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I. WHy Heaven is the starting point for understanding night & Day Devotion
A. The Center of All Things

1. God’s Existence

a. In the revelation of Scripture God Himself is the ultimate center of all things.  He dwells in the glorious solitude of self-existence and compared to His absolute necessity all things are feeble and frail – a vapor that appears and vanishes; grass that withers away in a moment.

b. From the smallest insect to the most brilliant man, all are on a level plane in that they hang dangling over the abyss of non-existence, upheld only by His sovereign word.  This in and of itself requires a profound shift in our thinking because we tend to view the world, our lives, and everything in between myopically and egocentrically.  

c. In truth His identity is the unshakable rock of certitude with which all must reckon and find their orientation. This radical, all-encompassing centrality in all things means that only by throwing ourselves into Him and moving outward can we discern the truth about anything.

It is my opinion that the Christian concept of God current in these middle years of the twentieth century is so decadent as to be utterly beneath the dignity of the Most High God and actually to constitute for professed believers something amounting to a moral calamity.  All the problems of heaven and earth, though they were to confront us together an at once, would be nothing compared with the overwhelming problem of God:  that He is; what He is like; and what we as moral beings must do about Him.

2. Contingency & Reality

a. The consequence of this truth is that the further a creature drifts from the will of God, the less real they become. “Real” here doesn’t denote any metaphysical qualities but simply that the greater the discord from God’s commandment and design, the less relevant they are in the ultimate sense.

b. This is due to the fact that only God has meaning in and of Himself because His existence alone is essential.  Consequently any significance creation possesses is a bestowed or derivative significance and not inherent to them.

c. In other words, the importance of someone or something hinges solely upon its relation to the Creator of all.  

d. This requires quite a shift in our thinking because we typically do not view the world from this perspective.  Though the political, economic, and military leaders of the earth appear to be so influential, in God’s eyes they are but a vapor that appears for a moment and then vanishes.

14 With whom did He take counsel, and who instructed Him, and taught Him in the path of justice?  Who taught Him knowledge, and showed Him the way of understanding?  15 Behold, the nations are as a drop in a bucket, and are counted as the small dust on the scales; Look, He lifts up the isles as a very little thing…22 It is He who sits above the circle of the earth, and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers, Who stretches out the heavens like a curtain, and spreads them out like a tent to dwell in.  23 He brings the princes to nothing; He makes the judges of the earth useless.  24 Scarcely shall they be planted, Scarcely shall they be sown, Scarcely shall their stock take root in the earth, when He will also blow on them, and they will wither, and the whirlwind will take them away like stubble.  25 “To whom then will you liken Me, or to whom shall I be equal?” says the Holy One. Isaiah 40:14-15, 22-25

e. As those of wealth and political standing consolidate power, the derangement of their pride leads them to believe they have become mighty when in truth they are growing more and more irrelevant through their failure to esteem the glory of God.

3. His Good Pleasure

a. Unfortunately our minds are far from renewed, and because full-blown rebellion against the will of God permeates the earth, we lapse into the mistake of thinking it is normal and therefore consequential.  From God’s perspective, however, it is the most ludicrous and abnormal thing imaginable.

b. Yet there is a place where, unlike the earth, His desires are perfectly expressed and fulfilled – the place the Bible terms heaven.  This total conformity to His will bestows upon it the utmost relevance or meaning for all the reasons just stated.  Furthermore, its proximity to the supreme reference point Himself gives it a level of importance that can hardly be overstated.

B. Identity and Presence 

1. Worship is Responsive

a. Worship or prayer, whether spoken or sung, is always and ever a response to a Person, and in particular the proximity of that Person.

b. Typically when the tabernacle or temple is discussed they are done so within the context of worship, but in reality those monumental realities in the Old Testament are primarily about His presence.

c. The Tabernacle and Temple were the focal point of the worship of the nation precisely because that is where they encountered the identity of God.  Even before these formal structures the biblical record describes the worship of the patriarchs occurring in relationship to theophanies.  

d. Therefore it is impossible to develop an accurate theology of worship (incessant or otherwise) apart from a clear theology of revelation and  presence. Heaven is the supreme dwelling place of God, the epicenter of His presence and existence where He is most manifestly seen and known, and thus heaven must be the inception for any consideration of worship.

2. Worship & Theology

a. Stemming from this recognition that worship and prayer are both personally and relationally oriented is the conclusion that the authenticity and vitality of worship in a community directly corresponds to the accuracy and depth of its theology.  In other words, acts of devotion must be approached from a profoundly theocentric perspective.

b. To view the subject from this vantage point departs radically from prevailing methodology, for the blight of pragmatism in modernity has resulted in an approach to worship and prayer dominated by concern for the outward shape of it and the ‘tangible’ results to be gleaned from its practice.  

c. When we think about worship it must evoke a flood of thoughts about a Person, not opinions about an activity that we get something out of.  As Allen Ross summarizes:

Without sustaining a vision of the holy Lord of glory, what some call the sublime “worship” very quickly digresses from the revealed design of worship that God desires and becomes routine, predictable, and even irrelevant.  The starting point of any discussion of worship must be the object of worship, the Lord God himself, who is higher and more significant and far more glorious than life itself.  This is the vision we need to inspire our worship; it is the vision that a world lost in sin needs in order to be reconciled to God.

d. The reason heaven does not readily come to mind when pondering worship is quite simply that He does not come to mind very frequently when considering the subject.  By turning our eyes to heaven we are reminded that at the heart of worship lies a consuming preoccupation with God Himself.  We read of myriads of angels tirelessly lauding the glorious King enthroned on high and we are rescued from the self-compulsion that threatens to undermine true worship.    

3. The Reality of Worship

a. The sobering consequence of these truths is twofold:

(1) The goal of worship cannot be evaluated simply by the experience a service produces in the participants but rather only by the extent which the glory of God is truly seen and magnified as result.

(2) The ‘problem’ of worship in modern Church is not the wrong worship pastor, a bad sound system, an incapable band, the question of traditional or contemporary, or any other question of form.  The great, looming problem is that Jesus, who is the apex of theology because He is the fullness of the revelation of God, might actually be the most forgotten and misunderstood person in the Church.  His name is mentioned much but He remains largely unknown, a stranger in the midst of our many services and songs.

b. Personal or corporate devotion will simply never ascend beyond the knowledge of the Person to whom we are devoted. Where the vision of that Person is dim, obscure, or marginalized, true adoration will be rare and fervent cries of intercession scarce.

c. Yet where Christ is treasured and exalted in the hearts of the people, worship and prayer alike will have both their impetus and their staying power. And nowhere are we reminded of this central place theology must hold in incessant devotion as in the heights of heaven where God Himself is all in all.  

C. A Revelation of the Throne

The third reason that heaven must be the starting point for understanding unceasing prayer is the relationship between the throne of God and the ministry of intercession. 

﻿26﻿ ﻿﻿And above the firmament over their heads was the likeness of a throne, ﻿﻿in appearance like a sapphire stone; on the likeness of the throne was a likeness with the appearance of a man high above ﻿﻿it. ﻿27﻿ Also from the appearance of His waist and upward ﻿﻿I saw, as it were, the color of amber with the appearance of fire all around within it; and from the appearance of His waist and downward I saw, as it were, the appearance of fire with brightness all around. Ezekiel 1:26-28

Immediately I was ﻿﻿﻿﻿in the Spirit; and behold, ﻿﻿a throne was standing in heaven, and ﻿﻿One sitting on the throne. 3 And He who was sitting was like a ﻿﻿jasper stone and a ﻿﻿sardius in appearance; and there was a ﻿﻿﻿﻿rainbow around the throne, like an ﻿﻿emerald in appearance. Revelation 4:2-3

1. Enthroned in the Heavens

Heaven must be the inception of the discussion of continual prayer because that is where God is enthroned, and when the saints intercede they are addressing the King of the Universe.
The Lord is in His ﻿﻿holy temple; the ﻿﻿Lord’s ﻿﻿throne is in heaven; His ﻿﻿eyes behold, His eyelids test the sons of men.  5 The Lord ﻿﻿tests the righteous and ﻿﻿the wicked, And the one who loves violence His soul hates.  6 Upon the wicked He will ﻿﻿rain ﻿﻿snares; ﻿﻿Fire and brimstone and ﻿﻿burning wind will be the portion of ﻿﻿their cup. Psalm 11:4-6

﻿﻿The Lord ﻿﻿reigns, He is ﻿﻿clothed with majesty; the Lord has ﻿﻿clothed and girded Himself with strength; indeed, the ﻿﻿world is firmly established, it will not be moved.  2 Your ﻿﻿throne is established from of old; You ﻿﻿are from everlasting.  3 The ﻿﻿floods have lifted up, O Lord, the floods have lifted up their voice, the floods lift up their pounding waves.   4 More than the sounds of many waters, than the mighty breakers of the sea, the Lord ﻿﻿on high is mighty.  Psalm 92:1-4

The Lord has established His throne in heaven, and ﻿﻿His kingdom rules over all. Psalm 103:19

﻿You, O Lord, ﻿﻿rule forever; Your ﻿﻿throne is from generation to generation.  Lamentations 5:19
2. His Everlasting Kingdom

Hezekiah prayed before the Lord and said, “O Lord, the God of Israel, ﻿﻿who are ﻿﻿enthroned above the cherubim, ﻿﻿You are the God, You alone, of all the kingdoms of the earth. You have made heaven and earth. II Kings 19:15

The Lord is ﻿﻿King forever and ever… Psalm 10:16

Your kingdom is ﻿﻿an ﻿﻿everlasting kingdom, and Your dominion endures throughout all generations.  Psalm 145:13

