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Sunday 22 February 2009 Sermon  - King’s Centre Christian Church, Sheffield, UK 
 

Heaven Series Sermon 2 – What happens when I die? 
Nick Allan 

 
Intro 
Recap last week – HOPE, images of heaven & hell & caution with the language. The message that ought 
to come through for Christians when we investigate further into these topics is that there is a huge hope – 
both in this life, and beyond. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

·  You and I as Christians are committed, at least in theory, to the thought of life after death. In fact, 
to a life of glory beyond death – yet generally we give that prospect very little attention! 

·  Many of us have questions – many don’t really know or understand what the bible does say – and 
that’s serious. 

·  Heaven & Hell aren’t divine afterthoughts. These are destinies which are intrinsic to all the Bible 
teaches about God and humanity – although we must be careful in using words like that because 
there are a lot of confused interpretations/connotations attached to them – heaven & hell are loaded 
words, aren’t they? 

o So for us to properly understand them means to better grasp the mind of Christ – and to live 
accordingly 

o We’re doing this teaching series because I firmly believe that a correct and hope-filled 
understanding of our ultimate destinies should radically affect the way that we live the 
Christian life now 

o But once we’ve understood the basics – don’t worry too much about it! No-one knows the 
clear details, or the time and the hour, but we can live in light of our future hope & 
assurance of salvation. 

 
Reminder also from last week that our ultimate destination is new heavens & new earth, glorified and 
perfected, no more sin because death is defeated, the dwelling place of God is with man. All wonderful 
things to look forward to and hold ahead of us, as our hope, while we delve into the details today. 
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Readings 
Titus 3:3-8   
 

 

 

 

 

Luke 23:39-46  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What happens when I die? Popular attitudes to death 
 
So one of life’s biggest questions is: ‘What happens when I die?’  
Without a doubt, death is something which is very likely to happen to all of us! And many of us have 
experienced the death of others around us – close family and friends, loved ones, or we witness others 
dying of TV, or in disasters or wars.  

·  Yet, for perhaps most of the humans in the UK today, people are somewhat unsure of what 
happens next.  

 
People seem to have multiple ideas about what does happen after death – think about the public reaction to 
death of Diana Princess of Wales. 

·  There was a tremendous outpouring of public grief and affection 
·  queues for hours of people to sign books of remembrance – desperate not to lose the essence of the 

person, now dead 
·  many people wrote letters, cards to Diana, saying how much of an inspiration she had been 

o Did they think she would read them? 
o Did they think anyone beyond this life can hear them, or that their actions would make a 

difference? 
·  There are lots of ideas out there, and much confusion about what happens 

 
Many people are afraid of death, perhaps some of you here. Others have no real concept of it, and 
so choose to focus on being alive. 

·  It’s fair to say that most people in the West are still very detached from the close experience and 
effects of death in others – it happens behind closed doors or in hospitals. 

·  Marjorie Story : Marjorie tells me that she was afraid of death as a teenager – ever since having a 
general anaesthetic for an operation.  
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o One minute she was awake – the next clonk-out for the count – but when you wake you 
have no recollection of the time in between – it’s a massive memory blank, you don’t 
dream under general anaesthetic. 

o This scared Marjorie – she imagined that death must be similar – and end of her 
consciousness, the dreaded full-stop 

o Her fear of death was a major propellant to the gospel when she heard it as a student – that 
death need not be like that at all! 

 
The gospel, the good news, is that if you are a follower of Jesus on earth, Death isn’t a nasty event to 
be avoided.  
Here’s a great quote from Dallas Willard: “We [Christians] are never-ceasing spiritual beings with an 
eternal destiny in the full world of God.”1  

·  We have to look forward to an eternal destiny of re-creation, of a new heaven and a new earth, and 
perfected bodies, and perfect community of others, all in the glorious presence of God. 

 
Today we are going to look at what the bible says happens straight after our death.  

