7th Nov 2010
Imagining Heaven
Readings:  

Job 19.23-27a

23 “Oh, that my words were recorded,

that they were written on a scroll,

24 that they were inscribed with an iron tool on lead,

or engraved in rock for ever!

25 I know that my Redeemer lives,

and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.

26 And after my skin has been destroyed,

yet in my flesh I will see God;

27 I myself will see him with my own eyes.
Luke 20. 27-38

27 Some of the Sadducees, who say there is no resurrection, came to Jesus with a question. 
28 “Teacher,” they said, “Moses wrote for us that if a man’s brother dies and leaves a wife but no children, the man must marry the widow and have children for his brother. 
29 Now there were seven brothers. The first one married a woman and died childless. 
30 The second 31 and then the third married her, and in the same way the seven died, leaving no children. 
32 Finally, the woman died too. 
33 Now then, at the resurrection whose wife will she be, since the seven were married to her?”
34 Jesus replied, “The people of this age marry and are given in marriage. 
35 But those who are considered worthy of taking part in that age and in the resurrection from the dead will neither marry nor be given in marriage, 
36 and they can no longer die; for they are like the angels.   They are God’s children, since they are children of the resurrection. 
37 But in the account of the bush, even Moses showed that the dead rise, for he calls the Lord ‘the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’. 
38 He is not the God of the dead, but of the living, for to him all are alive.”
Sermon
A man died and got to the pearly gates, there were two queues of men waiting to get in, one queue was short and the other was long.  He knew exactly what to do - he joined the short queue.  Another man arrived in the line behind him and asked why 
there were two different queues, and what they were for; he replied, “That long queue over there is for hen-pecked husbands ….. I don’t know what this queue is for … but my wife told me to stand here.”!
The Sadducees didn’t believe in the resurrection….   and anyway, as you know, they were so “sad-you-see” that they wouldn’t have understood that joke anyway.
They were being deliberately obtuse asking Jesus a ridiculous question and trying to trick him into a futile argument about “who” would be married to “who” in heaven.  

There is a marvellous memorial inscription in Boxford Church.  It reads: 
“In memory of Elizabeth Hyam of this parish, for the 4th time a widow; who, by a fall that brought on mortification, was at last “hastened” to her end on 4th May 1748 in her 113th year!  

… I love “at last hastened”! 
The Sadducees were effectively worrying about which husband would claim Elizabeth Hyam, and other splendid old girls like her.
But Jesus wasn’t going to play that game, he explained that we are children of the resurrection, that means that after our death we will be restored to life, a very different sort of life.  In another age we will be like the angels, with a different sort of everlasting body.  Jesus tells us that God isn’t interested in the dead, he is the God of the living, and one day we will all be living again.
So why do we worry about what the future in this life holds for us? 
Should we really know anything about our future? I would say not.  
Others will tell you ‘any old thing’ about your supposed future … if you pay them a few quid. 
We know we will die, that’s the one thing that is certain.  But “What happens to us when we die?" we all must wonder from time to time.  Its really hard to imagine what heaven will be like….  if we try to base it on what our lives are like now. 
A survey has just been done about ‘who are the happiest people in the British Isles’, 

Turns out it’s us…. in East Anglia…that’s nice isn’t it?  Apparently we are at our absolute happiest when we are watching television and eating either pizza or chocolate.  How’s that for a model for eternal life, sitting in our living rooms in jolly old 
East Anglia watching re-runs of “Strictly Come Dancing” or “the X Factor”, 
chomping our way through another take-away Pepperoni or a bar of Cadburys…
Personally I think its going to be better than that, but we can only imagine it from our own rather narrow perspective.
For instance I would never possibly have imagined 18 months ago that I would be re-married and spending part of my time in the bush in Africa often 30 miles from the nearest white woman, where there is often no water (or no electricity …or both) 
and all my friends are Zulus.  If someone had told me that… I just wouldn’t have been able to believe it!
Or imagine, for a moment, that a baby tried to imagine his future, only on his experience of  the past.   He would assume that he would never be able to walk, or talk, never be able to clothe or feed himself.   His future would look dismal. 
If we are going to base our future on our past, what do we have to look forward to? More sins? More failures? Then I could see why the Sadducees wouldn’t want to believe in life after death.  It would be a pretty grizzly thought, to think that our future will be just like life now …a kind of action replay?   Who would want to live forever...
with all of the same old mistakes, the same petty arguments and the same rubbish decisions in our lives, all over again? 
I think we can safely say our future in heaven will not be like that.  Instead it will be as God wants it to be for us. 
Jesus said, “Don’t let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. 
In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it weren’t so, I would have told you. 
I am going there to prepare a place for you.  I will come back and take you to be with me, that you also may be where I am.” 
Our Father only wants the best for us.  Consider for a minute what would you most wish for, for your own children?