Who would not fear You, O ﻿﻿King of the nations? Indeed it is Your due! For among all the ﻿﻿wise men of the nations and in all their kingdoms, there is none like You. 8 But they are altogether ﻿﻿stupid and foolish in their discipline of ﻿﻿delusion—﻿﻿their idol is wood!...10 But the Lord is the ﻿﻿true God; He is the ﻿﻿living God and the ﻿﻿everlasting King. At His wrath the ﻿﻿earth quakes, and the nations cannot ﻿﻿endure His indignation. Jeremiah 10:7-8, 10

3. His Absolute Dominion

And ﻿﻿at the end of the ﻿﻿time I, Nebuchadnezzar, lifted my eyes to heaven, and my understanding returned to me; and I blessed the Most High and praised and honored Him ﻿﻿who lives forever:  For His dominion is ﻿﻿an everlasting dominion,  and His kingdom is from generation to generation.  35 All the inhabitants of the earth are reputed as nothing; ﻿﻿He does according to His will in the army of heaven  and among the inhabitants of the earth. ﻿﻿No one can restrain His hand  or say to Him, ﻿﻿“What have You done?” Daniel 4:34-35

So David blessed the Lord in the sight of all the assembly; and David said, “Blessed are You, O Lord God of Israel our father, forever and ever.  11  “﻿﻿Yours, O Lord, is the greatness and the power and the glory and the victory and the majesty, indeed everything that is in the heavens and the earth; Yours is the dominion, O Lord, and You exalt Yourself as head over all.  12 “﻿﻿Both riches and honor come from You, and You rule over all, and ﻿﻿in Your hand is power and might; and it lies in Your hand to make great and to strengthen everyone.  13 “Now therefore, our God, we thank You, and praise Your glorious name. 14 “But who am I and who are my people that we should ﻿﻿be able to offer as generously as this? For all things come from You, and from Your hand we have given You.  I Chronicles 29:10-14

He ﻿﻿rules by His might forever;  His ﻿﻿eyes keep watch on the nations;  let not the rebellious ﻿﻿exalt themselves. Psalm 66:7

4. Intercession & the Throne
a. Prayer, like worship, is personally oriented. Because we are praying to Someone, our intercession is oriented around somewhere, because Jesus has an authentic human body and He is in an actual place in heaven. 

b. In intercession we are approaching the supreme Governor in the governmental center of the universe. That is why through faith we ‘come before’ the throne of God (cf. Eph 3, Heb 4). All intercession, therefore, is oriented around a real throne and occurs in an overtly governmental context.

c. Prayer is not hurling phrases into the air and hoping they are heard in some abstract way. We are making requests that are being considered in a real place by a real Person – the sovereign King of all things.
5. The Need for Clarity Concerning His Sovereign Power in Prayer

a. By turning our eyes to heaven and acquiring a revelation of the throne, we will begin to offer our prayers within the context of the active and absolute sovereignty of God. Right now the LORD is on His throne and His kingdom rules over all. God reigns over all things, He upholds all things, He sustains all things, and He possesses all things . 

b. We have so much unbelief concerning His sovereignty that we have to embrace a radical focus on the throne until it moves from being a fairy-tale to a reality that engenders faith in our soul. His throne has been reduced to a metaphor and the prayer life of the church has suffered as a result. 
c. In our hearts (regardless of what adhered to in our minds) we translate God’s patient, merciful restraint from judgment during this age of amnesty as impotence. A vision of His throne, and faith in His total, absolute sovereignty is the remedy for this deep-seated unbelief. 

D. The Pattern of His Pleasure 

1. God’s Desire & the Answer of Heaven

a. The final answer to the question of “why heaven?” differs from the rest. Whereas the previous three are clearly biblical, they are broad and conceptual. The final reason is very specific and stems from a very critical exegetical relationship. 

b. As we will develop in much greater detail in future sessions, heaven in not an ethereal realm but rather a vividly real place.  When the LORD set His hand to fashion His dwelling place He had no rules, no parameters, and no template to work from.

c. Thus anything we are privy to behold in the heavenly scenes recorded in Scripture is there because He wants it to be and is therefore a direct reflection of a desire He has in His heart.  We could never even dare to say that same thing of the earth, so soiled by human rebellion. 

2. Pattern

a. The critical extension of this point is that the reality of heaven and its worship is to serve as the model for worship and prayer on earth.  As we will see, this is precisely what we find God commanding in several different instances.

b. Though it will only be introduced in this context, this is the premise and guiding principle of the entire course – that God desires worship and prayer to be on earth as it is in heaven.

3. Moses, Sinai, the Principle of Replication

8"Let them construct a sanctuary for Me, that I may dwell among them.  9"According to all that I am going to show you, as the pattern of the tabernacle and the pattern of all its furniture, just so you shall construct it.”  Exodus 25:8-9 (NASB)
a. The Commandment 

It is very clear that the meticulous stipulations of construction that run all the way through Chapter 32 were based upon the pattern Moses SAW – the tabernacle was to be replica of whatever Moses beheld.

b. Two Important Questions

(1) Where was Moses?

(2) What did he see?

c. The Critical Relationship

The relationship that this passage leads us to understand is that God’s dwelling among them (which we will come to understand as the convergence of Heaven and earth) is contingent upon the replication of the pattern. If Moses did not successfully replicate the heavenly reality shown to him, then Israel would not have the presence of God in the midst. 
E. Conclusion 

1. Understanding that heaven is truly to be the ideal after which worship on earth is patterned shatters the notion that our ideas concerning it can remain vague, generic, and peripheral.  

2. In this light we can actually see that it is impossible to spend too much time gaining clarity about what heaven is and understanding exactly what goes on there.

3. We will devote a great deal of attention to expounding this biblically but without this key concept the thoroughness of its treatment will not make sense.        
II. VIewing Heaven

A. Identifying the Problem

To say that heaven is the necessary starting point does not mean that it is an easy one at all. We have many hurdles to overcome in forming a perspective on heaven accurate enough to shape and inform our understanding on worship on the earth.

1. Unfamiliarity

a. The first challenge is significant but also the easiest to remedy - it is simply our unfamiliarity with the passages that speak of heaven or that offer a glimpse into its reality.

b. We must go on the journey of acclimating ourselves to the details of what the Bible offers on the subject that we could have a working knowledge of the truth.

c. Though this class is very limited in what it can accomplish, it will be a step in this direction of informing our understanding on a subject that many believers are simply ignorant of.

2. Unperceived

a. The second, and much more systemic, problem is the way we actually view that information even once we have become familiar with it.

b. All of us, by virtue of the fact that our minds were shaped in the context of Western world in the modern era, have an interpretive lens that we are not even aware when we read passages about heaven. Though we are ignorant of its existence, it powerfully affects the way the witness of Scripture settles in our minds and hearts.  

c. This unperceived filter has been many centuries in the making and it is so deeply entrenched in the Western mind that it is hard to even expose its existence, much less to dethrone its pervasive influence on the way we understand reality. 

d. This engrained perspective that so colors our every thought and idea, which so controls the way we assimilate information, is what is typically referred to as our worldview.   

B. The Need for Clarity

1. In order to truly understand the foundations of night and day worship and prayer we must be willing to dispense with our post-modern worldview, saturated as it is with unbiblical philosophical constructs, and exchange it for a biblical view of heaven.  

2. To think that such a switch can be accomplished in a single class would be naïve, but to say something is better to say nothing and leave these lenses unchallenged.

III. The Historical shape of ideas

A. Introducing Plato

1. Plato was a philosopher who resided in Greece in the 4th century B.C.  Following the death of his mentor, Socrates, Plato founded the Academy in Athens.  It was a center of learning very loosely comparable to a modern university that attracted students from the surrounding region.

2. It is an unfortunate but very true fact of history that the ideas propagated by this man would be some of the most influential and formative in Western civilization.

3. Though his philosophies likely would have had a measure of import regardless of what happened after his lifetime, a series of very specific events occurred that caused the significance of his constructs to explode exponentially.

B. Dissemination of Platonism

1. From Athens to the Macedonia

a. In 367 B.C. a young man named Aristotle arrived at the Academy in Athens to sit under Plato’s tutelage.

b. After Plato died in 347 B.C. Aristotle remained in Athens for a couple of years until he went into the region of Macedonia to tutor a twelve-year old boy named Alexander.

c. Historians would later name this lad “the Great”, although it seems in retrospect that only his iniquity deserves the designation of greatness. 

2. From Macedonia to the World

a. Although his tutor’s views differed in several important ways from Plato, Alexander was groomed with a very specific, potent way of viewing the world rooted in the foundations of Platonism.

b. His remarkable military conquests that would follow afforded the opportunity for the dissemination of Hellenistic ideas in an unparalleled way.  The scope of influence, the depth of its penetration, and the swiftness with which it occurred is simply astonishing (lamentably). 

c. Everywhere he went, Alexander founded cities that acted as bastions for Greek culture and thought to be established and spread within the region that had been overtaken by his conquests.   

3. At the Mouth of the Nile

a. What became his most famous city was located at the mouth of the Nile in Northern Egypt – the city of Alexandria.

b. Alexandria had quickly become a thriving center of commerce, learning, and religion and continued to be so for centuries.  From the time of its founding until its eventual demise, the bedrock of its foundation was Hellenism and as its structures grew and its inhabitants multiplied the city took every step forward on those tenets.

c. Yet part of its success as a city was its inclusiveness – welcoming people of different backgrounds both culturally and religiously and slowly assimilated them in to their way of thinking as they marinated in the Hellenistic atmosphere.

d. In the post-exilic period the Jewish people developed quite a presence in Alexandria, boasting a huge population.  It was there that the Septuagint was commissioned and translated, and it was there that the infamous Philo set out to synthesize Platonic thought with the Jewish faith.

e. The history of syncretism and tolerance continued into the Christian era as well.  Followers of Jesus were so numerous in the city that Alexandria rivaled Antioch and Rome in its significance in the early period of Church history.

f. And so it was in 185 A.D., nearly five-hundred years after the young Macedonian ruler had commissioned its founding, Origen was born into this storied city of Alexandria.  

g. His birth place was fitting, for he would secure his enormous influence in history precisely through an intellectually brilliant but theologically disastrous fusing of Hellenistic philosophy and Christianity.  

h. You may have never even heard of Origen of Alexandria but he has dramatically shaped the way you think about heaven.

