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One of the things you may not know about my wife Kelley is that she’s famous! Kelley is an 
internet sensation. She is what is known as a Top Contributor for the website “Trip Advisor.” 
She’s written 91 reviews of places we’ve eaten and stayed. She has 33 badges and awards and 
over 50,000 people have read her reviews. Now do you have any idea what that means for us 
as a couple in terms of money, in terms of power, in terms of our social standing? It means 
nothing. Nobody cares. It means she has a plastic Trip Advisor reviewer badge on her luggage 
that makes employees a little nervous when we check into hotels. 
 
But (even though their little badges don’t mean much) the idea of Trip Advisor is great! If you’re 
going to go somewhere, Trip Advisor is a website you can visit to read reviews and comments 
about the place that you are headed. It’s a very helpful concept. You can read reviews. You can 
look at photos. You can even contact the reviewer with questions. It’s a great concept!  
 
There’s only one problem. Know what it is?  It can be tough to find an accurate reviewer, tough 
to find a reliable source! You read some reviewers on Trip Advisor, and they are unrealistically 
positive. They’re like “Everything about this place is absolutely perfect: the room, the furniture, 
the food, the staff, the view, only silent children are allowed in this hotel and the air smells like 
jasmine.” You read those reviews, and you wonder “Are you by chance the nephew of the guy 
who owns the place?” 
 
Then you read other reviewers, and they seem unrealistically negative. They’re like “Everything 
about this place is the worst you could possibly imagine, even the dirt is the wrong color. Never 
ever come here!” When you read those reviews, you wonder “Are you the guy who owns the 
hotel across the street?” It can be tough to find a reliable source!  
 
Just for kicks, I read some reviews the other day. One reviewer said: “This is a must stay hotel. 
Great amenities, friendly staff! The room was clean and looked exactly as it did in the picture. 
The resort was quiet and well-maintained. Our every need was met. If you’re looking for a nice 
hotel, this is your one stop.” Then I read another reviewer that said “If you like living in a cave, 
this is your place to stay. The photos of this place are a farce. No windows. No view. Our room 
was filthy. Very tiny also. The people that work here could care less. Elevators were slow, and 
no air conditioning in the halls. Go somewhere else!” Quite different, but here’s the thing: They 
were writing about the same place! My point is it can be really tough to find trustworthy 
information, to find a reliable source to tell you about the place you’re headed. 
 
Well let me say that what’s true about hotels is even more true about what we are going to talk 
about today. We are continuing today in our series called “I’ll Fly Away,” where we are talking 
about Heaven. It can be really difficult to find a reliable source when it comes to heaven! It can 
be tough to find an accurate account of what heaven is like. Last week, I closed by challenging 



you to think about and talk about and read about Heaven. If you did that, chances are you 
found something. There are lots and lots of opinions out there about what Heaven is actually 
like. There are preachers. There are spiritual advisors. There are other religions. There are even 
people who claim to have died and gone to heaven, and these people don’t agree on what 
Heaven is like!!! 
 
So how do we know? Where do we find trustworthy information? Where do we find a reliable 
source that can tell us what Heaven is really like? Today we are going to look at that question:  
what is a reliable source of information about heaven? As we look at that, here’s what we’re 
going to do:  
1. We’re going to look at a couple of less-than-reliable sources, Trip Advisors that I wouldn’t 
necessarily lean on. 
2. We’re going to look at the reliable source and see why it’s reliable. 
 
So that’s what we’re going to do. For those of you who are used to my preaching style, this is a 
topical series (because stuff about heaven really is sprinkled all over the Bible). That means that 
rather than looking at one section of Scripture, like we usually do, we’ll be jumping around a bit 
in our Bibles. So we’ll jump around a bit. But ultimately, we will zoom in on one passage of 
Scripture today and let me just read that to you now. It’s from 2 Corinthians 12 from the 
Apostle Paul. In it, Paul uses unusual language, because he’s mirroring the verbiage of some 
false teachers in Corinth. He relays an experience that he had 14 years before he writes this 
letter to the church at Corinth, an experience that relates to Heaven. This is what he says: 
 