·  Because it’s a complicated and meaty topic, that’s as far as we’ll get – wait for the sermon for the 
details and great excitement of resurrection and new earth! 

 
So what does happen? 
 

·  Many people think when you die, its either eternal life or nothing – dead and gone 
·  Others think you enter some kind of ‘stasis’ (like Red Dwarf) where your soul does or knows 

nothing – time passes without you, until the 2nd coming of Jesus when the dead are brought to life 
ready for the final judgement. 

 
Reminder of reading -  

Luke 23:42-46 “Then he said, "Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” Jesus answered 
him, "I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise."  It was now about the sixth hour, 
and darkness came over the whole land until the ninth hour, for the sun stopped shining. And the curtain 
of the temple was torn in two. Jesus called out with a loud voice, "Father, into your hands I commit my 
spirit ." When he had said this, he breathed his last.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 The Divine Conspiracy, Dallas Willard, Fount publishers: 1998, p.98 
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The first thing to realise is that, when your earthly breath expires…. You don’t die as such!  
·  Sure, the blood in your earthly physical body stops pumping 
·  Your spirit, the essence of who you are, is alive eternally (I think both Christian & non-Christian) 
·  At death the spirit returns to God who gave it (Genesis 1). That’s the sweep of Genesis to 

Revelation – God the Father created and breathed life into humanity  for the purpose of love 
and communion with Him, and it’s to God that we all return 

·  It’s quite clear that this is what Jesus means when he says ‘Today you will be with me in 
paradise”.  

o Obviously, when Jesus died, the world didn’t stop. It wasn’t the rapture, the second 
coming. The earth continued to turn, we know that wasn’t the end of history.  

o But at that time, as Jesus and the criminal died, there was a place waiting for them 
elsewhere. 

·  Other NT passages show the same understanding: 
o Phil 1:23 – “I desire to depart and be with Christ” so to die, for a Christian is to be with 

Christ 
·  2 Corr 5:8 – “we.. would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord”  
·  Rev 6:9-11 – martyrs are depicted in heaven after their deaths 

2. When you die, your soul or spirit goes to be, or not to be, with God.  
·  To be, or not to be, that is the question 

 
First Judgement/verdict is based on ‘faith’ 
So you don’t die and cease to exist. Your ‘self’ is initially judged, in the sense of a judge passing a 
verdict, the measure of who you are is taken, by God the Trinity,  

·  a first pure, just analysis of your soul’s condition.  
·  God ‘takes our measure’ and this determines what happens next 

 
And here is the very important distinction: this verdict is based on your faith, not on your works in 
life. 

·  It’s not the final judgement many people have heard about.  
·  Its not the Sheep and the Goats idea that Jesus taught – the separation of people because of 

their actions and whether they furthered the kingdom of God on earth (Matt 25:31-46, also 
1 Corr 3:13-14) 

 
The first verdict and measure is based on whether or not you are a believer in Jesus Christ 
Jesus on the cross only offered paradise to one of the criminals. (Luke 23:39-46) 

·  He appears to have judged (or measured) one criminal one way, and the other who also led a 
sinful life, is redeemed at the very last 

·  isn’t that wonderful? What a merciful saviour we can have that He is willing to forgive and 
redeem even to our last! 

 
The first judgement is not based on what we’ve done during our lives, but on what Christ has done 
for us, if we’ve chosen to believe in Him. (2 Corr 5:21).  
Salvation is a free gift to which we can contribute nothing. All we are asked to do is believe.  

·  [Eph 2:8-9: For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it 
is the gift of God— not by works, so that no one can boast.]    Also Titus 3:5 
 

That’s why it’s so important that we call all people to faith in Jesus Christ.  
·  Because in doing so, he wipes the slate clean and removes their just deserts from them.  
·  He sees them as Righteous – not because of what we’ve done, but because of what HE’s done – on 

the cross. Taking away their sin – exchanging death for life, darkness for wonderful light! 
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So we see that when you die, if you are ‘in Christ’ and therefore in the covenant family of God and 
covered by the power of his blood, you are judged as righteous, and so you go to what I’m going to call 
an ‘intermediate heaven’ or what Jesus called Paradise.  
 
