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JANUARY 1



It Must Have Been Angels




For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. Philippians 1:21




Several years ago, a philosopher and theologian by the name of Richard John Neuhaus underwent emergency surgery from which he nearly died. Neuhaus describes what happened shortly after he was released from intensive care.


“I could hear patients in adjoining rooms moaning and mumbling and occasionally calling out; the surrounding medical machines were pumping and sucking and bleeping as usual. Then, all of a sudden, I was jerked into an utterly lucid state of awareness. I was sitting up in the bed staring intently into the darkness, although in fact I knew my body was lying flat. What I was staring at was a color like blue and purple, and vaguely in the form of hanging drapery. By the drapery were two ‘presences.’ I saw them and yet did not see them, and I cannot explain that. But they were there, and I knew that I was not tied to the bed. I was able and prepared to get up and go somewhere. And then the presences—one or both of them, I do not know—spoke. This I heard clearly. Not in an ordinary way, for I cannot remember anything about the voice. But the message was beyond mistaking: ‘Everything is ready now.’


“I pinched myself hard and ran through the multiplication tables, and recalled the birth dates of my seven brothers and sisters, and my wits were vibrantly about me.”


What were those “presences” in his hospital room that night? According to Neuhaus, they were angels conveying the message that he was allowed to go somewhere with them. “Not that I must go or should go, but simply that they were ready if I was.”1


Years later, Neuhaus died of cancer. In between his near-death experience and his final passing, friends said he seemed indifferent about when his life might end. It didn’t really matter because he knew who he was and where he was going and that “everything is ready now.”















JANUARY 2



Flight to Heaven




Instead, they were longing for a better country—a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them. Hebrews 11:16




Dale Black was the sole survivor of a plane that crashed shortly after takeoff at the Hollywood-Burbank airport in Southern California in 1969. For eight months, he remembered nothing. He couldn’t recall the plane crash, the ten hours of surgery, or his first three days in the hospital. Yet when Dale woke up in the ICU, he was a different person, no longer a self-centered, rebellious teenager but a young man who loved everyone, even complete strangers who walked into his room to care for him. What had happened? Dale hadn’t a clue.


Eighth months later, as his memory began to return, he discovered the surprising answer. As he thought back to the day of the crash, astonishing pictures began to emerge. He remembered how he had felt when he had arrived at the hospital. There was neither pain nor fear, only a sense of curiosity as he felt himself rise up off the gurney. Suspended in midair, Dale could see his body below him, battered and covered in blood and fuel. How, he wondered, could he be in two places at once? Then suddenly his thoughts flashed back to an experience he had had several years previously.


He saw himself as a young boy who had just committed his life to Christ while attending church camp. Dale had wanted nothing more than to live completely for God. How had that boy, he wondered, turned into a person who thought only of himself? “It was all about me,” he says. “My life. My career. My hopes. My dreams.… I felt shame, sadness, grief.”2


The weight of his shame began to drag him downward. Then suddenly the heaviness lifted and he began drifting up again. Noticing details in the light fixtures and in the air-conditioning ducts embedded in the ceiling, he moved out of the room and into the hallway.


“The speed of my movement increased,” he says. “I couldn’t stop it, couldn’t steer it.


“I moved faster, faster, and faster still.…


“In the darkness,” he says, “millions of tiny spheres of light zoomed past as I traveled through what looked like deep space, almost as if a jet were flying through a snowstorm at night, its lights reflecting off the flakes as they blurred past.…”


Traveling at enormous speed, Dale realized he wasn’t alone. Two angels flanked him. “Their skin tone was light golden brown and their hair fairly short.… I was fast approaching a magnificent city.”


What Dale saw in that city was about to change him forever. But that’s a story for another day.















JANUARY 3



The Light




“I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” John 8:12




Dale felt himself slowing down as he approached the magnificent, golden city. Light suffused it, appearing to shine not on but through everything—trees, and flowers, and people. Brighter than anything he’d ever seen, the light appeared to emanate from a source several miles within the city walls.