I must go on boasting. Although there is nothing to be gained, I will go on to visions and 
revelations from the Lord. I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the 
third heaven. Whether it was in the body or out of the body I do not know God knows. And I 
know that this man whether in the body or apart from the body I do not know, but God knows 
was caught up to paradise. He heard inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted to 
tell. I will boast about a man like that, but I will not boast about myself, except about my 
weaknesses. Even if I should choose to boast, I would not be a fool, because I would be speaking 
the truth. But I refrain, so no one will think more of me than is warranted by what I do or say.  
To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was 
given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with 
the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my 
power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my 
weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me.  
- 2 Corinthians 12:1-9 
 
Who is our reliable source for what heaven is really like? We want to start today by looking at 
some less-than-reliable sources for what Heaven is going to be like. Some sources that, 
although there may be some truth in them, we should be careful about when we think about 
Heaven. Some less-than-reliable sources, and the first one is simple. It’s:  
 
1. Our opinion 



 
When it comes to figuring out what Heaven is actually like, our opinion is a less-than-reliable-
source. Now when I say that, I’m not saying that you and I shouldn’t think about heaven or that 
we can’t try to figure out what it’s like I’m not even saying that we shouldn’t use our 
imagination when we think about heaven. But what I am saying is this: What you and I want 
heaven to be like, what we think it should be like doesn’t really define what heaven is like. 
Think with me for a minute: There are all kinds of ideas out there about what heaven is like.   
There are a million opinions that are different and even contradictory. 
 
To the Muslim, heaven is a place called Jannah. It’s very sensual meaning that it is something 
that involves the physical, bodily senses. The Quran portrays Heaven as a garden with rivers of 
water, milk, honey, and wine and with physical, sexual relations. So for the Muslim, heaven is 
physical.  
 
For Greeks of New Testament times and for many eastern religions, Heaven is almost the 
opposite. I’m painting with a broad brush here, but many eastern religions would teach that 
you are reincarnated on this physical earth until you sort of get it right. Then the payoff is when 
you escape karma, and lose your physicality, and are maybe absorbed into the consciousness of 
the universe. 
 
I’m sure I just spoke way beyond my understanding there! But the point is that we’ve heard 
radically differing opinions about what the afterlife and heaven are like, everything from 
reincarnation to a physical existence to merely a spiritual existence, and there are all kinds of 
other ideas out there! 
 
All right now. In addition to that, there are all kinds of things that we enjoy here on earth. We 
enjoy our relationships. We enjoy certain foods, certain activities. We enjoy our hobbies. We 
enjoy our pets  
 
When it comes to heaven, here’s what we can tend to do: We take everything we’ve heard and 
everything we enjoy and we pick and choose the beliefs that we like, and we say “That’s what 
heaven is like!” We say to ourselves “OK if heaven is a place of absolute happiness, then it must 
have the things I like. It must be the way I like (physical or non-physical). It must have the foods 
I like. It must have the relationships and experiences I like.” We tell ourselves “This is the best 
thing I can imagine, so that must be the way Heaven is.” 
 
Let me give you an example. A few weeks ago, I was watching a documentary about Evil 
Knievel, the motorcycle daredevil guy from the 1970’s. The interviewer asked him if he was 
going to heaven, and he said “Yes, and here’s what heaven is: It’s a place where I can drink all 
the draft beer I want and never get fat, and there are lots of beautiful women there, and my 
wife doesn’t get upset when I go after them. That’s what heaven is.” 
 
Earnest Hemingway said something similar. Here’s what he said about Heaven: “To me, heaven 
would be a big bull ring with me holding two front-row seats and a trout stream outside that no 



one else was allowed to fish in and two lovely houses in the town: one where I would have my 
wife and children and be monogamous and love them truly, and the other where I would have 
my nine beautiful mistresses on nine different floors.” 
 
Now what are those guys saying? The ladies are going “They’re both saying ‘I’m a jerk.’ That’s 
what they’re saying”. No, but what are they saying? They’re saying “This is what I like, so that’s 
what heaven has to be like.” 
 