If you’re not ‘in Christ’, it would appear that you  go to a place and condition called ‘hell’. Which is 
essentially separation from God’s presence and love 

 
“..Scripture teaches that those who die will go to a real place, either the present Heaven or the 
present Hell, as conscious human beings with memory of their lives and relationships on Earth. 
Those in Hell will live in misery, hopelessness, and apparent isolation, while those in Heaven will 
live in comfort, joy, and rich relationship with God and others.”2 

 
Reminder – ‘intermediate heaven’ is not the ultimate destination    
I want to re-iterate so we are clear what the bible is, and is not saying…. 

·  The NT is very clear about the ultimate destination and destiny for Christians 
·  God’s people are promised a new type of bodily existence, the fulfilment and redemption 

of our present bodily life. This body resurrection happens on the new earth (joined with 
heavens) 

·  Our bodily resurrection is Not immediately upon death, it happens at the second 
coming of Jesus   

i. Paul says the dead are raised ‘at His coming’ (which hasn’t happened yet!) 
ii.  Revelation shows the dead waiting patiently for the time when they will be finally 

raised to new life (rev 6:10) 
·  Nor does final judgement occur at this stage (the judgement comes in Rev 20:12-13)  

i. Which should actually also give hope – in the sense that there is perhaps still the 
opportunity for Jesus to be merciful even to those not in the intermediate heaven  

·  The bible is clear that this idea and existence of ‘hell’ is designed not for humans, but 
for the devil and his angels, and for all their works – including death and Hades (Rev 
20:10; 14) 

·  God does not want any human to end up there! But the bible says that those who 
consistently refuse to acknowledge God will eventually perish, away from his presence. 

 
SO – this ‘intermediate heaven’ refers to a person's existence between one's death and resurrection and 
last judgment.  
If we do speak of ‘going to heaven’ when we die, we should be clear that this represents the first, and far 
less significant, stage of a two-stage process. 

·  Rather than ‘heaven’ for this, the bible uses ‘Paradise’ (Luke 23:43), ‘Abraham’s side’ 
(Luke 16:22), ‘under the altar’ (Rev 6:9) or ‘with Christ’ (Phil 1:23) 

 
 

                                                 
2 Heaven, Randy Alcorn, Tynedale House Publishers:  Carol Stream, Illinois, 2004, p.63 
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So what’s it going to be like? 
 
“So what?” I hear you ask. 
Or hopefully…. “So what’s it going to be like?” 
Because there is still much to look forward to. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Well, I promise to be only biblical here. I can’t tell you exactly what it’s going to be like, but the bible 
portrays a few things: 

·  Resurrected Jesus is there, with a body (Acts 1:11 & 1 Peter 3:21-22, also Acts 3:21) 
·  So we’ll be in Christ’s presence 
·  We’ll be joyful, enjoying His presence, at peace with God 
·  Everything will be directed to God – the place is full of noisy, awesome, holy, powerful 

worship (Rev 4) 
·  There is a sense of community there – Revelation portrays not just a private ‘bliss’ for us, like 

some kind of quiet private garden. The image is of many other believers (called ‘saints’), living 
creatures, Elders, Jesus, many angels  

·  so its a continuation of the corporate BODY element of Christianity 
 

·  The biblical pictures are that the saints (you and me) have a role of prayer & intercession (with 
an awareness of at least some events on earth) – eg. ‘how long…’ 

·  (Rev 6:9-10 “When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those 
who had been slain because of the word of God and the testimony they had maintained. 
10They called out in a loud voice, "How long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you 
judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?") 