“In that dazzling light,” he says, “every color imaginable seemed to exist and—what’s the right word?—played. If joy could be given colors, they would be these colors, the colors were pure and innocent, like children playing in a fountain, splashing, chasing each other, gurgling with laughter.…


“Somehow I knew that light and life and love were connected and interrelated. It was as if the very heart of God lay open for everyone in heaven to bask in its glory, to warm themselves in its presence, to bathe in its almost liquid properties so they could be restored, renewed, refreshed.”3


Remarkably, the light didn’t make Dale flinch or squint. Instead of shielding his eyes, he wanted to immerse himself in it forever. This city, this realm, this heavenly place—he knew at once he was made for it and that it was made for him.


Fortunately, this place of living light, this place where God dwells—it was also made for you and me.















JANUARY 4



A Note from Jesus to You




Do not let your hearts be troubled. John 14:1




Take a moment to read these words as though Jesus is speaking them directly to you, which he is.




Do not let your hearts be troubled. You believe in God; believe also in me. My Father’s house has many rooms; if that were not so, would I have told you that I am going there to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. (John 14:1–3)





Then close your eyes for a few minutes and imagine the kind of place Jesus is preparing right now for you in heaven. Ask the Holy Spirit to guide your thoughts. Try drawing a picture of what you’ve just seen or writing words that describe the scene.















JANUARY 5



We Do Not Fade Away




“I have loved you with an everlasting love.” Jeremiah 31:3




Sometimes we speak of people living on in our memories. If we are fortunate, the memory of who we are might linger in the minds of those we have known. A few people, like Abraham Lincoln or Helen Keller or Catherine the Great or Genghis Khan, may have made enough of an impression to be remembered for centuries. But even strong memories are like mists or shadows compared to the real thing. They die away as people fade away.


But we are remembered by someone who will never fade away. Scripture calls him the everlasting God, the one who loves us with an everlasting love. But what’s the point of loving finite creatures (that’s us) with an everlasting love if we are merely here today and gone tomorrow?


The Bible tells us that God is like a mother who will never forget her child (Isaiah 49:15). We are always in his mind. Heaven, then, must be a place in which we exist not as shadows or mist, but as souls created out of love who’ve been united to God and destined to live with him forever.















JANUARY 6



Where Is Heaven?




Then I saw “a new heaven and a new earth,” for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away. Revelation 21:1




Is heaven a place in the physical universe, like Trenton, New Jersey, Mumbai, India, or even OGLE-2005-BLG-390Lb, the ungainly name of the farthest planet from earth so far discovered? Or does it exist on an entirely different plane, removed from space and time?


Though heaven is a place, it’s not a physical place in the universe. Rather, it’s a spiritual place in which God dwells. Though God is present on earth, heaven is uniquely his dwelling place. Even so, the Bible speaks tantalizingly of a move God intends to make at some point in the future when Christ will return to establish a new heaven and a new earth. Just as the spiritual place we now call heaven is infused with the presence of God, the new earth will be completely infused with his presence. That new earth will be our future address—a place in which everything and everyone will exist in perfect harmony with God and each other.


Right now, as the stories in this book will attest, when believers die, their souls pass into the presence of God. So they are in heaven with him. But their souls exist in an intermediate state, still waiting for the day when Christ will come to judge the living and the dead. On that day, they will be given resurrected bodies. Those bodies will never grow old, never get sick, and will never die. Instead they will live forever in their eternal home—the new earth that God will create.















JANUARY 7



New Heaven and New Earth




But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, where righteousness dwells. 2 Peter 3:13




Randy Alcorn calls the heaven that people experience now the “present Heaven.” It’s where the souls of the faithful go when their bodies die.


But God’s ultimate plan is not that we will live with him forever in the present heaven but that we will live with him forever in the new heaven and the new earth. Why is it important to know this? For one thing, the focus on the new earth affirms the truth that we are incarnational beings, both physical and spiritual, who are meant to live in an incarnational world. Our souls are not destined to be separated from our bodies forever.