At first, we might kind of roll our eyes and say “Well, that’s just silly.” But think about it. Can’t 
we kind of do the same thing sometimes? We say “Heaven won’t be heaven unless my loved 
ones are right there with me, so I’m going to believe they’re all there.” Or we say “Heaven 
won’t be heaven unless I can do my hobby there, so I’m going to believe that heaven is like 
that.” Or “Heaven can’t be heaven unless my favorite pet is there.” By the way, there will be 
animals in heaven. I don’t know whether my dog Morgen is going to be, there but there will be 
animals! 
 
My point is just this: We can look to our opinions or the parts of other’s opinions that we like as 
the source of what we believe about heaven and we can build our ideas about heaven around 
our opinion. But there are serious problems with that. For one thing, your view of heaven might 
be contradictory to someone else’s view. So maybe Earnest Hemingway thinks it’s heaven to 
have nine mistresses. I’m not sure that would be heaven for his nine mistresses or for his wife! 
So what one person thinks is desirable may not be desirable for someone else. One person’s 
heaven is another person’s Hell. Kelley thinks there’s going to be kale in Heaven. Seriously, our 
opinions can’t define heaven, because they probably contradict each other. 
 
But there’s a much bigger problem with defining heaven by our opinions, and it’s this: Our 
opinions are way too small! Our opinions are nothing compared to what God is actually going to 
do for us in heaven. We have all these little preferences of things we like on earth and all these 
little demands of what we want heaven to be like. But listen to what Paul says:  
 
However, as it is written: “No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God 
has prepared for those who love him.” 
- 1 Corinthians 2:9 
 
God knows you better than you know yourself. He knows what truly gives you pleasure, what 
truly gives you meaning and satisfaction, and I promise you the things he has prepared for you 
are going to make your little ideas about Heaven seem like small peanuts! In fact, do you see 
that word “prepared” there in that verse? What God has prepared for those who love him”? 
That’s the word “hetoimazo.” I believe it’s the root word for our English word “toil.” The idea is 
that God has worked hard. He has labored. He has exerted himself to prepare something for 
the enjoyment of his people. He’s pulled out all the stops, and he’s going to exceed all our 
expectations! 
 



You know last Sunday was Mother’s Day. In the middle of the week, Kelley saw Marc Mailand in 
a meeting. When she came home, I asked her “How is Marc?” She said “He’s exhausted from 
Mother’s Day.” I said “What did he do?” She said he told his wife Jess, and his sister Jenn, and his 
Mother Joanne that he was going to have everyone over and cook dinner. This was after our 
Mother’s Day Brunch, and he had worked super hard on that so they probably all thought he was 
going to grill burgers or something. Nope. First, Marc sent Jess, and Jenn, and Joanne off for a 
manicure and a pedicure and a massage. Then while they were gone, he cleaned the house. Then 
he and the guys cooked steak and lobster for dinner. 
 
Marc hetoimazoed. He toiled. He labored to prepare something. Right now, all the wives are 
elbowing their husbands about the burger they got, and the husbands are thinking “Thank you 
Marc, for setting the bar impossibly high. Thanks for that!” But listen, he went above and 
beyond all their expectations. I can tell you I talked to Marc, and it was his delight to do it. Just 
like God! Do you know one phrase that I’m sure nobody ever said in that Mother’s Day meal? 
“Where’s my burger?” They didn’t miss the burger they were expecting. 
 
What God’s prepared for us is so big, so wonderful that we haven’t even come close to 
imagining it. It’s bigger than anything we’ve seen or heard. It’s bigger than anything we’ve 
imagined. So our opinions and preferences about what heaven should be like don’t matter 
much. They’re too small! 
 
So the first less-than-reliable source for what heaven is like is our opinion. Heaven is better 
than our demands and preferences. Now the second less-than-reliable source for what heaven 
might surprise you and, let me say, it’s something I never thought I would have as a point in a 
sermon, but it’s this: 
 
2. Near Death Experiences 
 
These experiences that people have where they are close to death or even medically dead for a 
short time, and they see visions of Heaven and God. Now, when I say these experiences are a 
less-than-reliable source, I guarantee you some of you are going “Yeah, I agree. I don’t believe 
in those.” Others of you are saying “Really? Because I’ve heard someone who says that 
happened to them or maybe you would say ‘I even know someone personally,’ and they seem 
pretty convincing!” People tend to have strong opinions about these Near Death Experiences. I 
don’t want to talk about them, but they’re so popular, there’s so much of that stuff out there, 
and it’s so important that we get the right source on heaven, that I think I should. So let me just 
ask you to hear me out. 
 
