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1 Give ear to my words, O Lord; give heed to my sighing.  2 Listen to the sound of my cry, 
my King and my God, for to you I pray.  3 O Lord, in the morning you hear my voice; in 
the morning I plead my case to you, and watch.  4 For you are not a God who delights in 
wickedness; evil will not sojourn with you.  5 The boastful will not stand before your eyes; 
you hate all evildoers.  6 You destroy those who speak lies; the Lord abhors the 
bloodthirsty and deceitful.  7 But I, through the abundance of your steadfast love, will 
enter your house.  I will bow down toward your holy temple in awe of you.  8 Lead me, O 
Lord, in your righteousness because of my enemies; make your way straight before me.  
(Ps. 5:1-8 NRSV) 
 
18 I consider the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory 
about to be revealed to us. 19 For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing 
of the children of God; 20 for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but 
by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope 21 that the creation itself will be set free 
from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. 
22 We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until now; 23 and 
not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan 
inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. 24 For in hope we 
were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what is seen? 25 But if 
we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. (Rm. 8:18-25 NRSV) 
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 "What is heaven like," said I to my parents when I was a wee child.  My family had 
gone to Sumter, SC, to visit my great-grandmother – and, as a part of the trip, we went to 
my ancestral burial grounds.  As we stood at the grave of the grandfather I'd never known, 
I distinctly remember asking my parents the age-old question…"what is heaven like?" 
 Each of us has asked this question in one way or other a thousand times.  We have 
been taught that heaven awaits us after death – so we are naturally curious about what lies 
ahead.  Will we be re-united with friends and relations?  Will I know the grandfathers I 
never had the joy of meeting in this life?  Will I recognize my mother and will she 
recognize me?  Will people know me as Bill Klein?  Thousands of questions and not many 
answers. 

2 
 In his Letters From Earth, Mark Twain satirically has Satan write letters to his angel 
friend Gabriel, describing how earthlings imagine heaven. He finds utterly incongruous 
what he observes.  For example…Satan says people imagine time in heaven will be filled 
with endless heavenly choirs singing to the accompaniment of golden harps that are 
issued to each person as they pass through the pearly gates.  The incongruity is that these 
same people who imagine heaven in this way cannot manage to stay awake for ten 
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minutes when they go to the symphony.  Why, then, do they wish to spend eternity 
listening to what bores them to tears in this life? 
 In his typically sacrilegious way, Twain made a good point because, you have to 
admit, our ideas of heaven are pretty strange.  We enshroud heaven in so much peculiar 
mythology it is a wonder we hope for it at all. 
 The truth of the matter is that we do not know what heaven will be like.  Jesus 
himself was asked this question and his response shed no light on the subject.  "Only the 
Father knows…" he said.  Not a very satisfying answer for curious minds, to say the least. 
 There was great wisdom in his response, though.  His purpose, after all, was to 
enrich this life.  The “life to come” may be a big concern to us…but this life was his 
concern.  He came to address this life – to provide an answer to our present longings – to 
call us away from the idolatry of our speculations so we may truly engage the living God 
in the here and now.   
 There are Christians who truly believe the only reason Jesus came among us was to 
get us into heaven.  The Bible loudly announces that Jesus came to call us into a 
relationship with God in the present.  Christ came to call us into "kingdom living" not in 
the great by-and-by…but here and now.  As Christ said, "be not anxious…seek first the 
kingdom of God and his righteousness…"1 
 Our business is the things of this life.  The business of faith is the things of this life… 
things such as its joys and sorrows, its justices and injustices…things such comforting one 
another in the midst of a storm and helping one another pick up the pieces after the storm 
passes.   

Our concern, if it is Christ we follow, is with today and with how we can be open to 
the restored communion God offers in the here and now.  We are to rejoice in this life and 
to be glad in it…and let each chronological and eternal tomorrow take care of itself. 