To miss this is to remain ignorant about God’s final intentions for creation. It is like settling for meringue when God is preparing a whole pie for you to enjoy or for five innings of baseball when there are four more to come. Without an understanding of the new heaven and the new earth, our view of heaven will be stunted and only partially informed.















JANUARY 8



The Way Things Are Supposed to Be




I heard a loud shout from the throne, saying, “Look, the home of God is now among his people!” Revelation 21:3 NLT




The Bible is a big book, 923 pages of double columns in tiny type in the version lying on my desk. But only about two and a half pages of this massive book describe life as God intended it to be—Genesis 1–2 and Revelation 21–22, the first and last chapters of the Bible. If you want to get an idea of what God would like the earth to be like, read these chapters.


The rest of the Bible is all about struggle. It’s about plot, character development, dialogue, and setting. Because we have always lived in the struggle portion of the story that is the Bible, it’s difficult for us to envision what the world was like before things went haywire.


Because the Bible was written over many centuries, in different historical settings, by many different people, it is really a library of books. But the funny thing about this library is that all the books taken together tell one big story. It’s the story of a God who so loved the world that he wouldn’t let sin forever ruin it. Who so loved you that he wouldn’t let sin forever ruin you.


Ever since the beginning and all the way through to the end, this God is determined to use every tragic turn and every twist of circumstance to craft the happiest ending of all. He wants to bring us home to the place we have always longed to be, living with him in his kingdom, world without end, amen.















JANUARY 9



“Your Baby Is with Me”




Your eyes saw my unformed body. All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be. Psalm 139:16




Every day, more than 215,000 babies are born into our world, and God cares for each one. Listen to this story, told by an undercover missionary, whom I’ll call Laura. In the course of her work, she encounters many pregnant women.


“The first time I examined Li Na,” she says, “I had to tell her I couldn’t find a heartbeat. The child she had been carrying for fourteen weeks had miscarried.


“As a nurse practitioner and a practicing Christian, I was concerned about how the news might impact her fledgling faith. Li Na4 had given her life to Christ weeks earlier. Employed as a makeup artist in the red-light district of a large Asian city, she had already helped five young women escape prostitution.


“Now her tears and the dark circles that quickly formed beneath her eyes bore witness to the terrible pain inside.


“So I prayed and asked friends to pray. The next time I saw Li Na, the circles beneath her eyes had vanished. She told me what had happened.


“ ‘I didn’t even know how to pray,’ Li Na confided. ‘I just cried out, “Jesus, where is my baby now?” Suddenly I saw a picture in my head of clouds and bright light. Everywhere was just so bright… and then I saw angels and they looked like they were dancing and rejoicing. I saw a person standing among them, but I couldn’t see his face—it was so bright—the light was coming from it. But I noticed he was holding something in his arms.… It was a baby, my baby! He told me, “Don’t be afraid, your baby is with me.” Now I know where my baby is, and I have peace.’ ”


Li Na has discovered the secret of true peace. It comes, not from a lack of trouble but from knowing that we and those we love are safe in the arms of God.















JANUARY 10



What’s Heaven Like?




“What no eye has seen,


what no ear has heard,


and what no human mind has conceived”—


the things God has prepared for those who love him. 
1 Corinthians 2:9





It’s hard to imagine heaven. Many of us think of it as a vague, ethereal place where disembodied people float around, mingling with angels and singing a lot of worship songs. No wonder heaven sounds boring. But is it?


Consider the way C. S. Lewis depicts heaven in his wonderful book The Great Divorce, a story about a group of accidental tourists who board a bus only to find themselves on a journey to heaven and hell. Actually, Lewis imagines only the outskirts of heaven. Even in heaven’s precincts, the reality is far solider and more real than anything they’ve ever known on earth.