I did a good bit of viewing and reading about these Near Death Experience’s in preparation for 
this sermon and I learned a lot. First of all, I learned that they are way more common that I 
used to think. I read an article in Psychology Today written by a PhD who studies this, so this is 
a non-religious source. He said that 23% of all heart attack patients who survive report having 
some form or other of Near Death Experience. By the way, there are stories all over the 
internet. So they are common. Second, I think some of these accounts are very convincing. OK, 



there are a few people who have admitted making stuff up and there are some that when I 
listen to them, don’t sound completely convincing. But many of these seem to be honest 
people trying to tell what happened to them. 
 
I saw one guy named Richard who suffered from an aneurism and had a Near Death Experience. 
He believed in Jesus before, but was not a strong Christian. He reported an experience where 
he wasn’t allowed to see God, but he spoke with God, and God held him. It was very 
meaningful to Richard. Tears welled up in his eyes as he described it, and he didn’t seem like he 
was being dramatic. I don’t think he was getting money for telling his story. It changed his life. 
He lost his fear of death, and he lives for Christ now. 
 
Many of you have heard of Colton Burpo, a 4 year old who barely survived an emergency 
appendectomy and then months later started talking about seeing Heaven. The book and 
movie “Heaven is for Real” is based on his story. 
 
Some of these guys are very convincing and what makes them convincing is that they know 
things that physically there is no way they should know. Many of them describe seeing the 
medical team work on them from another angle in the room than their body was in. They 
accurately tell what was done. In some cases, they describe things that were going on in nearby 
rooms while they were dying. Things they could not possibly have seen. There are some things 
that are very convincing. 
 
So why do I say they are a less-than-reliable source for telling us what heaven is like? Well, 
there are some things that give me pause. For one thing, they don’t all agree with each other.  
One person sees a light at the end of a tunnel. Someone else doesn’t. One person sees people 
that are eight feet tall. Others see normal-sized people. Some see family. Some don’t. Some are 
told that if they see God, they can’t come back. Others say they saw him. They don’t all agree. 
 
By the way, it’s not just Christians that have Near Death Experiences. In the article I read, the 
same percentage of people had these, regardless of whether they were Christian, Muslim, or 
Atheist. Some Muslims see Muslim things. Christians see Christian things. I don’t know what the 
Atheists see, but I think some of them change their ways! But they don’t all agree. 
 
Scripture does give us pause about our ability to tell what’s in Heaven. Did you notice that in 
the passage I read at the beginning of the sermon? Paul said some of the things he experienced 
could not be put into words and some things he experienced a person is not allowed to tell. 
That gives me questions in terms of a full-blown account of Heaven. 
 
What do we do with these Near Death Experience’s? Scripture does NOT directly tell us. It tells 
us to test all things and hold onto the good. So here’s the way I think about them: I think that 
many, but not all of these people, are giving an honest description of an experience they had. I 
think these experiences do show us that there is more to life than just our physical world seeing 
things in rooms you’re not in goes beyond the physical! I think if you have an experience like 
that, it can strengthen your personal faith. But I wouldn’t build doctrine on it. I wouldn’t say 



“This is absolutely what Heaven is like, this is what Jesus looks like and, most importantly, we’re 
not going to do that in this series. Near Death Experience is not the basis of what we say about 
Heaven.”  
 
There is some reliability, but they are not an absolutely reliable source. So those are two less-
than-reliable sources for determining what Heaven is like: (1) Our opinion and (2) Near Death 
Experiences. Now lastly, I want to say this. There is one reliable source: The Bible.  
 