IV. Dualism & its Legacy

A. The Wheat & the Chaff

1. Ideas do not hatch in a vacuum of neutrality. They have sources – real beginnings rooted in history. In recognizing this we are able to separate the wheat from the chaff in our minds, so to speak, and discern what perspectives are native to scripture and which ones are foreign intruders. As it pertains to the subject of heaven, we as Western believers have many weeds to pull.  

2. Of yet nothing has been said concerning the ideas of Plato or the man largely responsible for thrusting them into the foundation of Church history. Turning now to do so we should slowly begin to realize that their words are like a mirror, projecting back to us a dim reflection of our own mistaken conceptions of heaven.
B. The Cornerstone of Platonism

1. The cornerstone of Platonism
 (as it relates to the present context) is “a strong distinction between two levels of reality.”
  Plato termed the world accessible to our senses the ‘perceptual realm’ and that which is beyond our observation ‘the intelligible realm’.  

2. In his program of thought the intelligible realm consisted of idealized ‘forms’ and ‘ideas’.  It was, in other words, a conceptual and ethereal division of existence that was immaterial, incorporeal and insubstantial.  

3. There was nothing concrete about it whatsoever.  It was conceived of as a pristine, inert plane of reality presided over by the Supreme Good who was itself conceived of in the most abstract terms, often as the sole self-thinker. 

4. Such was the quintessential Hellenistic view of divinity and the unseen dimension of existence.  In stark contrast and on the other side of a very wide chasm was the perceptual realm.  The latter was the domain of matter – what could be seen, felt, and heard – and thus the functional opposite of the intelligible realm in all essential aspects.

5. What must be stressed is that the governing feature inherent in this potent, comprehensive world view divides existence into two very dissonant expressions of reality.
  

C. Assimilation & its Significance

1. Introduction

a. If Platonism had just been one of the many products of the vain imagination of men that have been set forth throughout the ages that vanished with the death of its founder and his followers it might be of interest to historians but would certainly not have any bearing upon this course.

b. Yet at a very early point in Church history the perspectives of this Greek philosopher were thrust into the foundations of Christian thought, creating a deceptive amalgamation of biblical truth and Hellenistic philosophy.

2. Process

a. One of the men bearing the primary responsibility for this synthesis was the aforementioned Origen.  

b. Origen’s significance derives not so much from the novelty of his thought but in the way in which he applied and integrated platonic methods of epistemology (the way we know things) to spiritual matters and his appropriation of biblical terms to fundamentally Hellenistic concepts (or the other way around in some cases).  

c. For he was not merely someone who claimed to be a Christian but was influenced by his culture, he was a man who had the express purpose of merging Hellenistic thought with the revelation of scripture.  

d. Origen adhered to a specific brand of philosophical tradition called Middle-Platonism, believing that it agreed with and provided the framework necessary for interpreting the Bible.

3. Bearing

a.  Before citing specific examples of Origen’s synthesis, it may be helpful to put his significance in perspective.  

b. The venerable Swiss theologian Hans Urs Von Balthasar, a man of towering intellect and rare breadth of learning, stated “there is no thinker in the Church who is so invisibly all-present as Origen.”
  

c. Without knowing anything else about Origen such a dramatic statement should cause you to quake at the thought that it just might be true.  While others in the successive generations would further the flow of the toxic conceptions of Plato into the streams of Church history, they were all just natural progeny of the collision Origen wrought.  

d. Augustine, for example, is unquestionably among the most formative individuals in the collective theology of the Church throughout the ages but he was deeply influenced by Origen’s writings and was himself “profoundly…under the spell of Platonism,”
 as one author aptly put it.  

D. The Redefinition

1. The Future of Souls

The first example from Origen’s many works is within a portion addressing the fate awaiting the saints following physical death.  After describing how believers who die will remain in a “school for souls” on the earth until they are enlightened enough to pass into the heavens, Origen says:

If any one indeed be pure in heart, and holy in mind, and more practised in perception, he will, by making more rapid progress, quickly ascend to a place in the air, and reach the kingdom of heaven, through those mansions, so to speak, in the various places which the Greeks have termed spheres, i.e., globes, but which holy Scripture has called heavens; in each of which he will first see clearly what is done there, and in the second place, will discover the reason why things are so done: and thus he will in order pass through all gradations, following Him who hath passed into the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, who said, “I will that where I am, these may be also.”﻿ And of this diversity of places He speaks, when He says, “In My Father’s house are many mansions.” He Himself is everywhere, and passes swiftly through all things; nor are we any longer to understand Him as existing in those narrow Limits in which He was once confined for our sakes, i.e., not in that circumscribed body which He occupied on earth, when dwelling among men, according to which He might be considered as enclosed in some one place.
 

a. This excerpt is striking in that it equates the Greek conception of spheres/globes with the scriptural use of the word ‘heaven’, making them interchangeable.  

b. That he views such in an ethereal manner, lacking all substance and akin to the intelligible realm, becomes plain through his overt endorsement of the heretical view that Jesus dispensed with His human body at His ascension.  

c. Thus in Origen’s schema, just as Christ shed His body and its ‘limitations’ to pass into the heavens so we, too, will follow suit once our intellects have been sufficiently enlightened.

2. The Culmination of All Things

The next quote comes from a different section of Origen’s writings but has thematic similarity.  As he expounds upon the promise of the future culmination of all things what was implicit in the previous text emerges as explicit:

For it has been said that we must suppose either that an incorporeal existence is possible, after all things have become subject to Christ, and through Christ to God the Father, when God, will be all and in all; or that when, notwithstanding all things have been made subject to Christ, and through Christ to God…then the bodily substance itself also being united to most pure and excellent spirits, and being changed into an ethereal condition in proportion to the quality or merits of those who assume it (according to the apostle’s words, “We also shall be changed”), will shine forth in splendour; or at least that when the fashion of those things which are seen passes away, and all corruption has been shaken off and cleansed away, and when the whole of the space occupied by this world, in which the spheres of the planets are said to be, has been left behind and beneath,﻿ then is reached the fixed abode of the pious and the good situated above that sphere, which is called non-wandering, as in a good land, in a land of the living, which will be inherited by the meek and gentle; to which land belongs that heaven (which, with its more magnificent extent, surrounds and contains that land itself) which is called truly and chiefly heaven, in which heaven and earth, the end and perfection of all things, may be safely and most confidently placed…
 

a. Therefore, Origen ‘safely’ and ‘most confidently’ identifies ‘heaven’ as it is referred to in scripture as the realm above the non-wandering sphere,
 and proposes that in order for the pious and good to abide there either an incorporeal existence must be possible or the substance of our existence must be united to pure spirit, changing us into an ethereal condition.
  

b. The way in which Origen so swiftly redefines biblical terminology with Platonic concepts without any evidence of reticence is simply astonishing.  That such a redefinition became normative in Christian thought through Orgien’s great influence is appalling.

3. Visions & Experiences

One final segment of the Alexandrian’s writing serves as a remarkable example of Hellenistic philosophy incorporated into biblical understanding.  In some senses it is the most troubling but also the most illustrative, for it clearly demonstrates how one’s preconceptions about heaven effect the interpretation of scriptural accounts of it.  While discussing the opening of the heavens in the account of the baptism of Jesus, Origen goes on to say:

… in a dream impressions have been brought before the minds of many, some relating to divine things, and others to future events of this life, and this either with clearness or in an enigmatic manner,—a fact which is manifest to all who accept the doctrine of providence; so how is it absurd to say that the mind which could receive impressions in a dream should be impressed also in a waking vision, for the benefit either of him on whom the impressions are made, or of those who are to hear the account of them from him? And as in a dream we fancy that we hear, and that the organs of hearing are actually impressed, and that we see with our eyes—although neither the bodily organs of sight nor hearing are affected, but it is the mind alone which has these sensations—so there is no absurdity in believing that similar things occurred to the prophets, when it is recorded that they witnessed occurrences of a rather wonderful kind, as when they either heard the words of the Lord or beheld the heavens opened. For I do not suppose that the visible heaven was actually opened, and its physical structure divided, in order that Ezekiel might be able to record such an occurrence. Should not, therefore, the same be believed of the Saviour by every intelligent hearer of the Gospels?—although such an occurrence may be a stumbling-block to the simple, who in their simplicity would set the whole world in movement, and split in sunder the compact and mighty body of the whole heavens. But he who examines such matters more profoundly will say, that there being, as the Scripture calls it, a kind of general divine perception which the blessed man alone knows how to discover…
 

a. Although there is absolutely no justification for it exegetically, Origen arrives at the conclusion that both the prophets of old and Jesus Himself were not actually encountering anything real in their experiences of heavenly things.  

b. Instead, through the faculty of enlightened knowledge (divine perception), they merely received communication similar to a waking dream for their benefit and those who would hear them.  

c. While this should be profoundly disconcerting in the gravity of its error, at this point it should not come as surprising.   Origen’s views of heaven, formed and governed by Platonism, necessitate these conclusions.  In other words, his worldview enslaved his exposition of scripture.

E. Modern Legacy

1. Contemporary Pervasiveness

a. At first it may understandably appear overblown to claim that the ideas of these two individuals now briefly surveyed hold such a dominant, pervasive place in the way in which we, even as Christians, think about reality.  

b. Yet this is only because, like the air we breathe, the foundations of the worldview they propagated are so ubiquitous in the West that they are taken for granted.  

c. The worldview that saturates all contemporary culture and society as we know it is built entirely upon the movements beginning in the 15th century in Europe called the Renaissance and the Enlightenment.  