·  Do we have a physical body in this ‘intermediate heaven’? 
·  That is simply not clear from the bible. 
·  But given that Jesus is there in His resurrected body with the scars to prove it, and 

‘standing at the right side of God’ (acts 7:56) then it seems plausible that he is 
standing ON something physical! 

·  There are also other mentions of physical things in this heaven – eg bright clothing. It 
could also be figurative, or perhaps it could be real 

·  So Don’t know for sure, but no reason why there couldn’t be bodies – just not the 
final, perfected resurrected kind 

·  In the midst of this worship, the focus is still on the ultimate destination and the ultimate re-
creation of all things (consummation) 

·  the glory of Christ revealed to all, the new heavens/earth etc – that’s what the worship 
anticipates and the saints are heard (in Rev) to call out for “how long…” 

·  We’ll await  the time of Christ’s return to earth, our bodily resurrection, the final judgement, 
the creation of new heavens & new earth   
·  But we’ll do it in style! 

 
Funeral hope 
This biblical picture should really encourage all of us who have known and miss Christians who have 
died. 
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“..we on this dying Earth can relax and rejoice for our loved ones who are in the presence of 
Christ. As the apostle Paul tells us, though we naturally grieve at losing loved ones, we are not “to 
grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope” (1 Thes 4:13). Our parting is not the end of our 
relationship, only an interruption. We have not “lost” them, because we know where they are. 
They are experiencing the joy of Christ’s presence in a place so wonderful that Christ called it 
Paradise. And one day, we’re told, in a magnificent reunion, they and we “will be with the Lord 
forever. Therefore encourage each other with these words” (1 Thes 4:17-18).”3 

 
Response – How should we live in response to this? 
 
OK, that’s the meaty stuff done. I’ve basically said that when we die physically, we continue to exist in 
our essence, and God passes a verdict on us based on whether or not we believed in Jesus on earth. If so, 
we spend a glorious period of worship and community in an ‘intermediate heaven’, as all creation waits 
for the fulcrum of time and history in second coming of Jesus. (What happens after that is for another 
sermon!) 
 
So how should we live in response to this information? 
 
The focus of this teaching series is the hope that Christians have, because of Jesus  
 

·  Today, nobody here needs to fear death.  
·  Nobody needs to fear the future.  
·  Everybody is invited to be part of the most glorious, redeemed, perfected future beyond our 

imagination. 
·  One of the leaders of the Reformation in England was John Knox, when he was soon to die he said 

this: “Live in Christ, die in Christ, and the flesh need not fear death.” 
·  But the French philosopher Voltaire, could only say 'I am abandoned by God and man! I shall go 

to Hell'.  
·  What would you say today, if, like them, you were facing death? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

·  If you realise that, this day, the author of life Jesus Christ is knocking on the door of your heart, 
and offering you love, a future and a new hope… 

o Let me encourage you to respond whole-heartedly.  
o Its all about love – God’s love for you, so huge that He sent his son to die in your place – 

that you need not fear death again 
o Don’t assume that heaven is somewhere you GO, to receive salvation. Or that you can 

kind of make up your mind when you’re dead.  

                                                 
3 Alcorn, p.73 
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o It happens here, on earth, in the now!  
�  And its free – and yet it demands your life  

o So go for it! Put you faith and trust in Jesus who paid the ultimate price for you to be in 
friendship with God 

o You’ll never regret it – and by NEVER I mean never! 
 
And as we work out the implications of our salvation in everyday life, let’s feast on the wonderful hope 
and wonderful identity  which we’re now adopted into, so free and so wide… 
 

31What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? 32He who 
did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, 
graciously give us all things? 33Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It 
is God who justifies. 34Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who 
was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us. 35Who shall separate 
us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or 
danger or sword? 36As it is written:  
"For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered." 

37No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38For I am 
convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, 
nor any powers, 39neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 
Response: 
Christians – stand up and praise God for your salvation 
 
Non-Christians – take this opportunity to give your life, and future to Jesus.  

·  Come to the front – pray with you to receive salvation & eternal life 