Now that may not sound like an earth-shattering concept. I doubt very seriously that any of you 
who know me are saying “Wow! John Ulrich is telling me to look at my Bible! I didn’t see that 
coming!” So it may not sound that surprising but listen, the Bible is truly a unique source when 
it comes to Heaven. It’s unlike any other. I’m arguing that the Bible, and especially the New 
Testament, should be our primary source for thinking about Heaven, that it should bear far 
more weight than anything else when it comes to figuring out what Heaven is like. 
 
We should turn to Scripture as our primary source. We should do that for three reasons. Let me 
share them with you briefly. We should turn to the Bible because: 
 
1. The Writers of the New Testament had seen the Resurrection 
 
The writers of the New Testament were all either Apostles or the companions of the Apostles 
who wrote under the Apostles’ guidance. And here’s the thing: To be an apostle in the early 
church, you had to have seen the Resurrected Jesus. It was one of the requirements of being an 
Apostle. Paul tells us that it was a requirement for Apostleship in 1 Corinthians 9. Then in 1 
Corinthians 15:8, he specifically tells us that after his resurrection, Jesus appeared to all of the 
Apostles. So they had all seen the resurrected Jesus. 
 
Now here’s why that’s important when it comes to Heaven: Because Jesus in his resurrection is 
as we will be in heaven. I’ve pointed this out before, but when Jesus was raised from the dead, 
he wasn’t just resuscitated. He didn’t just come alive again. Rather, he was resurrected. He was 
raised with a different kind of body, the kind we will have when we are resurrected and go to 
heaven. That’s why the New Testament calls Jesus “The first fruits of the Resurrection.” He was 
the first of many who will have a resurrection body. 
 
So when the disciples saw Jesus, not only were they talking to someone who had been to the 
other side, but they were looking at a prototype a prime example of what our resurrection 
bodies will be like. As we’ve noted before once they saw the Resurrected Jesus, it changed 
them completely! They lost all their fear and doubt and hesitation, and they gave themselves 
completely to proclaiming the message that the Kingdom of Heaven was on its way. They saw 
the resurrected Jesus, and that gave them the encouragement and the authority to speak about 
Heaven. They had seen the future! 
 
I think that would have been like if you could imagine the Wright brothers, Orville and Wilbur. 
Let’s say they are working away out there at Kitty Hawk, wondering if they are ever going to get 



their flying machine off the ground, wondering if maybe man could actually get off the ground 
and fly like 100 or even 200 feet in the air. While they’re wondering about that, a fighter pilot in 
an F-16 lands and talks to them for a couple of hours. Do you think that would change their 
perspective? Do you think they would be more qualified than the average bear to talk about 
flying? Absolutely! Because they’ve seen the future! Well, that’s like the Apostles. They are a 
reliable source, because they had seen the resurrection. 
 
2. (They are reliable because) God inspired what they told about Heaven. 
 
The Bible says this: 
 
All Scripture is God-breathed (in other words, it’s inspired by God it’s brought about by God) and 
is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness 
- 2 Timothy 3:16 
 
Not only were the Apostles allowed to witness things that relate to Heaven like Jesus’ 
resurrection body, not only were they allowed to talk to Jesus about Heaven and what it would 
be like, but God directed what the wrote about Heaven. He controlled the account that they 
have in Scripture. He inspired and directed it. We see an example of this in the passage that we 
read at the beginning of the sermon when Paul was caught up into the third Heaven. God 
allowed Paul to experience things, but then he controlled what Paul was allowed to tell. There 
were certain things Paul was not allowed to share. 
 
So what I’m saying is this: The account of the Apostles in Scripture should bear more weight 
than other accounts or ideas or even experiences, because God directed them not only in what 
they experienced, but also in how they told about it. 
 
So Scripture is a reliable guide, because (1) The writers had seen the resurrected Christ, and (2) 
Because God directed what they told about heaven. But there’s one more reason we should 
give it more weight than any other source when it comes to figuring out what Heaven is like: 
 
3. The two Apostles who wrote the most had seen heaven itself 
 
Did you know that? There are two Apostles who wrote way more of the New Testament than 
anyone else. Does anyone know who they are? The Apostle John who wrote five books (John, 
1st, 2nd, 3rd John & Revelation) and the Apostle Paul, who wrote almost half of the books in 
the New Testament: 13 out of 27. 
 