2. Influences

a. Of this heritage it has been observed, “The safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of footnotes to Plato.”
  Specifically related to Christian thought we find the following summary, characteristic of many others like it:  

All Christian theology is dependent, to an extent at least, on contemporary Greek philosophy, primarily Platonism, but some Christian thinkers fall particularly strongly under Platonic influence, and properly merit the title of Christian Platonists.
 

b. And finally, to return to Origen: “Nevertheless…Origen’s influence was immense…through them and others [various church fathers] Origen became the father of scriptural study and systematic theology in the Christian tradition.”
  

3. Impact & Neglect

a. Quotes such as these from the learned could be marshaled for pages in support of the potency of Platonism within Western culture and Western Christianity.  Yet ultimately the real issue is not the proving of an argument but rather evoking the awareness that we have deep-seated assumptions about heaven that did not come from the Bible.  

b. The fact that when reading Christian summaries of Plato’s life and philosophy his great influence is so commonly recognized but not immediately objected to is reflective of the systemic inculcation of modern Christian thought in his philosophical paradigm.  

c. The force with which Platonism affects the way the Church understands the Bible and views the world around them is largely responsible the most important place in all of creation becoming marginalized and irrelevant in the body of Christ.  

V. The consequences of the Ancient redefinition of HEaven

A. The Great Switch

1. Transition of Leadership

a. Increasingly over time the center of gravity in the early church shifted from authoritative Jewish leadership to being heavily slanted in the direction of the Gentiles. As the second century turned into the third century there were very few Jewish leaders and the chief proponents of the faith were entirely Greek in their background and worldview.  

b. Thus, there was enough distance between the advent of Christ and the inception of the Alexandrian school led by Origen (and his predecessor Clement) that when the trends of Hellenization were being advanced there was not sufficient resistance.

2. Result  

a. Too few arose in protest and objected that the patriarchs, the prophets, and the apostles of old weren’t from Athens and when they spoke of ‘heaven’ under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit it meant something entirely different than Plato.  

b. And thus the glorious heaven of the Bible, the true abode of the living God, was exchanged in Christian tradition for a modified version of the intelligible realm of Platonic philosophy.  

3. Passing Centuries

a. Tragically this switch went off largely unnoticed by the Church in later generations, mainly because they could not imagine that heaven could mean anything else.  

b. Still today, many centuries later, we unwittingly subsist in the wake of the way Origen incorporated biblical truths into a Hellenistic worldview, unable to dream of heaven being the dynamic, preeminently real place that it truly is.  

c. The assumed and unquestioned meaning of heaven in modern Christianity vaguely resembles the intelligible realm sketched by Plato and almost exactly parallels the portrait of heaven painted by Origen (only without some of the philosophical language).  

d. We have still not recovered from the sweeping distortion that occurred so long ago.  The implications of this, even as it relates to the conception of heaven, are numerous and far reaching.  

B. Remote

The first characteristic that dominates the contemporary view of heaven both in biblical scholarship and across the wider landscape of Christianity is the misconception that it is exceedingly remote.  

1. Heaven is perceived as a vague ‘realm’ that is distant spatially and uninvolved relationally with our world. Though doctrinally we maintain the existence of God and of heaven, practically we are one step away from the naturalistic atheism that pervades modern society.  

2. This philosophical naturalism that dominates and dictates the secular tone of Western culture and subtly invades the Church is just an extension of the Platonism it is founded upon.  

3. Once the ideological knife was wielded, dividing the seen and unseen into completely different realities, heaven was free to drift further and further from the concern of men until it was denied entirely and what is perceptible to human senses became absolute and authoritative.  

4. Thus, we give intellectual assent to the idea that God and His angels are ‘somewhere’ else doing something but view it as entirely separate in an ontological sense from life here under the sun.   

5. Heaven, its inhabitants, and their activity are seen as fundamentally disconnected and removed from the contours of reality as we know it. The frequent use of the word ‘realm’ to speak of heaven betrays this underlying distinction present in people’s thoughts of heaven.  

C. Ethereal

The second common, but mistaken, characteristic ascribed to heaven is that it is ethereal.  

1. Interpreting Scripture

a. Despite the fact that scripture almost categorically presents heavenly things in the most tangible, vivid terms it remains in the minds of many believers abstract and insubstantial.  

b. The reason that the latter impression persists unmoved is not because that is what the Bible reveals but rather because the revelation found therein is filtered through a worldview that eliminates the possibility of something that we cannot see being palpable.  In the Bible, “invisible” does not mean immaterial. 
c. And similar to the characteristic of remoteness, this false conception corresponds almost identically to the intelligible realm of Platonism where all things were envisioned as incorporeal and immaterial.  

2. Understanding what is Spiritual

a. In general a great error occurs when recognizing that we do not have complete revelation of heaven, or that such an epiphany transcends the ability to describe,  we go on to conclude that we do not have a concrete revelation of heaven.  

b. We certainly do not know everything, but what we do know is clear. Heaven is filled with real sights, real sounds, real creatures, and real objects. Although we are not able to see them right now, they are all very much able to be seen because they have a distinct form and substance that doesn’t not change from one moment to the next as though they were some sort of heavenly hologram.  

c. Angels say things, hold objects in their hands, interact with people, fly from place to place, and reside in a place with real dimensions. In the practical sense we would say that heaven possesses physicality, the furthest thing from ethereality.  

d. Physicality is often set as an opposite against spirituality, yet this is philosophical juxtaposition rather than a biblical one.
 Spiritual, in the biblical sense, simply refers to something that is divinely authored or that is invisible (which means not able to be seen by us, not that it cannot be seen at all).  

e. Spiritual wisdom is that which is given by God, not wisdom that is ethereal or intangible.
  The spiritual body we will inherit in the resurrection refers to the physical form that originates directly from God rather than that which was given us through human procreation.  

f. Thus, it is accurate to say that heaven is thoroughly spiritual, but that does not in any way exclude the assertion that it is tangible and substantial. Unfortunately the term spiritual also suffered the fate of heaven in the Platonic exchange brought about by Origen and his counterparts and came to mean something the authors of scripture never intended.

“It is high time that this perfectly good term should be rescued from the abuse it has suffered at the hands of theologians who, either consciously or otherwise, have been under the spell of Platonic philosophy.”

D. Irrelevance 

The final characteristic, irrelevance, is in some ways the application of the previous two.  When viewed as remote and ethereal, heaven in turn becomes extraneous to the theology and the life of the Church.  

1. The Irony of the Marginalization of Heaven

a. Although in truth it is heaven that is ultimately meaningful and supremely real, and we on earth who are peripheral, the exact opposite is the case functionally. Instead of weighing heavily upon our hearts and minds, the dwelling place of God scarcely receives prolonged attention.  

b. Rather than pondering with great reverence and awe what transpires in the cosmic throne- room, realizing that it is the source of all life and power and order, our neglect and thoughtlessness reveals just how inconsequential we view that place to be.  

c. Thus, the question of how those who dwell in heaven worship the LORD and what that reflects concerning His desire doesn’t bear down upon us with the gravity it ought, if at all. What really presses upon much of the Church instead is what kind of music will get people in the door so the offering will be enough to keep the whole system going.

2. Application to Prayer & Worship  

a. The systemic unbelief and corresponding prayerlessness is but a facet of this crisis of irrelevance. Confidence and perseverance to contend in intercession for power from on high comes from the revelation that by coming to God in Christ through prayer one can actually engage in the government of heaven.  

b. Yet from the common vantage point, entrenched in so many false conceptions of heaven, how could a soul dare stir itself to believe for an angel to come and set someone free from prison when in their hearts angels might as well be on quasar somewhere?  

c. How can we come boldly to the throne of grace in our time of need if deep within we believe that throne to be an ethereal projection given for John’s edification that exists in a remote, abstract realm we know nothing about?  

d. And finally, what inspiration will we find to emulate the unending songs of praise found in those heavenly courts when it is scarcely more than a vague, fleeting dream in our hearts? When we stand before the judgment seat, terrible in its glory, what reason will we muster to explain why the preoccupation of the four living creatures was not ours?

VI. Approaching the study of the heavens 

A. God’s Creation

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth… Genesis 1:1

1. Created Reality

a. It is important to emphasize that both the mid-heavens and the third heavens were created in the beginning, just as the opening verse of the creation narrative indicates.  
b. Everything from the skies to the throne of God itself was made and did not exist eternally.  The passage just referenced, Colossians 1:16, makes this explicit.  Extolling the glory of Christ, Paul says:  
For by Him all things were created that are in heaven and that are on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers. All things were created through Him and for Him.  Colossians 1:16

c. As obvious as this is in some ways, at times those aspects of heaven unseen by us can inadvertently be imagined as existing eternally and thus thought of as devoid of time.  To the contrary, all of the heavens had a real beginning point just like the earth and exist within real succession.  

d. In the heavens there are real events – things that happened in the past, things occurring this very moment, and things still yet to come.  In the book of Revelation John describes how there was silence in heaven for about a half an hour.
  

e. This is not to say that those in heaven experience time in the same manner as we do on earth,
 but simply to underscore the fact that the heavens and the earth are part of one unified creation that subsists together in Him and thus shares the sequential nature that all of God’s creation is bound within.

