Sermon A Easter 5, 2026_SCED
I would like today to deal with two of our readings the one from Acts which describes the stoning to death of Stephen an early deacon in the church and the first Christian martyr, and the reading from St John chapter 14, which will be familiar to all of us through its regular use in funeral services, where Jesus’ words are the source of significant hope and of deep reassurance.
I could say a lot about the Acts reading in general, but the whole account from the beginning of Acts 7 to the 55th verse is missing from today’s reading, we only have the tail-end of the account of the martyrdom.    All the preceding verses contain Stephen’s presentation of the whole history of salvation of the children of Israel from Abraham’s time through Moses and up to Jesus’ time.  This is Stephen bearing witness for the last time in his earthly life to God’s loving relationship with God’s people throughout history.  It is in reiterating for both his accusers and for himself a full account of God’s faithfulness, that he is given the confidence to face the awful prospect of death through stoning, and to be caught up in the ecstasy, despite this terrible torture, of a vision of God’s glory breaking through the heavens, with Jesus at God’s right hand. 
It is clear from this vision of Stephen, although only a vision, as no one else saw it, that heaven is understood to be where God and Jesus are.  In other words, it is up in the clouds in a physical place that it is possible to go to.  I would like us the concentrate on that vision because this sermon is about life after death and the nature of heaven. And if we turn to the gospel passage from St John which says:  Do not let your hearts be troubled. It also says: believe in God and believe in Jesus and be assured of Jesus’ promise that he will go and prepare a dwelling place (considered nowadays to be a more accurate translation of the Greek than a mansion). Note that this, too, suggests heaven is a physical place that we Christians go to at the end of our lives. 
But trying to gain a clear understanding of what God’s promise of resurrected life, or life after death involves is not easy to determine even if we rely on the scriptural passages that point to it.
What then does the Bible say about Heaven?:
· OT cosmology: Firmament with sun, moon and stars/ canopy separating the firmament from chaos. There was no real sense of a place where God was where human beings would go at the end of their lives.
· According to the OT, if there was such a thing as Paradise it was the Garden of Eden closed off to humanity since the time of the Fall from grace of Adam and Eve.
· This Garden of Eden was eventually understood as a place of the righteous dead, but not until the Intertestamental times, (that’s the first and second century BC) the time between the writing of the last Old Testament books, and the beginning of the writing of first Christian texts, our New Testament. This idea of the righteous dead having a paradise to go to is linked with the development during the same era of the idea of resurrection of the dead which was supported by Jesus, and by the Pharisees within Judaism but not by the Sadducees.  And this led to many disputations about life after death in Jesus’ time.

Another point of dispute is how resurrection is to take place.  Most of the biblical material points to what is called the general resurrection at the end of time, when the dead will come alive again.  References to this can be found in the  OT in the book of Job (19:25-27). In the New Testament they can be found in the Gospel of John;  Romans (8: 22-24); Philippians (3:20-21); I Corinthians (15: 51-52); and Revelation. However, it is only in Revelation that there is a two-part resurrection of the dead: 
· the first of the righteous dead to redemption in paradise 
· and the second of the sinful dead to condemnation.
So the biblical witness generally supports a resurrection of humanity at the end of the age, although exactly how is not clear.

But you may ask, doesn’t this contradict the words Jesus said to the repentant thief at the crucifixion, that “Today you will be with me in paradise.” This is a text that has led to a general belief of Christian that we go to be with God in heaven immediately after our deaths.  It is the belief that is supported in the words of our funeral services, and it is definitely the belief that seems to give most mourners, those in grief, hope and reassurance.

All of this, of course, is questioned by scientists: physicists and astronomers who have plumbed the deep recesses of the Universe, although not to its outer edges, and who are insistent that there is no physical heaven or paradise up in the clouds or deep into space. It leads to the thought that if we are dealing with a “place” perhaps it is one which exists on a spiritual rather than a physical plane(?)

So, what do we make of all this in the context of Jesus’ reassuring words from St John’s gospel reading today?
· First of all, let’s put to rest the contradiction between resurrection at the end of time, and eternal life straight after death. English Anglican Bishop Tom Wright, a popular theologian, suggests that it may be that there is a spiritual place or state where souls go while they await the general resurrection at the end of time, and that this can be called heaven or paradise.  He also suggests that at the end of time those who are given the gift of eternal life ultimately live it out in a new heaven and a new earth that descend from heaven as material places onto our earth as described in the Book of Revelation. This also eradicates the scientific objections about heaven not existing in the sky. Clever man, this Tom Wright. I wonder what you think…
· Well in the midst of all this disputation I think it is helpful to go back to Jesus promises from today’s Gospel reading:
· We do not need to be troubled
· Jesus promises that somehow, somewhere on some plane of reality he has secured for us a dwelling place where we will be with God for eternity. 
· He knows that perhaps we will find it difficult to believe this, and he says he would not promise it if it isn’t true.
· He also says he will take us to himself and accompany us there, because not only is he the Way to that place, but he is the truth (and wouldn’t lie to us) and he is the Life (both now and into that eternity).
· So I think my, your, life into eternity with God is assured, because of Jesus’ promise which I absolutely accept and believe.  
· The dwelling place may be material or spiritual (or even virtual to use a contemporary term), and there is no way that we will know which in our lifetime.  
· And perhaps this will be irrelevant after death too, as we are caught up into that vision of Stephen’s, of the eternal glory of God with Christ, and know that we have come home.  Amen.
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