These two guys wrote 18 of the 27 books of the New Testament. They also wrote the most 
detailed passages about Heaven that are in the New Testament. And here’s the thing: They had 
both been to heaven. Not only had they seen the resurrected, Jesus not only did God guide 
their writing, but John and Paul had both been given a special glimpse of Heaven. 
 



We are going to look at John’s account which is by far the most detailed in two weeks, but just 
look with me for a moment at what Paul says about what he experienced: 
 
I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven. Whether it 
was in the body or out of the body I do not know God knows. And I know that this man whether 
in the body or apart from the body I do not know, but God knows was caught up to paradise. He 
heard inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted to tell. I will boast about a man like 
that, but I will not boast about myself, except about my weaknesses. 
- 2 Corinthians 12:2-5 
 
Then skip down to: 
 
To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was 
given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me three times I pleaded with 
the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my 
power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my 
weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me.  
- 2 Corinthians 12:7-9 
 
OK, now notice some things with me about this passage. First of all, Paul is talking about 
himself. He’s using strange language here and talking about himself in the third person, because 
there were some false teachers at Corinth that were claiming to have had incredible dreams 
and visions, and he’s imitating them in the way he talks. But you can tell as you read it that he’s 
relating his own experience. 
 
Second, notice that Paul had actually gone to heaven. The experience was so vivid that he’s not 
sure whether his physical body was lifted up into heaven or whether God merely took his spirit 
there and gave him a vision. But Paul is quite certain about one thing: What he saw was really 
what was going on in Heaven. 
 
Notice he calls it the third Heaven. That’s because in the language of Paul’s Day the first heaven 
was the place of the clouds and birds. The second heaven was the place of the stars and 
planets, and the third heaven was the place where God dwells. He’s been to heaven, the 
dwelling place of God. 
 
Notice that Paul also calls it “Paradise.” That’s important. Jesus also called it Paradise, and so 
did John in Revelation. That’s important because “paradise” is a Persian word that actually 
refers to a garden with a wall around it. It’s sometimes translated “park,” like central park. In 
calling it “paradise,” Paul, and Jesus, and John are telling us something about what Heaven is 
like: Heaven is ultimately going to become like an even better version of the Garden of Eden. 
We’re going to see that it all goes back to the garden, and it’s all headed to the restoration of 
what we lost in the Garden. Paul had been to the third Heaven to Paradise.  
 



Notice lastly that Paul can’t tell us everything about what he saw in Heaven. He can’t tell us 
everything. He says there were some things that could not be put into words. And there were 
some things that mankind is not allowed to speak. In other words, God is keeping some of the 
surprise to himself. He wants it to be the case that eye has not seen, ear has not heard, mind 
has not conceived what he has prepared for us. Kind of like Marc Mailand on Mother’s Day, 
God’s got a plan and he’s working it, but right now he doesn’t want to spoil the surprise. So 
Paul’s not allowed to use the words “Lobster, steak, manicure, or massage!” 
 
Seriously, Paul can’t tell us everything about heaven and God was so serious about that that he 
allowed a messenger of Satan (whatever that means) to cause Paul pain so he would keep his 
mouth shut. Let me say that must be some surprise! I can’t wait to find out what it is! 
 
So Paul can’t tell us everything, but he can tell us some things. And he does. Next week, we’re 
going to look at some of the things Paul says about heaven and we’re going to see the one fact 
that will do more to clear up your understanding of heaven than anything else you can know. 
The one thing you have to understand to keep heaven from becoming confusing. Want to know 
what it is? (There are two phases to heaven.) 
 
But for today, my point is just this: Reliable information about Heaven comes from one place.  
Not our opinions. Our opinions might be contradictory, and they are way too small! And not 
Near Death Experiences. They may be valid experiences. They may not, but God hasn’t 
promised to guide the telling of them. Reliable information about Heaven, the kind you can 
take to the bank, comes from the Bible. 
 
That’s where we’re going to get our information! So read your Bible! If you want to find out 
about Heaven, read the last two chapters of your Bible! 