2. Coming to Clarity

a. The opening words of the Bible hold within them much instruction if observed carefully.  From the beginning there was one unified, integrated creation of God with two primary expressions – the earth and the heavens.
  

b. Earth is a familiar place, the heavens not so.  Having focused on what the heavens are not, we are prepared now to embark on the journey of discovering the truth of what they are. 

c. For reasons already established, many have the impression that scripture does not speak much on the subject of heaven, and thus there isn’t much that can be said with any confidence

d. As those unacquainted with themes that were very important to biblical authors we are often guilty of overlooking the care and precision with which they speak of heavenly matters, instead lumping terms and descriptions into one generic category.  This proves to be an awkward semblance at best. Particularly as it relates to the subject of unceasing worship and prayer, the power is in the details.

B. Perspective & Faith

﻿﻿So this I say, and affirm together with the Lord, ﻿﻿that you walk no longer just as the Gentiles also walk, in the ﻿﻿futility of their mind,  18 being ﻿﻿darkened in their understanding… Eph 4:18

1. Our Condition

a. Apart from the real, active work of the Holy Spirit through the witness of Scripture, our minds are futile and our understanding is darkened. Without illumination our state is one of total illusion and deception, and we will come to wrong conclusions about everything.
 

b. We readily accept our need for the Holy Spirit to lead us into the truth about God and the truth about His saving work. Yet we are equally dependent upon the Holy Spirit to give us understanding of the world that He created. In other words, our minds are just as inept at discerning the truth about cosmology as with theology and soteriology. 

c. The Bible simply does not give us the option of recognizing that Jesus is our source of truth about “spiritual” matters but the intelligence of humanity (i.e. science) is our light for coming to clarity on everything else. This is a dichotomy impossible to maintain if Scripture is actually our authority.

d. The way in which God both created and structured the universe is part of the teaching of the Bible. Our choice is either faith or unbelief. Currents of rationalism run very swiftly in our culture and if we do not humble ourselves and stand under the word of God we are at risk of being swept along with them.
  
C. A Case Study of Rationalism: the Location of the Heavens 

1. The Biblical Perspective 

a. Biblical cosmology
 is based on the idea of height, with the earth being the reference point in the middle. Everything over or above the earth was thought to be part of the šāmayim, or heavens in Hebrew, including both what is visible to us and what is beyond our sight.   

b. Beginning with what was observable, the heavens are presented as continuing upward in ascending gradations. In Jewish tradition from Second Temple period the heavens were often  thought to be seven in number.
  

c. Yet the only figure that is validated biblically is three, allowing for the heavens to be divided conceptually into the first heavens, the mid-heavens, and the third-heavens.

2. Our Challenge

a. Are we really to conceive of the mid-heavens and the third heaven as above us, just as we think of the skies, the clouds, and the stars? 

b. Though there is no need to flatly deny or ignore the images of the world around us that have come about through the technological age, one should be very wary of simply dismissing the views of the ancients as primitive and naïve.

c. The conviction that the Bible is the inspired, infallible word of God means that it is far too simplistic to chalk up the cosmology of scripture as merely reflective of more general ancient near-eastern religious beliefs, discounting its relevance in the process.
  

d. Certainly the authors of scripture were real men in a real historical context and the orthodox view of scripture does not view the channels through whom God inspired His word to be obliterated in the process.  

e. Yet there was a reason that those very authentic personalities in antiquity thought the way they did about the world and it wasn’t because they possessed crude mental capacities. It was the LORD Himself who gave them that impression through His revelation and by continually coming down from the sky and going back up in Old Testament theophanies.

3. The Witness of Jesus 

a. This continues in the New Testament, including the ascension of Christ when He was taken up into the clouds and at His glorious return when He will split the sky and come down.  Consider for a moment the following statements of Jesus as recorded in the Gospel of John:

For the bread of God is He who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world…For I have come down from heaven, not to do my will, but the will of Him who sent Me…I am the living bread which came down from heaven…Does this offend you? What then if you should see the Son of Man ascend where He was before?...Even if I bear witness of Myself, My witness is true, for I know where I came from and where I am going…You are from beneath; I am from above.

b. In our intellectual arrogance are we truly prepared to supersede the wisdom of the One who formed the human brain and then took on flesh for our sake?  Jesus’ view of the world was not a product of His socio-historical context.  

c. By Him and through Him all things were made, in Him all things consist, and by His word He upholds all things.
 As Jesus walked the earth He knew all things, as the fourth gospel repeatedly states, and He knew where He came from and He said it was up.

d. When we stand face to face with the Creator of all things, what excuse will we give for denying His word in favor of believing the opinions of flesh that is like the grass that is blown away in a moment?

﻿﻿Let no man deceive himself. ﻿﻿If any man among you thinks that he is wise in ﻿﻿this age, he must become foolish, so that he may become wise.19 For ﻿﻿the wisdom of this world is foolishness before God. For it is written, “He is ﻿﻿the one who catches the wise in their craftiness”; 20 and again, “﻿﻿The Lord knows the reasonings of the wise, that they are useless.” I Corinthians 3:18-20

VII. bringing definition to the truth of Heaven

A. The Cosmological Framework of Scripture & the First Heavens

1. Clarifying the Purpose of this Study

a. As we develop a revelation of heaven, our focus will increasingly narrow until we are beholding an extremely specific facet of the heavens which serves as the site of its worship.

b. The specificity, however, cannot be accurately perceived apart from a clear apprehension of what the Bible reveals more generally about the heavens. 

c. A cardiologist cannot rightly study or understand the heart without  knowing what the human body is and how the heart functions within it. Similarly, we simply cannot appreciate the worship that goes on around God’s throne without seeing the larger ‘anatomy’ of heaven. 

2. Basic Description of First Heavens

Biblically the first heavens are what we would understand to be the sky and the atmosphere – that which is visible to our eyes.

a. Abode of Birds (cf. Gen. 1:20; 2:19; Dan. 2:38; etc.)
b. Abode of Rain, Snow, Thunder, etc. (cf. Gen. 8:2; Job 38:29; Is. 55:10; etc.)

c. Abode of Sun, Moon and Stars (cf. cf. Gen. 1:14ff; Deut. 4:19; Ps. 8:3; etc.)

3. Continuity

a. Though the first heavens only refers to what is visible to us, in biblical cosmology there was a profound continuity between that which was observable and that which lies beyond our sight.

b. This is seen (among other ways) through the fact that although it is not reflected in English translations, on all but four occasions in the entire Old Testament the plural form of ‘heavens’ occurs.
 

c. Thus, the birds and God both have their abode in “the heavens”.  As we proceed we will see that it is very legitimate to draw distinctions between various facets of the heavens, but this linguistic observation demonstrates how seamlessly the Bible presents the unity between them all. 

d. This deeply challenges our presuppositions concerning heaven because we are prone to thrust a sharp wedge in between the sun, moon, and stars on the one hand and the seraphim, cherubim, and elders on the other. To do so, however, is to depart from Scripture and chart our own course. 

4. Arrangement

There are four basic concepts that allow one to have a working understanding of the way creation is ordered according to Scripture. A careful study of all the relevant texts would yield many more details, but if one can have clarity on these four points it provides the correct framework for moving toward more specific understanding.

a. In the beginning God created the waters (Gen 1:1-8, II Pet 3), and then divided them in a vast circular or spherical shape. 

For ﻿﻿when they maintain this, it escapes their notice that ﻿﻿by the word of God the heavens existed long ago and the earth was ﻿﻿formed out of water and by water, 6 through which ﻿﻿the world at that time was ﻿﻿destroyed, being flooded with water. II Peter 3:5-6

The LORD possessed me (Wisdom) at the beginning of His way, before His works of old. 23 From everlasting I was established, from the beginning, from the earliest times of the earth… 26 While He had not yet made the earth and the fields, nor the first dust of the world. 27 When He established the heavens (amidst the waters), I was there, when He inscribed a circle on the face of the deep, 28 when He made firm  the skies above… 30 then I was beside Him, as a master workman. Proverbs 8:22-30

He stretches out the north over the void and hangs the earth on nothing… 9 He covers the face of the full moon and spreads over it his cloud. 10 He has inscribed a circle on the face of the waters at the boundary between light and darkness. 11 The pillars of heaven tremble and are astounded at his rebuke. Job 26:7-11 ESV

b. At the boundary of light and dark there is a solid firmament that holds back the waters. The heavens are to be understood as this expanse that divides the waters that lie outside of His ordered creation (Genesis 1:1-8).

Praise Him, ﻿﻿﻿﻿highest heavens, and the ﻿﻿waters that are above the heavens! Psalm 148:4 

c. The LORD Dwells within that solid firmament not outside of His creation (Isaiah 40:22, Psalm 104:1-4).

It is He who ﻿﻿sits above the ﻿﻿﻿﻿circle of the earth, and its inhabitants are like ﻿﻿grasshoppers, Who ﻿﻿stretches out the heavens like a ﻿﻿curtain and spreads them out like a ﻿﻿tent to dwell in.  Isaiah 40:22

d. Everything within creation is arranged vertically from that which is “under the earth” to the highest of heavens.

B. Second or Mid-Heavens

1. Introduction

a. Related to night and day worship the real significance is in understanding the third heavens.  Thus the primary importance of the mid-heavens (in this context) comes in delineating between this reality and the third-heavens.  

b. The lack of this distinction can lead to confusion because passages that speak of the mid-heavens are forced into the image of the third-heavens that Scripture presents.

