NEXTLIFE: Part One-Do you want to go to Heaven?
Discussion Questions
· Without quoting verses at me, tell me what you already believe about Heaven.

· Where did you learn about Heaven?

· Heaven has kind of falling out of the teaching of the church, and certainly is no longer in vogue in the larger culture, why do you think that is?

John 14:1 Let not your heart be troubled: ye believe in God, believe also in me. 2 In my Father's house are many mansions: if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you. 3 And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again, and receive you unto myself; that where I am, there ye may be also.  *We may not get into the nuts and bolts of Heaven…we are going to lay a little foundation in this session. 
Every civilization in human history has been shaped by the idea that we will live forever somewhere.  

Australian aborigines pictured heaven as a distant island beyond the western horizon. 

Early Finns thought it was an island in the faraway east. 

Polynesians believed that they went to the moon after death. 

Native Americans believed that in the afterlife their spirits would hunt the spirits of the buffalo. 

The entire civilization of the Ancient Egyptians was predicated upon preparing for the world after death. 
Mezo-American cultures, like the Incas and Aztecs were much like the Egyptians in that the entirety of their culture was shaped by their belief in the next life. 

There is no ancient culture that ever existed that did not have as a fundamental, foundational part of their cultural ethos the idea of a life after this one.  The descriptions and concepts differ wildly, but the unifying thread is that they all believed in life after death.  Something that is pretty much universally accepted among anthropologist is that ancient cultures believed in the eternal, and believed that this life is not all there is. 
Early Christianity was hyper-focused on Heaven.  

It was this profound belief that we would be departing this life for the next that moved the first church to have all things common.  <Acts 2:44> While this may have been misguided zeal it certainly speaks to the fact that their focus was on the next life, not this one.   During this course of this study we will look carefully and completely at all teaching about Heaven, but before we get to that know this, the historical record speaks loudly to the fact that early Christians were much grounded in the idea of the next life, and put a premium focus on it. 
The catacombs of Rome where martyred Christians were buried are filled with inscriptions that read;

· In Christ, Alexander is not dead, but lives.

· One who lives with God.

· He was taken up into his eternal home. 

“If any righteous man among the Christians passed from this world, they rejoice and offer thanks to God, and they escort his body with songs and thanksgiving as if her were setting out from one place to another nearby.”
 – Aristides, AD 125, (explaining to a friend why this new religion was so successful.)

Anyone who has been in a foreign lands longs to return to his own native land.  We regard paradise as our native land” – Cyprian
These beliefs of early Christians sound alien in the day in which we live yet they are firmly grounded in scripture. 

Philippians 1: 21 For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. 23 I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far…

II Corinthians 5: 6 Therefore we are always confident and know that as long as we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord. 8 We… would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord.
How many Christians do you know that REALLY in their heart of hearts agree with those words of Paul?  The historical record leaves no doubt that the early Christians wholeheartedly agreed with them.  That is why they stood facing lions in the Coliseum, held hands, sang hymns, and rejoiced as they were ripped to shreds.  They stood in flames and forgave those that were killing them.  These actions were grounded in the fact that they believed truly they were departing to a better place.   They totally agreed with these verses, not as a small, somewhat ancillary teaching of their belief system but as something fundamental and basic. But how many REALLY believe and concur with these verses now?

· How many Christians would leave this life at a moments notice to go be with Jesus?

· How many Christians would walk away from earthly relationships to be in eternal, perfect, heavenly union with Christ?

How many Christians really want to go to heaven?  As a whole we put more focus and a higher premium on this life, than we do on the next life.  While the evidence I will offer is more anecdotal than empirical, it is very persuasive. 

We spend far more time pursuing secular, temporal activities, (career, hobbies, sports, entertainment, technological interests) than we do eternal activities. (Devotion, managing money in light of eternity, focusing about where and how we will spend eternity)  Most people spend far more time preparing for summer vacation than they do preparing for Heaven.  Is the amount of time you have spent planning or worrying this past week more focused on now issues, or on where and how you will spend eternity.  Even the most spiritual elements of our life focus more on the temporal as opposed to the eternal. 
Most of our prayers have to do with “now” issues.  