The same God who gave you life has prepared a future life for you too. 
A better kind of life … thank God for that!   No more headaches. No more death. No more sin.   That is His promise to us.
Jesus doesn’t try to explain to the Sadducees how God will do all these things;                                                  he just believes that it’s so.  He doesn’t go into any details.    There are some things that are better left to the wonder, the mystery and awe of God. 
But perhaps all we need to consider is the kind of life we live now? 
There has been quite a bit of research over the years, (the latest by Professor Robert Putnam).  He found that people who believe in Jesus are more likely to do something for someone else, to give way in queues, to be kind to strangers, to give to charity, and not just their church;  that they are better citizens, better neighbours, more likely to volunteer and, interestingly, more likely to be tolerant of other peoples’ beliefs.                               
You would think that atheists have a high old time, they don’t have to worry about judgement or heaven or hell …    But apparently atheists are more selfish and less tolerant, and because of that, they are more isolated, less morally aware, and unlikely to share common values.  They are less generous, less likely to have good personal relationships, and overall lead less happy, less fulfilling lives.       
                                                                                                                                                         As Christians our lives can be lived with a certain amount of hope, a certain amount of daring … adventure … confidence.These possibilities are there because we know that this life is fleeting.   We don’t have to invest everything here because we know that there is more, in the scope of God’s grand design: something beyond. But, at the same time, the promise of heaven in the future helps us invest in loving God and our neighbour now;  which lays up treasure there in Heaven… rather than here on earth.

"A husband and wife were about to divorce;  for a month they had been gathering all the damaging facts against each other that they could find. Their occasional meetings were acidic … fraught with conflict.  Then he had a call from the hospital. She had been in an accident.  She was hovering between life and death.  He sat at her bedside … and with no word about the recent past, they began to live life together again,                                                                                        starting from the very best memory of their original love for each other.
That is how we would all be, if our lives were threatened, our priorities would suddenly be different, all the old resentments and nit-picking would fade away.

And that’s the clue really isn’t it, what would we be doing today, if today was our last?  Who would we ring …?   who would we forgive…?  who would we thank…?    who would we hug…?

It is that kind of meaning to life that Jesus is speaking of when he told the Sadducees, "they are God’s children, because they are children of the Resurrection," which means we live with a different set of assumptions, a different set of values.

A husband and wife on the verge of divorce can see life clearer when faced with death                                                                         because they now see things from an eternal viewpoint.   They can make a new investment in life, and in their relationship, because they see that in the long run, it is in good relationships … that this life has its ultimate meaning.

Our promise of life beyond this one gives us an extra dimension it alters how we live out our lives. On the one hand, trivia looses its importance, on the other good values, the really important things, take on added meaning.   We are assured of heaven, and because of that assurance, we can live differently,  we can live for God and for our neighbours and friends, we can rejoice in life as a celebration, a looking forward to a new life in eternity.

So can we agree with Job? He had a pretty terrible life actually, not much to rejoice about.  But he knew beyond doubt, despite all that had happened to him that in the end he would be face to face with his Lord, seeing him with his own eyes.
You know, speaking of the promise of heaven shouldn’t just be reserved for use at funerals.   Because that promise affects the way we live out our day to day existence;                                                     the way we make decisions, the way we sort out our values,  the way we live with others, and with ourselves. The promise of heaven is not just some “pie in the sky” hope for us…   
When Christ comes again and brings us home, what a great moment that will be!                                               
Job said:  “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.   In my flesh I will see God;   I myself will see him with my own eyes.  
So when we are queuing to get into heaven, we needn’t worry about which queue we are in, in a sense, we are already in that queue now.   We know really that watching “Strictly” and eating pizza is not the pinnacle of joy for us, something far better awaits us and it will happen when we see God face to face, with our own eyes.
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