image is powerful. The slaughtered Lamb, Jesus, who became the sacrifice for our sins and the sins of all humanity, is “standing” in heaven. That word “standing” is anastasis, the Greek word for “risen.” Yes, he – the Lamb- was slaughtered; slain by the same worldly powers that were now, a generation or two later persecuting and killing the Lamb’s followers. But the good news is that the slaughtered Lamb is now standing! He is risen!

 And then what happens next in chapter 5 is that the praise and glory that was offered in chapter 4 to the one on the throne is now offered to both the one on the throne and to the Lamb! For he – the Lamb – is said to worthy.

 This is the glimpse we get into heaven and what happens there. Do you understand it now? Now do you grasp the fullness of its meaning? If you do then you are better interpreters than I. There is profound mystery here! One theologian has said that heaven is a truth beyond language. That theologian – St. Augustine – used the Latin term ineffibilis – to describe it: ineffable – beyond words. Perhaps the best that one can do is point and say, “Look!”  (see Pulpit Resource, October-December 1999, p 20)

I think this ineffability at describing heaven and what happens there is wonderfully displayed in this fact. Did you know that in these 4 shorts verses that comprise the closing scene of John’s vision of heaven the word “and” is used 24 times! What came to mind for me when I noticed that fact in the text is this: Have you ever noticed how a child will tell you about an experience she has had that is exciting?

 “We went to Disney World and I rode Dumbo and  Small World and there were big hippos in the safari trip and Space Mountain was scary and we got really hot and we had dippin' dots cause it’s the ice cream of tomorrow and then we went to the haunted mansion and Pirates of the Caribbean and  and…and…and…and!”

That’s what it’s like trying to describe heaven and what happens there. One of the greatest theologians of our lifetime, Karl Barth confessed to a recurring dream. He saw himself arriving at the Pearly Gates pulling a child’s wagon, in which were neatly stacked all of his writings. As Barth interpreted the dream, all his knowledge and theologizing was but child’s play when compared to God’s greatness and grace.

  And so it may be child’s play for us to attempt to say anything about heaven today. But then again didn’t Jesus say unless you become like children, you will never see the kingdom of heaven? So let’s risk childlikeness (if not childishness) for moment

Given John’s revelation, could it possibly be that we can say the following about what happens in heaven? Could it possibly be that…

…We will see the crucified and risen Jesus?

 John did. And that is the wonderful Easter promise to all of us – that one day we will walk into the present of our Creator God. And not only will we behold the extent of God’s majesty and glory; we will also behold the depths of his love for us.

 How is Jesus introduced in this vision of heaven? As the lamb that was slaughtered. Yes, he is standing! Yes, he is risen! But even in heaven he is recognized as the One who gave his life for the salvation of us all. Even in heaven Christ bears the marks of the redemption. This is the depth of love that God has for us that God would allow his son Jesus to be the Lamb that was slain. But the Easter good news is that God vindicated the slain Lamb by raising him from the dead to show that there is no power in heaven or earth greater than suffering love!

 Imagine what this message would mean to those early Christians who were facing such massive persecution. No matter what troubles this world may throw at you, God’s suffering love in Jesus will overcome it! Therefore stand fast! Persevere! Be faithful! God did not forsake his Lamb and he will not forsake you!

 Another question that comes to mind for me with John’s vision of heaven is this” Could it possibly be that another thing that happens in heaven is that…

…We will sing loudly and unashamedly to God?

When you read Revelation, one of the things that jump out at you is that it is filled with songs, hymns and singing. In the few verses we read today, songs of praise pour out of the text. Look at verses 11 and 12:

11Then I looked, and I heard the voice of many angels surrounding the throne and the living creatures and the elders; they numbered myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands, 12singing with full voice, “Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!”

“Singing with full voice.” Do you ever sing with full voice? Maybe you do, in the shower; or in the car? I can’t help but do it when I put 38 Special on in the car and join them in singing “So Caught Up in You!”

So caught up in you, little girl.

You’re the one that’s got me down on my knees!

 But do we ever get so caught up in praise to God that we fall to our knees or sing in full voice? Church is one of the few remaining places in this world where people gather and sing together. But how muted our voices often are. Friends, we best start practicing, because I dare say when we get to heaven, there will be lots of singing! And I can only imagine how loudly and unashamedly we will sing!

 It’s not in our Presbyterian Hymnal, but the Moravians love to sing it. Its title is “Sing Hallelujah, Praise the Lord” and it captures the strength of song depicted in the text we have read today:

There we to all eternity
Shall join the angelic lays
And sing in perfect harmony
To God our Savior’s praise;
He hath redeemed us by His blood,
And made us kings and priests to God,
For us, for us, the Lamb was slain!
Praise ye the Lord! Amen.

Finally today, as we wonder about what happens in heaven, could it possibly be that…

…It will be a much more crowded place that we think?

Did you notice how many voices were lifted in praise in this vision of heaven?

“They numbered myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands.”

Do you know how many a “myriad” is? I looked it up and it can be either 10,000 or it can be an indefinite or infinite number. However you look at it, a “myriad of myriads” is a bunch of folk? Could it be that when we get to heaven we will be amazed how many people are there? I’m sure we will be startled to find out that some folks will be there we never expected to see in glory? And I’m sure there may even be some folks who are surprised to see us there!

 Perhaps you think this reflection on heaven today was a waste of time. How could any of us know what heaven is like and what happens there. But consider the words of C.S. Lewis who said:

 “Those most conscious of another world have made the most effective Christians in this one.”

 To that I would say, “Amen!” May the glimpse of glory that John has bequeathed to us whet our appetite for that "great gettin’ up mornin’" in such a way that we will labor for God’s kingdom to come on this earth even as it has in heaven.
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