Most Bible study and teaching in current Christianity focus on how to deal with the issues of this life, and very little thought is given to the next life. 

The subjects most preached about in 2007 were; 1.Sex  2.Marriage & Dating 3.Finding purpose in life  4.Salvation  5.Personal Finances/Money (Preaching.Com)
According to a Barna survey the motivation for most people that attend a weekly church service is to find strength, motivation, and wisdom to help them recover from the previous week and get through the next week, and to find help for any current crisis of life they may be in.  At most, our spiritual focus is extended a week back, and a few weeks forward.  It is certainly not on countless ages in eternity.  

Even messages and sermons designed to bring people to salvation/conversion approach people from a perspective that salvation is going to help them deal with this life more than coming from a perspective of getting them ready for the world to come.   And most salvation messages have very little to say about Heaven.  We are told how to get there, but nothing at all about what will be there.  
I don’t think anyone can honestly say that American Christian thought and Christian ministry in 2008 places any weight at all on the doctrine of heaven or does a whole lot to focus people on the next life.  Our focus is by and large on the here and now.  The question is relevant….do you want to go to Heaven?  While our words say yes, our actions would say otherwise.  
Why aren’t  we excited about going to Heaven?
We have wrong information about Heaven

Heaven: The eternal Fellowship Meeting.
When I was a kid, the religious organization I was in had monthly meetings of all the churches in a given geo-graphical area, called fellowship meeting. We would come together and all the different pastors would preach a little, and every choir from every church would sing.  Then we would all eat some kind of meal in the host church dining area, then we would go back and have more church.  It was torturous to me.  A lot of Christians think of Heaven as an eternal fellowship meeting.  We are going to have lots and lots of high powered church, break to sit around long tables and eat, then go back and have more church.   I love church, and I love to eat, but I don’t want to do that…just that…for …eternity…
But this is, by and large the view and idea we have about heaven.   I have heard worship leaders shout out, during a song, we are going to sing and worship like this for all of eternity!  Wow…so...like…since we are going to do this all eternity hows about we go catch a movie now, while we can? 
“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.  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.”  - John Eldrege

Heaven: The Harp & Cloud Club
Other ideas of heaven are downright boring and tedious.  

One of my favorite childhood authors, Mark Twain, poked fun at one such view of heaven in Huckleberry Finn.  The Christian spinster, Miss Watson is trying to convert Huck from his evil, fun loving ways by telling him about Heaven.  

“She went on and told me all about the good place.  She said all a body would have to do there was go around all day long with a harp and sing, forever and ever.  So I didn’t think much of it.  I asked her if she reckoned Tom Sawyer would go there, and she said, not by a considerable sight.  I was glad about that, because I wanted him and me to be together.”

Why would a boy who spends his day fishing, playing marbles, pretending to be a soldier in the woods, floating on a raft in a big warm river, having adventures, laughing hysterically with his friends over everything a small boy finds funny, who does not really care about music, want to go to a place where his activity is restricted to floating, playing a weird instrument, and singing?

More to the point, let me take myself.  Why would a guy who likes to laugh with his family, ride a bike for miles on end, read books, eat good meals, tell stories, travel and see new places, make plans and see them through, talks non stop all day long with his friends, spend time exploring ideas and things that captivate his interest, listen to all kinds of music…why would I long for a place and want to go somewhere where I cant do any of those things I love to do?
Heaven: The Zen-like place of altered consciousness and reality
And some ideas are not just silly and tedious, they are dangerous and come from disturbing and erroneous philosophical and religious background.  I am not going to go DEEP into this right now, this is some of what I will cove next week.  But there is a prevailing belief that Heaven is purely spiritual.  That we will be in a pure spiritual state.  That Heaven is ethereal, a realm so far removed from what we know as to be beyond our imagination.  Scriptures have been misrepresented and even twisted to make people believe that Heaven is some other dimension and existence completely alien from all we know.  