At one point, the main character gets off the bus to explore this strange new land. Spotting a daisy growing at his feet, he bends down to pick it. “The stalk,” he says with surprise, “wouldn’t break. I tugged till the sweat stood out on my forehead and I had lost most of the skin off my hands. The little flower was hard, not like wood or even like iron, but like diamond. There was a leaf—a young tender beach-leaf, lying in the grass beside it. I tried to pick the leaf up: my heart almost cracked with the effort, and I believe I did just raise it.”5


In Lewis’s vision, and in the Bible’s vision, earth is the copy and heaven is the reality from which it has been crafted. No wonder, then, that the main character in Lewis’s imaginative tale is shocked when he looks down at his feet and can see through them to the grass beneath. For the first time, he realizes that he, and not heaven, is insubstantial as a mist.


What is heaven like? Go ahead and let your imagination run wild. Just be sure that whatever you imagine is solider, more brilliant, and more real than anything you’ve ever seen on earth.















JANUARY 11



“I Would Be So Bored in Heaven”




The Lord your God is in your midst, a victorious warrior. He will exult over you with joy, He will be quiet in His love, He will rejoice over you with shouts of joy. Zephaniah 3:17 NASB




“Oh, I don’t think I even want to go to heaven. Who wants to sit around on a cloud for eternity, playing a harp?”


Where did we get the idea that heaven is like that, from New Yorker cartoons? For that matter, why would we take it for granted that the Father is a grumpy curmudgeon with no sense of humor? In his classic book, Heaven, Randy Alcorn dresses down those who think that way: “Our belief that Heaven will be boring betrays a heresy—that God is boring. There’s no greater nonsense.” He goes on to list all of the categories of human pleasure, every one of which came straight from our Creator’s hand.


Then he wraps up his pro-heaven argument with this: “We think of ourselves as fun-loving, and of God as humorless killjoy. But we’ve got it backward. It’s not God who’s boring; it’s us. Did we invent wit, humor, and laughter? No. God did. We’ll never begin to exhaust God’s sense of humor and his love for adventure. The real question is this: How could God not be bored with us?”6


And yet he’s not. He delights in us, and he wants us to delight in him. For all eternity. Harps are optional.















JANUARY 12



Think Heaven




In my Father’s house are many mansions. If it were not so, I would have told you. John 14:2 KJV




If you could print out an exact record of your thoughts for the past twenty-four hours, you would probably discover that you haven’t spent much time thinking about heaven. How could you, when there’s so much else to think about?


There’s work, church, school, chores, sporting events, grocery shopping, and children to care for. How can you possibly find time to think about a place that seems so infinitely far away? And why should you, when you sincerely hope you’re not going there anytime soon?


Yet heaven should shape the way we think and act on earth, reminding us that we’re not living for the here and the now. We’re living for something more.


Keeping heaven in mind can encourage us when life on earth seems too challenging to bear. We can find comfort remembering the loved ones who’ve gone before us.


Step outside and look into the sky. Think about all the galaxies beyond our own—and another world we cannot see but that is just as real, a place called heaven, where Jesus right now is making room for you. If it were not so, wouldn’t he have told you?















JANUARY 13



Heaven Changed Him




[A]s far as the east is from the west,


so far has he removed our transgressions from us. Psalm 103:12




During his time in heaven, Dale Black saw countless angels and people, all suffused with light. Drawing near to the gate of the city, he noticed a crowd that had gathered to welcome him. Everyone was dressed in soft, white robes. Though he didn’t know anyone’s name, everyone seemed to know his and to be overjoyed that he was there.


Part of Dale’s joy, he says, came not just from all the wonderful things he encountered in heaven “but from the absence of everything terrible. There was no strife, no competition, no sarcasm, no betrayal, no deception, no lies, no murders, no unfaithfulness, no disloyalty, nothing contrary to the light and life and love.


“In short, there was no sin.


“And the absence of sin was something you could feel.”7


As God would have it, Dale Black was not allowed to pass through the gates to the magnificent city he had seen. Instead, he returned to earth to begin the slow and painful process of recovery. Almost immediately he began telling people about God’s love.