2. Basic Delineation

a. On a number of occasions scripture refers to heaven not in exclusively positive terms but rather as a place of conflict where evil has some influence.  For example, in Ephesians 6:12 Paul says: 

For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.  Ephesians 6:12 
 

b. This is quite a departure from the portrait of the pristine dwelling of God where He is enthroned and adored.  Consider two further examples:

12 Then he said to me, “Do not fear, Daniel, for from the first day that you set your heart to understand, and to humble yourself before your God, your words were heard; and I have come because of your words. 13 But the prince of the kingdom of Persia withstood me twenty-one days; and behold, Michael, one of the chief princes, came to help me, for I had been left alone there with the kings of Persia. 14 Now I have come to make you understand what will happen to your people in the latter days, for the vision refers to many days yet to come.” Daniel 10:12-14

7 And war broke out in heaven: Michael and his angels fought with the dragon; and the dragon and his angels fought, 8 but they did not prevail, nor was a place found for them in heaven any longer. 9 So the great dragon was cast out, that serpent of old, called the Devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world; he was cast to the earth, and his angels were cast out with him. Revelation 12:7-9

c. In short, the mid-heavens can be understood  not as the dwelling place of God but as the domain of angels (the place of their delegated authority) where both good and evil purposes for the earth are contended for.

3. God’s Activity

a. As a result there are certain dramatic instances in which God is depicted as descending from His throne, calling all to account, and rendering judgments.

There is the eternal abode of God, a place of perfection, the place to which Jesus ascended after His resurrection (Heb 1:3, 4:14, 7:26).  Then there are the angelic regions (the heavenly places of Ephesians 6:12), a place not without evil.  This is the region where God on occasion takes His place in the midst of His angel rulers, hears their reports, and supervises their activities – a place where Satan at present has access (Ps 82:1, Job 1:6, 2:1; Rev 12:10).

I Kings 22:19-23

Daniel 7:9-14

b. Thus the issue in this plane of heaven is not His ultimate sovereign authority but His will/purposes imposed, executed, and enforced as it relates to the earth and its inhabitants.  

c. Revelation 12 and Daniel 7 both point directly to the ultimate eschatological hope of the expulsion of darkness from the mid-heavens and this glorious imposition of His gracious will upon the earth.  

d. This was what Jesus “passed through” (Hebrews 4:14) and is now exalted far above as He sits upon His throne (Ephesians 1:20-23).  

4. Conclusion

a. Although the mid-heavens are the least defined by the record of scripture it is still presented in profoundly concrete terms.  

b. Gabriel is described as ‘flying swiftly’ in Daniel 9:21from one location to another then in 10:13 is physically detained by the prince of Persia.  

c. Michael and his angels are embroiled in war with the demonic host, causing Satan to be physically removed and cast down to the earth.  And finally if Daniel 7:9-14 is in fact an account of the mid-heavens then thrones, the garments of God, fire, thousands of angels, and books are all recorded in the context of an actual moment or event when God descends and the court of judgment is called to session.  

d. Obviously the arena of the mid-heavens is not readily visible to us but it is a real place that is surely observable to those who are there and have access to it.  There is no exegetical basis for viewing the mid-heavens as an ethereal realm where good and evil have some level of abstract influence.  

e. Certainly many things remain that we do not know about this expression of the heavens, but once the presuppositions addressed in the previous chapter are removed the text is free to speak of a concrete, tangible reality clearly differentiated from the first-heavens and third-heavens.

C. Third Heavens (see next section)

VIII. heaven - the holy city

A. Third Heavens

1 It is doubtless not profitable for me to boast. I will come to visions and revelations of the Lord: 2 I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago—whether in the body I do not know, or whether out of the body I do not know, God knows—such a one was caught up to the third heaven. 3 And I know such a man—whether in the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows— 4 how he was caught up into Paradise and heard inexpressible words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter.  II Corinthians 12:1-4

1. Introduction and Definition

a. There are two very simple, but critical, affirmations that serve as the foundation for defining this part of God’s creation.  The third-heavens are first, the dwelling place of God, and secondly the everlasting home of the redeemed.  

b. By far this is the way the word heaven is most frequently used in the Bible.  From these two very general truths about heaven it is possible to take the scriptural testimony on the subject and forge very specific conclusions.  

2. Dwelling Place of God

Heaven is referred to as God’s dwelling place so often in both the Old and New Testament that it is accurate to say that it is the most prominent descriptive feature as well as the most important.

a. Old Testament

And may You hear the supplication of Your servant and of Your people Israel, when they pray toward this place. Hear in heaven Your dwelling place; and when You hear, forgive.  I Kings 8:30

…and said: “O LORD God of our fathers, are You not God in heaven, and do You not rule over all the kingdoms of the nations, and in Your hand is there not power and might, so that no one is able to withstand You?  II Chronicles 20:6

 Therefore You delivered them into the hand of their enemies, Who oppressed them; and in the time of their trouble,  When they cried to You, You heard from heaven; and according to Your abundant mercies You gave them deliverers who saved them from the hand of their enemies.  Nehemiah 9:27

The LORD looks from heaven; He sees all the sons of men. Psalm 33:13

God looks down from heaven upon the children of men, to see if there are any who understand, who seek God. Psalm 53:2

b. New Testament

(1) Jesus refers to His Father being “in heaven” fourteen times in Matthew alone

(2) Jesus descends from heaven and is described as ascending to heaven and exalted at the right hand of the throne of God in heaven

(3) Jesus will come from heaven when He returns 

3. Everlasting Home of the Redeemed (or the place of eternal reward)

a. Treasure is in heaven (Matthew 6:20)

b. Hope is in heaven (Colossians 1:5)

c. Reward is in heaven (I Peter 1:4)

d. Citizenship is in heaven (Philippians 3:20)

e. Immortal habitation is from heaven (II Corinthians 5:1-5)

f. Names are registered in heaven (Luke 10:20)

4. Moving Toward Definition

a. As familiar as many of these passages are, it is important not to gloss over them and instead allow the biblical witness to focus and sharpen our perception.  There is a distinct place called “heaven” which Scripture points to again and again as the habitation of God and the destination of the righteous.  

b. As clear as this is, it is also evident from the classifications already presented and the way in which the word occurs in context that neither the first-heavens nor second-heavens could be what is referred to.  

c. Important as this is, so much hinges on taking one further step and not being content to allow this distinct facet of heaven to remain ambiguous conceptually.  One would think that the Bible would speak with some detail to a subject as important as the center of God’s existence and the everlasting abode of the people of God.  

d. Such an assumption would be true – in His mercy the LORD has not left us with generalities and consigned us to ignorance for the rest.

B. The End of the Story

1. The Revelation of Heaven

a. The Holy Spirit knows no rivals and as the ultimate source of the authorship of Scripture He closes with three chapters that bring the narrative of redemption to a triumphant, breathtaking conclusion and yet at the same time seize our hearts with yearning for a twenty-third chapter of Revelation.  

b. These remarkable chapters contain within them a clearer epiphany of both the dwelling place of God and the eternal home of the redeemed than anywhere else in the Word of God.
  It as though the Holy Spirit wanted to leave this vision of the majesty of the Father and the Lamb in their splendid habitation and the glory of our dwelling playing over and over in our thoughts.  

c. From this unique glimpse into sublime things it becomes abundantly and emphatically clear that the abode of God and the abode of the just are indeed the same place, and that the place is none other than a mountain-city of colossal proportions and unrivaled beauty.  Heaven is not an ethereal, immaterial ‘realm’.  Heaven is a city.

2. Reorientation

a. The Holy City seen at the close of the canon is not an innovation in or addition to heaven; it is and has always been heaven – the dwelling place of God and the home of the redeemed.  

b. Once false views of spiritual and unseen things have been dislodged, this thought moves from being odd and inconceivable to wonderfully fitting.  If Scripture presents and assumes very concrete, tangible, material contours of heaven then it is not surprising to find a physical description of what it is like.  

c. Therefore it may be novel, and astonishing certainly, but there should not be any reason conceptually to reject heaven as being synonymous with the Holy City.  Ultimately the important question is what the Bible discloses.  Once our perspective is correct we are liberated to hear the testimony of Scripture without distortion.

C. Categories

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth passed away, and there is no longer any sea.  2And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, made ready as a bride adorned for her husband.  3And I heard a loud voice from the throne, saying, "Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, and He will dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself will be among them,  4and He will wipe away every tear from their eyes; and there will no longer be any death; there will no longer be any mourning, or crying, or pain; the first things have passed away."  5And He who sits on the throne said, "Behold, I am making all things new " And He said, "Write, for these words are faithful and true." Revelation 21:1-5

1. The Dwelling Place of God

a. As John describes his initial vision of the Holy City descending to the earth he hears the proclamation that the tabernacle of God, or His dwelling place, is with men. 

b. In other words, the place where He now dwells (His tabernacle) is going to descend and be relocated to earth.   

c. This is because His throne and dwelling place are within the New Jerusalem, as described explicitly in Revelation 21:22-22:5.

d. This is very different than what took place in the Incarnation, in which God dwelt (tabernacled) among us. (see John 1:14)

2. The Home of the Redeemed 

Understanding the Holy City as the everlasting home of those in Christ is a more familiar idea.  This is stated in many and various ways throughout chapters twenty-one and twenty-two.  

a. The City is referred to as the Bride, indicating that the inhabitants are those pictured earlier in Revelation 19:11-18 – those who are in covenantal relationship with Christ.

b. One of the most dominant themes in this description of the New Jerusalem are the conditions of those who are permitted to enter and dwell there and the stark contrast between those who reside in the City and those who do not (Revelation 21:27, 22:14-15).  

c. Therefore the New Jerusalem is clearly presented as the destination of the righteous and the place of their inheritance.  

3. Conclusion

Thus it is clear scripturally that the New Jerusalem is both the dwelling place of God and the home of the redeemed, which are the two primary descriptions of heaven (when understood to refer to the third-heavens).  

D. Foundational Conclusions

1. Heaven is not an ethereal realm but rather a mountain-city of colossal proportions and unrivaled beauty.

2. The consequence is that when we read Heaven in the Bible and in context it is not referring to the first two classifications then in our hearts and minds we need to equate it with the Holy City.

3. Heaven and earth coming together is not the merging of two distinct realms but simply the descent of the Holy City to the earth as described at the close of Revelation. 