Who wants to go somewhere where you know no one, have no idea how to function in that place, have no skills to thrive in that place?   This thought is frightening to people.  And rightfully so.  And again, while I don’t have time to get into it now, this idea comes from wrong sources and is completely unbiblical and false.  
I believe the reason we are not excited about heaven is because we have so much bad information about Heaven.  

Let me give you three reasons that it makes so much sense for you to focus on the NextLife.  Three reasons that we should take time to study Heaven, and prepare ourselves for life everlasting there. 

1. We are going to die. 
Hebrews 9:25 And as it is appointed unto men once to die...
We don’t like to think about death, but, unless Christ returns, we ar all going to die.  

3 people die every second.  180 every minute. 11,000 an hour.  250,000 people a day go to either Heaven or Hell.  This life will end.  But it is not the end.  
The baby in it’s mothers womb eats, sleeps, plays.  It has a perfect relationship with its mother.  It is completely content to never leave the warmth an safety of the womb.  But the moment will come when it must.  And the process is painful, and terrifying, and the baby resists.  And for the baby this feels like death.  All it knows is coming to an end.  Nothing will ever be as it was.  It has no knowledge of what is beyond its current world.  But there is life in such an expanded dimension awaiting the child.  “In my fathers house are many mansions…”    We will die and there is a life that awaits us…

You will spend…at most…80…90 years here.  Some of us may pass that mark by a few years.  

You will spend time beyond comprehension in Eternity.  You will spend time in such a degree that our current understanding of time and it’s passage are inadequate.  Why would you spend 99 percent of your energy focused on the part of your existence that is so miniscule in comparison to eternity that the most brilliant mind cannot give you an adequate comparison? 

Would NASA spend 50 years and millions of dollars preparing for a trip to Mars and never spend anytime studying their destination?  
2. We are commanded to.  
Colossians 3:1 If ye then be risen with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of God. 2 Set your hearts on things above, not on things on the earth.
This is a direct command to live a Heaven centered life.  And since, as we will learn in subsequent study, Christ is the center of Heaven, a Heaven centered life is a Christ centered life.  As we have already read, the longing of Scripture was to be with the Lord.  To long for Heaven is to long for Christ.  But the Bible also makes this distinction.  Set your heart…on things above.  Not just Christ. 

zeteo – (set your hearts on) “Denotes mans general philosophical search or quest”  “the search that drives your  life”.  This is the same word used in Luke 19:10…where is state that the Son of Man came to seek…  It speaks of the purpose of a life.  

Make the purpose of your life to seek the things that are above.  Heaven.  

Zeteo is in the present tense, meaning an ongoing action.  This is to be the climate of your life.  There is a reason this is a command in scripture.  We are commanded to do what we don’t naturally do.   Otherwise there would be no need for the command.  It is not natural to us to set our affection on things above.  To seek things above…  Everything conspires to make focus on this life.  
3. It keeps this world in perspective. 
A right understanding about Heaven will make what happens here so much more endurable.  When we understand what truly awaits us we will not grow so enamored of our sinful pursuits.  

Romans 8:18 For I reckon that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us.
When you do not have this right perspective you grow disproportionately focused down here.  Had they been mindful of the country they came out of…

Something happens to Christians who become focused on the next life.  

“If you read history, you will find that the Christians who did the most for the present world were just those who thought most of the next.  The Apostles themselves, who set on foot the conversion of the Roman Empire, the great men who built up the Middle Ages, The English Evangelicals who abolished the Slave Trade, all left their mark on Earth, precisely because their minds were occupied with Heaven.  It is since Christians have largely ceased to to think of the other world that they have become so ineffective in this.  Aim at Heaven and you will get earth thrown in: am at earth and you will get neither.”
Over the next several weeks we are going to dispel some of the erroneous beliefs about Heaven, show you where they come from.  And give you an accurate picture of our eternal destiny, and what I pray is that you will begin to long for Heaven.  That you will learn to seek things above.  That our focus will shift from this life…to the next life. 

Next week we will address some wrong teachings on Heaven, and start to learn what Heaven will really be like.  