3 
 Interestingly enough, though, as we address ourselves faithfully to the things of this 
life – as we lay claim to the eternal life God makes available to us through Christ in this 
life, we will, as a by-product, gain insight into what heaven may be like in all its fullness.  
We will receive a glimpse of the life to come. 
 I know…this is a bold statement.  But, I believe it is a statement that proves itself 
again and again in our experience.  "How do you play softball," the young boy asks.  
"What is marriage like," the curious and anxious couple asks.  "What is it like to have 
cancer," the uncomfortable visitor asks. 
 Plenty of words can be put forth in answer to these questions.  But, the most 
compelling way to know how to play softball, or to know what marriage is like, or to 
know what it is like to have cancer is to become a participant.  Anything less than full 
participation cannot fully provide an answer.   
 That said, I don’t want to have to experience everything.  I don’t want to experience 
cancer.  There are some awful things in this life I hope to avoid…and hope you can too.  So 
to understand what it is like to experience those things I have not experienced, I need to 
listen to those who have.  I need to stand with them as nearly as I can.   
 Rainer Marie Rilke (1875–1926) was a Bohemian-Austrian novelist, poet, and wise 
man.  A student once asked him, "What should I do with my life?"  Rilke said to him, "You 
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must live your questions and only after living them will an answer emerge.  You must 
commit yourself to living your questions." 
 "What is eternal life or heaven like?"  The answer scripture supplies is that we must 
live life…we must live it individually and with others – and, by living our lives mindful of 
God, we will discover the answer. 
 I believe this is precisely what Jesus had in mind.  That is why he was so concerned 
about showing us the proper way to live our lives.  He knew that if we could learn to live 
his way, not only could we begin our "kingdom living" in the present, but we could have 
the clearest glimpse possible of what full life in God's kingdom must be like. 
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 So, the question we need to ask ourselves may be this:  "What is life like?  What does 
the life Christ painted for us look like?" 
 Each week I (and every preacher that fills any pulpit) work away at this very 
question.  So, I'll not try to provide you with an exhaustive answer in one sermon.  Let me 
simply point to the lesson I read from Romans.  In his letter, Paul gives us a beautifully 
succinct description that can shed light on this life and the life to come…and on the 
dimension of eternity that is common to both realms. 
 Paul speaks to us of an attitude toward life when he says we should live in "eager 
expectation."  Think about that for a moment.  How many people do you know who 
actually face life eagerly or expectantly? 
 Paul's point was that as followers of Jesus, we are citizens of two kingdoms:  the 
kingdom we see every day…and the kingdom not confined to what we see every day.  
This dual citizenship gives to us a vantage point others do not have.  It enables us to 
embrace the sin and disappointment and suffering of this life, it enables us to face a 
fearsome hurricane – not with panic or despair, but with hope – not with defeated 
resignation, but with absolute assurance.  We may experience loneliness, hunger, 
hardship, property damage, and dreadful illness…but we know beyond any doubt that 
not even these awesome forms of suffering can cancel God's love for us. 
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 And how can I be so certain of this?  Paul says the presence of the Holy Spirit is our 
certainty.  The Spirit is our certainty because God's purpose throughout all of history has 
been to restore communion, community, and communication with humanity.  In fact, 
don't we define salvation as "true communion with God?"  It is the Holy Spirit who has 
already begun this heavenly work in our midst.  Just as the first sheaves of grain indicate 
what the harvest will be like, so does the presence of the Holy Spirit integrate us into 
God's kingdom…while also showing us something of what the kingdom in all its fullness 
will be like. 
 It may be helpful to think of it in this way…though with Hurricane Florence raging, 
this may not be the best analogy…   
 

 We are like people on a drought-parched land who hear the distant thunder of the 
approaching storm.  The refreshing wind brings with it the smell of rain and the first few 
drops of moisture.  We rejoice as we stand on the barren land, knowing it will soon be 
washed with the life-giving rain whose presence we already sense.   
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 So, we stand in our parched and barren present, looking forward with confidence to 
God's redemption we see begun in Christ, a redemption sure to come because, with the 
Holy Spirit's presence, we already feel those first showers of God's own healing love.2 

 
6 

 "What is heaven like?"  A piece of the answer lies in living this life to the full – 
living as Christ prescribed – living within speaking and hearing distance of the Holy Spirit 
who is the first installment of God's eternal kingdom. 
 This may not be the kind of answer that satisfies everyone…particularly folks 
outside the faith.  But, for us who walk by faith, this answer is enough to set our hearts 
afire with eager expectation of God's kingdom in all its fullness.  
 May God open us to the presence and power of the Holy Spirit so we may truly live 
life…and, in the living of it, discover the wonders of earth and heaven.  Amen. 
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1 See Matthew 6:25-34. 
2 Achtemeier, Paul J.  1985.  John, in Interpretation.  Atlanta: JKPress, 147. 