4. The main question that remains to be clarified is whether the Holy City has always been Heaven or if John was only seeing a future reality (i.e. the New Jerusalem will be Heaven).

IX. CHaracteristics of the city

10 And he carried me away in the Spirit to a great and high mountain, and showed me the great city, the holy Jerusalem, descending out of heaven from God, 11 having the glory of God. Her light was like a most precious stone, like a jasper stone, clear as crystal. 12 Also she had a great and high wall with twelve gates, and twelve angels at the gates, and names written on them, which are the names of the twelve tribes of the children of Israel: 13 three gates on the east, three gates on the north, three gates on the south, and three gates on the west.  14 Now the wall of the city had twelve foundations, and on them were the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb. 15 And he who talked with me had a gold reed to measure the city, its gates, and its wall. 16 The city is laid out as a square; its length is as great as its breadth. And he measured the city with the reed: twelve thousand furlongs. Its length, breadth, and height are equal. 17 Then he measured its wall: one hundred and forty-four cubits, according to the measure of a man, that is, of an angel. 18 The construction of its wall was of jasper; and the city was pure gold, like clear glass. 19 The foundations of the wall of the city were adorned with all kinds of precious stones…21 The twelve gates were twelve pearls: each individual gate was of one pearl. And the street of the city was pure gold, like transparent glass.  22 But I saw no temple in it, for the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple. 23 The city had no need of the sun or of the moon to shine in it, for the glory of God illuminated it. The Lamb is its light…1 And he showed me a pure river of water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding from the throne of God and of the Lamb. 2 In the middle of its street, and on either side of the river, was the tree of life, which bore twelve fruits, each tree yielding its fruit every month. The leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations. Revelation 21:10-19, 21-23; Rev 22:1-2

A. Importance

1. The purpose of considering the Holy City in this context is merely to define the setting of the worship that takes place there.  Therefore we will not go into much depth in our treatment of the subject.

2. Yet the details held within this description have a relevance to our lives that would be difficult to exaggerate.  

3. Relative to the entire scope of our existence, the seven or eight decades spent in a frail body and a fallen age form but the tiniest fraction.  For endless (literally) years we will be thinking, feeling, working, playing, and most importantly adoring Jesus and we will be doing it all largely within the Heavenly Jerusalem – our everlasting home.  

4. Contemplation of the City, therefore, should be an absorbing pleasure of great personal significance to us rather than an afterthought.

B. Ancient

The first characteristic to clarify is the Holy City’s ancient existence.  In the previous session it was asserted that Heaven is a created place, as opposed to an eternal realm.  This place is and always has been the mountain-city called the Heavenly Jerusalem.

1.   Perspective

a. What in the description of the Holy City indicates that it has always been the habitation of God?  It would seem that the question should actually be reversed - placing the burden of proof on the view that Heaven is not presently the Holy City.
  

b. If the close of Revelation indicates that at its descent the throne of the Father and of the Lamb are within the New Jerusalem, what reason can we find biblically to postulate this dramatic relocation from His hypothetical location presently?

c. The biblical evidence outside of Revelation 21-22 actually points decidedly in the opposite direction.  Some of this will be considered now and some (perhaps the most compelling) will be in future sessions.  

2. Galatians

But the Jerusalem above is free; she is our mother. Galatians 4:26

a. In its immediate context the historical city of Jerusalem present at the time of the apostle’s words is compared to the covenant established at Mount Sinai, whereas the Jerusalem above corresponds to the New Covenant.  

b. Without question we are presently included in the New Covenant, and therefore it would be a very odd point for Paul to make if the Heavenly Jerusalem was merely an idea on the horizon.  

c. The fact that Paul’s refers to the city above as our mother (representing the relationship to the covenant) in the present-tense strengthens the impression that as Paul wrote about two decades after the ascension of Jesus he understood the Holy City to be a reality.

3. Hebrews

a. The book of Hebrews contains four distinct references to the Eternal City (11:10, 11:16, 12:22, 13:14).  Taken together they indicate, just as the passages from Revelation already examined, that the Great City is our future hope but also a present reality.  

b. Just as Abraham looked for “the city which has foundations, whose builder and maker is God”, we “have no continuing city, but we seek the one to come.”

c. The most significant reference to the City is found in Hebrews 12.  There, in a way very similar to Galatians 4, the author of Hebrews states that unlike Sinai we have come (present-tense) to:

22 …to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, to an innumerable company of angels, 23 to the general assembly and church of the firstborn who are registered in heaven, to God the Judge of all, to the spirits of just men made perfect, 24 to Jesus the Mediator of the new covenant, and to the blood of sprinkling that speaks better things than that of Abel.  Hebrews 12:22-24

d. In addition to the same covenantal reality already stressed in the treatment of Paul’s words, this passage describes our “coming” to the heavenly Jerusalem in precisely the same way as we now come to God the Judge and Jesus the Mediator without any chronological distinction.  

e. Also striking is the way in which the presence of God and Jesus are described in tandem with “the general assembly, the church of the firstborn registered in heaven” and “the spirits of just men made perfect”.  In other words, right now when we come to the city of the living God by faith we find the LORD Himself and His people - precisely what the previous descriptions of heaven indicated.

4. Significance

a. Another point that can be easily missed is that Paul and the author of Hebrews are talking about the Holy City before the book of Revelation had been written.  Galatians is Paul’s earliest letter aside from the Thessalonian correspondence.

b. How is it that in both books where the Heavenly Jerusalem is mentioned the authors do so without any explanation?  Paul and the author of Hebrews (who some would view as synonymous) are not introducing a new concept but elaborating upon a familiar one.  

c. The fact that they could do this when writing to an audience from which they were separated by geographical and chronological distance indicates an astonishing confidence in an understanding of the Heavenly Jerusalem which they assumed would be present in the early Church as a whole.  

d. Furthermore, how is it that the author of Hebrews could simply state that Abraham was looking for the City whose builder and maker is God when he walked the earth approximately two-thousand years before the advent of Christ?  

e. Apparently the Holy City was not an apocalyptic epiphany finally unveiled to John the Beloved late in the first-century.  It was present in the expectation of the faithful just generations after the flood.  How can this be?

C. Mountain

1. Introduction to Understanding the Description in the Book of Revelation

10 And he carried me away in the Spirit to a great and high mountain, and showed me the great city, the holy Jerusalem, descending out of heaven from God, 11 having the glory of God… Revelation 21:10

a. In the opening verse of John’s description of the Holy City he tells how he was carried to a great and high mountain. Typically this verse is rendered in English as though the mountain was a distinct vantage point from which John observed the descent.  

b. While this is a possible meaning, there is nothing in the syntax of the Greek that prevents the passage from also being understood as John including the mountain within the description of being shown the Holy City descending.
  

c. Understanding verse ten in this way also resolves the oddity of why John would have needed to be on a great and high mountain in order to see something as enormous as the Heavenly Jerusalem.  

d. Irrespective of the passage itself, there are several major lines of reasoning that weigh heavily in favor of understanding the New Jerusalem in this manner, one of which will be developed in a different context.  Together they hold the potential to inform the interpretation of the opening words of John’s description.

2. Hebrews 

a. The passage from Hebrews just referenced begins, “But you have come to Mt. Zion and to the city of the living God…”
  From the following verses it is clear that two distinct places are not in view.  

b. This corresponds with the way Mt. Zion is used as an interchangeable term with Jerusalem and the city of David in the Old Testament.  Commenting on this verse, William Lane notes: 

The biblical declaration that God laid the foundations of the city of Jerusalem on Mount Zion (e.g., Ps 47:9 [MT 48:8]; Ps 86[MT 87]:1-7; Isa 14:32 LXX) was extended to the foundations of the glorified heavenly city as well (e.g., Isa 28:16; 54:11-14 LXX), and this theological motif is echoed in later Jewish and Christian apocalyptic literature.

3. Two Cities 

a. Thus the second, and very interrelated, way Scripture points toward a conception of the New Jerusalem as a mountain-city is through the eschatological vision of Jerusalem presented in the Old Testament.  

b. Jerusalem as it will exist in the millennial kingdom of Jesus (Revelation 20:4-5) will be an earthly reflection of the Jerusalem above, just as the historic Jerusalem was in some respects.  

c. Though this notion may be unfamiliar in our day, such was not the case in the Biblical era.  F.F. Bruce clarifies:

If the moving tabernacle in the wilderness was constructed according to the pattern of the sanctuary on high, so the temple and city of Jerusalem were material copies of eternal archetypes. Both in Jewish and in Christian thought the heavenly counterpart of the earthly Jerusalem is familiar--the rabbis inferred the existence of the heavenly archetype from the words of Ps. 122:3..., which they rendered: 'Jerusalem, which is built like the city that is its fellow'...In the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch, which is to be dated soon after A.D. 70, Baruch is told on the eve of the destruction of the First Temple that this is not the true city of God; the true city was revealed by God to Adam before his fall, to Abraham when God made a covenant with him, and to Moses at the same time as he was shown the pattern in the mount.

d. In antiquity Jerusalem was consistently presented as a mountain-city, and the future city as it will be restored following the return of Jesus is described in precisely the same terms only on a far grander scale.

The REAL temple and the REAL city exist in full form in heaven. Just as the temple is “a copy of the a celestial work of architecture,” so also “The Heavenly Jerusalem was created by God at the same time as Paradise, hence in aeternum. The city of Jerusalem was only an approximate reproduction of the transcendent model… 

e. Thus, when the Heavenly Jerusalem is rightly seen to be the archetype rather than the projection then the extensive references to the eschatological Jerusalem as a mountain-city are a compelling reason to view the Heavenly Jerusalem in the same way.  Cognizant of this, Grant Osborne in his commentary on Revelation concludes regarding verse 10:

Mountains have always been important to Jewish religion...As several have shown (Caird, Wall, Beale), Jewish tradition placed final eschatological city on a mountain (Isa. 2:2; 4:1-5; Mic. 4:1-2; 1 Enoch 18.8; 24.1-3; 25.3; Jub. 4.26), and some (Michaels, Giesen) think that with 14:1...this is Mount Zion here and the Holy City will rest on it....

