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The last question in The God Questions series is “What Happens when we die?” and a great book on this 
topic is by N.T. Wright: Surprised by Hope1. As Christians, we talk about ‘resurrection hope’, which is the 
hope that we have because Christ rose from the dead. However, while we affirm the bodily resurrection of 
Christ, many people have a belief (which flows from the belief that our bodies are somehow ‘bad’),2 that 
after we die, we will live a disembodied or even angelic existence in an ‘other-worldly’ realm called heaven. 
Others reject that there is any afterlife at all, which is the view reflected in John Lennon’s song, “Imagine 
there's no heaven … No hell below us, above us only sky; Imagine all the people, living for today.”3 
 
GETTING STARTED: What difference does it make to our lives today, if we have a hope that goes beyond 
our current life? By comparison, what things do people prioritise, if they believe this life is all there is? 
 

READ: ECCLESIASTES 3:9-15; HEBREWS 11:1, 8-10, 13-16 
 
In Eccles 3:11, we read that “He (God) has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity 
in the human heart; yet no one can fathom what God has done from beginning to end.” In the NRSV, 
“eternity” is translated as “a sense of past and future.” John Piper, interprets Eccles 3:11 as saying that: 

“the human soul God has put in here and the world is iridescent with wonders linked with eternity — 
knowledge, taste, sight, touch, then they go away. The hum-drum, ordinary, and mundane 
experiences of life keep us from seeing them and soaring the way we’d like to dream sometimes.”4  
 

➢ What do you think of Piper’s comment? In what ways do human experiences and senses help us 
feel that there must be a ‘fuller’ life, beyond what we are living in the here and now? Do you think 
that life after death will include cognitive and sensory engagement, including gaining knowledge 
and being able to taste, smell, see and touch? 
 

In most cultures, there is some hope that there is some ‘life’ after death. In Hebrews 11, the writer tells us 
that the faithful through history have acted in – and been sustained by - faith because they hoped for 
something better. Many of these people experienced major hardships through their earthly lives. They 
longed for “a city with foundations” (Heb 11:10), a “a country of their own” (Heb 11:14) and “a better country 
- a heavenly one.” (Heb 11:16), even though they did not see it in their lifetimes. (Heb 11:1)  

➢ What sort of things would these people have hoped would be part of their new home / country? 
 

READ: ISAIAH 65:17-25 
 
In Isaiah 65:1-16, we read of the righteous and just judgement of God on people that refuse to honour him. 
Then in Is 65:17-25, we read of the new creation that God promises to the faithful. When we read Old 
Testament prophesies, we must recognise that the people who read them expected them to be fulfilled on 
earth. The faithful people in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah were caught up in the judgement that God 
wrought on their kingdoms. Yet, even after the exiles returned to the promised land, they still continued to 
experience grief, loss and hardship. Even today, this prophesy has yet to be completely fulfilled. 
 

➢ What are some of the emotions, hardships and traumas that are mentioned in this passage?  
 

➢ What does this passage tell us about the “new heavens and … new earth” that God is creating? 
 

➢ When Isaiah talks about ‘Jerusalem’, what do you think he is talking about? Is he talking about the 
physical city? Another place which is (literally) the city or abode of peace? Or does it represent a 
place where God dwells with his people? Or something else? 

 

READ: REVELATION 21:1-22:5 
 
In Rev 21:1-4, the writer cites both Is 65:17 and Is 25:8. The OT expectation of a new heaven and earth, 
is picked up by the apostle John, as a future and yet unrealised expectation for the Christian church.  
 

➢ According to Rev 21:4, what will happen to death, pain, grief and tears? 
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➢ In what way is the picture in Rev 22:1-5, similar to the garden of Eden in Gen 1-3? What things tell 

us that this garden is perfect and unaffected by sin?  
 

➢ What things are missing from the city (Rev 21:22-25) and the garden (Rev 22:3,5)? Why? 
 

➢ In Matt 7:13-14, Jesus said to “Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is 
the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the 
road that leads to life, and only a few find it.” Why are there comparatively few people, whose 
names are written in the Lamb’s book of life and receive eternal life? (Rev 21:27) 

 

The new heaven and earth is depicted as a place of joy and security. However, the Bible also tells us that 
there is an alternative destination available.  

➢ According to Rev 21:8 and 21:27, who is not allowed to enter this perfect place? Why? 
 

The depiction of hell as being a place of fiery torment is repeated through Scripture. It appears in the 
parable of ‘The Rich Man and Lazarus’ in Lk 16:19-21. Jesus also talked of it being a place of darkness 
(Mt 8:12), a ‘blazing furnace’ (Mt 13:42), an ‘eternal fire’ (Mt 18:8), and ‘unquenchable fire’ (Mt 3:12) and 
it is referred to as a ‘lake of fire’ in Rev 20:14 and Rev 21:8. 

➢ If we believe that God is just, then God judges us, based on what we know about him. What do the 
following verses tell us about the basis for judgement and degrees of punishment for unbelievers? 

o Rom 1:19-20 
 

o Rev 20:12 
 

o Luke 12:47-48 Do these verses mean that some will receive lesser punishment? 
 

o Matt 11:20-24 Why did Jesus say that Gentile cities (eg Tyre and Sidon) would be less 
culpable than the Jewish cities, who had seen Jesus’ miracles and heard his teaching? 

 

Part of our urban myth, is the story about a person dying and going to heaven, then meeting St Peter at 
the ‘pearly gates’. If the cartoon below is right, we’ll have halos and wings, and live on clouds, but it will be 
a pretty boring existence. The Bible, though, gives a number of clues about our lives in the life to come.  

 
➢ What do the following verses tell us about what to expect re: 
 
o Our bodies (1 Cor 15:41-44, 53; Phil 3:20-21) 
o Housing (John 14:1-3) 
o Time (Rev 22:2, Eph 2:7, Is 66:23) 
o Food (Luke 22:29-30, Rev 2:7, Rev 19:9) 
o Animals (Is 11:6-9) 
o Angels (1 Cor 6:3) 
o Marriage (Matt 22:30) 
o Knowledge (1 Cor 13:12) 
o Work (John 5:17, Is 65:21-23) 
o What will happen when Jesus returns (1 Thess 4:13-18) 
 

 
The common saying is that “we will go to heaven when we die”. By contrast, the picture in Rev 21-22 is: 

“drastically different … from all those would-be Christian scenarios in which the end of the story is 
the Christian going off to heaven as a soul, naked and unadorned, to meet its maker in fear and 
trembling. As in Phil 3, it is not we who go to heaven, it is heaven that comes to earth; indeed, it is 
the church itself, the heavenly Jerusalem, that comes down to earth. This is the ultimate rejection of 
all types of Gnosticism, of every worldview that sees the final goal as the separation of the world 
from God, of the physical from the spiritual, of earth from heaven. It is the final answer to the Lord’s 
Prayer, that God’s kingdom will come and his will be done on earth as it is in heaven. It is what Paul 
is talking about in Eph 1:10, that God’s design, and promise was to sum up all things in Christ, both 
in heaven and in earth. … they finally come together … What is promised … is what Isaiah foresaw: 
a new heaven and a new earth.”5 
 

➢ What thoughts do you have about this comment by Anglican Bishop and scholar, N.T. Wright? 
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