4. Physical Implications

a. Conceiving of the Holy City in this way runs counter to notions that it is cubical in its structure.  Yet nothing in the text indicates that it is in fact a cube, only that its height is as great as it length and breadth (21:16).  Nor in the account of the size of the wall (v17) is it clear whether the height or the thickness is being described.  

b. While in the light of the towering height of the city it does seem that the ‘one-hundred and forty-four cubits’ (approximately 216 feet) likely refers to the width, a wall of this height would still be quite formidable (imagine a twenty-one story building).

D. Size

1. Perhaps the most awe-inspiring feature of the external view of the City is its sheer size.  Depending on the exact distance of the Greek stadion, the city measures between 1400 and 1500 miles in its length, width, and height.
  

2. Its enormity is difficult for the mind to grapple with and thus many comparisons have been drawn.  Relative to the United States the city would cover a land mass comparable to the combined area of forty-one of the fifty states in America.
  

3. Randy Alcorn offers another example:

A metropolis of this size in the middle of the United States would stretch from Canada to Mexico and from the Appalachian Mountains to the California Border.  The New Jerusalem is all the square footage anyone could ask for.

4. Lifting our eyes beyond the borders of The United States, it has been noted that if placed upon the earth with its present topography the city would cover a land mass half the size of the continent of Europe.
  Furthermore, the length of one of its sides would stretch from London to Athens or from Delhi to Rangoon.
  

5. This is simply staggering - such is the grandeur of the dwelling place of God, and your everlasting home as one who is in Christ.  

6. As we seek to develop a functional picture of heaven, all of what has now been set forth should cause our minds to cling to a truly marvelous image of a colossal mountain that is home to a vast city of shining splendor and glory.
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� Allen Ross, Recalling the Hope of Glory: Biblical Worship from the Garden to the New Jerusalem (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publishing, 2006), p 39.


� While it may or may not impact the political sphere on the earth, this governmental context of intercession is solely His government and has no fundamental relation whatsoever to human government as it now exists. 


� If being precise one would need to differentiate between the writings of Plato himself and Platonism, the latter being a religious and philosophical system spanning many centuries and therefore containing considerable diversity that was not always reflective of its namesake.  
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� This included the strong current within Platonism (and specifically its offspring Gnosticism) that things of matter and substance are inherently corrupt and evil.  Though Origen would distance himself from the major theological heresies of Gnosticism his writings are riddled with this perspective. 


� While the other major characteristics of Platonic philosophy not relevant to the present context are without question influential and systemic, it must be understood that the singular, governing feature is the cosmological definition of reality.  All other elements of Platonism, including the dualism of body and soul (which upon a cursory glance of scholarship on the subject would seem to take precedent), are really just an outworking of this underlying premise.
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� On a different occasion Origen asserts that Moses was perhaps obscurely referring to the spheres as envisioned by Plato when he wrote of Jacob’s experience in Bethel described in Genesis 28 (See Origen Against Celsius, Book VI, Chapter 21)


� Prior to this excerpt Origen distances himself from a pure Platonic view of a world of only ideas and forms but still clearly evidences that he is working from a substructure of Platonism with the quoted words and arrives at conclusions saturated with those philosophical premises.  


�Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson and A. Cleveland Coxe, The Ante-Nicene Fathers Vol. IV : Translations of the Writings of the Fathers Down to A.D. 325, Fathers of the Third Century: Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; Commodian; Origen, Parts First and Second. (Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems, 1997), 416.
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� The NKJV renders the original text as “physical” only three times in the entire Bible.  The ESV just twice, both occurring in Romans 2:27-28 where the term is descriptive and has no theological connotations whatsoever.  


� In context the contrast is not between spiritual wisdom and physical wisdom, but spiritual wisdom and carnal wisdom.  The latter clearly does not simply refer to the body, but has sinful connotations.


� Alva McLain, the Greatness of the Kingdom (Winona Lakes, IN, BMH Books: 1959), p 66


� Revelation 8:1


� Even children and adults experience time quite differently, thus it should not be difficult to accept that cherubim, for example, can exist within time but experience in very different respects than we do.  


� Although less emphasized, it could also be argued that “under the earth” would represent a third category. 


� Epistemologically we can maintain that man has a certain capacity, by virtue of being made in the image of God, to observe that which is around him and come to definitive conclusions about its properties. God has created a beautifully ordered world that is knowable. This means that unregenerate men can come to authentic conclusions in various disciplines of knowledge. Yet it would seem there is a clear threshold of limitation when considering transcendent matters that are either too vast for observation or not able to be observed. The analogy of a fish in a fishbowl is a helpful one in this case. Supposing a fish possessed intelligence, it may be able to come to an accurate knowledge of other fish, of the fake seaweed in its bowl, and the water around it because they are all quite accessible in its experience. However, the perspective of the fish severely limits its ability to make real conclusions about the room where the bowl sits, or its owner, or the house that the room is in, or the neighborhood where the house sits.


� Rationalism generally refers to any system of epistemology with its foundation in human reason. Its older meaning as an approach to philosophy in contrast to empiricism is not intended. 


� The manner in which the universe was understood based on divine revelation.


� The Second Temple period refers to the years that correspond to the existence of the post-exilic temple built under the leadership of Zerubbabel and Joshua the high priest and continuing until its destruction in 70 A.D. by the legions of Rome.  See 2 Enoch , the Ascension and Martyrdom of Isaiah, and the Testament of Levi for examples of the way in which the seven-tiered heavens became standardized in Jewish tradition.  


� See Paul’s statement in I Corinthians 12:2  	


� Belief in a literal, inspired cosmology in Scripture still allows for poetic or figurative descriptions of observable realities, just as we still make use of today in our culture: “The heavens are frequently described in figurative language as having windows (Gen 7:11; II Kgs 7:2; Mal 3:10, though the word here is more likely sluice-gates such as are used in irrigation, see ˒ărbbâ), gates (Gen 28:7), doors (Ps 78:23), pillars (Job 26:11), and foundations (II Sam 22:8). They are stretched out and spread out like a tent or a curtain (Isa 40:22).The use of such figurative language no more necessitates the adoption of a pagan cosmology than does the modern use of the term “sunrise” imply astronomical ignorance. The imagery is often phenomenological, and is both convenient and vividly forceful. Thus a disobedient Israel would find the heavens to be like iron (Lev 26:19) or like bronze (Deut 28:23), not yielding the much-needed rain. Note that if the heavens were conceived of as a metallic vault, as is commonly suggested from Gen 1:8, 14 etc., the above passages would be meaningless, since the skies would already be metal. The word rāqı̂a˓ (q,v.) comes from the verb meaning “to hammer out” and “stretch (a piece of metal) out” as an overlay, It is the idea of spreading out that carries over to the noun, not the idea of a metallic substance."  Hermann J. Austel, writing in R. Laird Harris, Robert Laird Harris, Gleason Leonard Archer and Bruce K. Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, electronic ed. (Chicago: Moody Press, 1999, c1980), 935.
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� John 1:1-4, Colossians 1:16, Hebrews 1:3, 10


� The significance of these four instances will be discussed in future sessions. In the New Testament the Greek word for heaven/heavens is split between plural and singular. While there is some overlap in meaning depending on context and authorial distinctive, in general the singular is used to refer to the third heavens (the dwelling place of God). 


� If these biblical statements are given any credence (which they usually aren’t even by conservatives), the biggest mistake in understanding is believing that the waters are somehow within the visible heavens rather than completely beyond it. Up until the Renaissance it was considered a matter of orthodoxy to believe that there were literal waters outside a solid firmament: “…The answer is that ‘water above the firmament’ was conceived in the Ancient Near East not as terrestrial clouds, nor vapor, but as a sea of water above a dam-like firmament which serves a ‘ceiling’ to the universe with the sun, moon, and starts beneath it. This historical definition of the water above the firmament as an ocean above a solid sky (under which are the sun, moon, and stars) is also the historic doctrine of the Jews and the Christian church…Indeed it was thought to be a necessary part of the Christian faith to believe in accordance with Genesis 1 that there was a real body of water above the solid sky…To define “the water above the firmament” as being located in any other place than literally above the solid firmament is to hold the biblical context in contempt; and no one did this until the Renaissance.” Paul H. Seely, The Firmament and the Water Above: Part II: The Meaning of “The Water Above the Firmament” in Genesis 1:6-8, (WTJ 54 [1992]), p 31-46.


� The apocryphal Song of the Three Holy Children, parallels this invocation in v 38: “O all ye waters that be above the heaven, bless ye the Lord: praise and exalt him above all for ever.”


� The most common error on this point derives from ambiguity on the third. The cosmic waters are the only thing beyond the solid firmament and God dwells within it. When some sort of solid dome is recognized by scholars, God is almost always placed above it rather than within it, causing a complete breakdown in the way Scripture presents the framework. 


� The specific form of this Greek word, transliterated epouraniois, is used exclusively in Ephesians and can also refer to the third-heavens as in Eph 1:3, 1:20, and 2:6.  Its root also has limited usage in the book of Hebrews and in Paul’s correspondence with the Church in Corinth.      
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� To translate the sentence in a way where the mountain and the city are identical syntactically is awkward only because the mountain and the city have different genders in Greek. I believe this is to emphasize the dual realities of the physical structure of the mountain/city and the people who inhabit the city. When taken in the larger narrative context of the story of the Mountain of the LORD and Jerusalem this seems like the best conclusion.


� Hebrews 12:22
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