Dale went on to become a commercial airline pilot, dedicating his career to improving aviation safety. As a volunteer on nearly one thousand flights, he has helped with efforts to build churches, orphanages, and medical clinics in more than fifty countries around the world.


Forty years after that terrible day when the plane in which he’d been riding crashed, Dale Black is still amazed at how heaven changed him.















JANUARY 14



Don’t Over-Spiritualize Heaven




For he [Abraham] was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God. Hebrews 11:10




What if you and your spouse were planning a trip to Hawaii in a year’s time? Wouldn’t half the fun come from anticipating your journey? But how can you anticipate something you can’t possibly imagine?


Perhaps you’ve lived all your life in Ohio, never once stepping beyond its boundaries. You have never dipped your toe into the ocean, never seen a palm tree nor marveled at a volcano. Strangely, you’ve never even watched a television show about Hawaii or looked up images of it on the Internet. Instead, you’ve contented yourself with the vague longing you feel for a land that everyone says is a tropical paradise even though you can’t possibly imagine what it might look like.


This far-fetched example is not so far-fetched when it comes to heaven. Randy Alcorn says most of us have only the vaguest notion of what heaven is like not because there’s nothing about it in Scripture but because we ignore what the Bible says about it, things like this:


Heaven is a city (Hebrews 11:10; 13:14). How can you have a city without people, art, music, work, buildings? Heaven is a country (Hebrews 11:16). Countries have an identity, geography. They have leaders and citizens. There will be a new earth (Revelation 21–22). Why shouldn’t there be beaches, oceans, mountains, rivers, forests, meadows, rocks, cliffs, animals, plants?8


Let’s not make heaven vague and surreal, something our hearts can’t delight in because our minds can’t imagine it. Instead let’s focus on heaven. Let’s study it, look forward to it, and bend our lives toward it like Abraham did so that the hope of heaven will guide our lives on earth.















JANUARY 15



Too Fancy?




And the twelve gates are twelve pearls, each of the gates is a single pearl, and the street of the city is pure gold, transparent as glass. Revelation 21:21 NRSV




Does the biblical image of heaven enclosed by pearly gates and crisscrossed with streets paved with gold appeal to you? Or does it seem way too dressed up and fancy for your tastes? Perhaps shabby chic is more your style. Or maybe you prefer sleek, modern lines. Never fear. Heaven will appeal to you, no matter what.


John’s vision in Revelation is symbolic. Gates of pearl and golden streets, crystal seas and gem-filled walls seem outdated in the twenty-first century. The point really is that heaven is beyond our imagination—filled with great splendor and over-the-top magnificence.


It does not matter how you want to envision heaven. Don’t worry—you will like it, whatever it looks, feels, smells, and sounds like.















JANUARY 16



Beyond Imagining




No eye has seen, no ear has heard, and no mind has imagined what God has prepared for those who love him. 1 Corinthians 2:9 NLT





What is heaven like?




• It’s more delightful than a bed made in crisp, cotton sheets.


• More comfortable than a zero-humidity day.


• More peaceful than the first fresh snowfall.


• Sweeter than the sugar-ice flowers on a birthday cake.


• Calmer than the stillness after everyone’s fallen asleep.





Heaven is far more and far better than we can describe or imagine. Everything good we have ever experienced is only a taste of what God has waiting for us.


Heaven is the place where God lives, a land where joy runs rampant and where the bright love of God overflows all hearts so there never can be any darkness at all.















JANUARY 17



Good Shepherd




Then Jesus said to them again, “Most assuredly, I say to you, I am the door of the sheep.… I am the door. If anyone enters by Me, he will be saved, and will go in and out and find pasture. John 10:7, 9 NKJV




In Bible times, shepherds had outdoor sheep pens that were near the pasturelands. They were simple enclosures made of piled rocks, with one narrow opening that served as both entrance and exit. At night, the shepherd slept in the opening in order to protect the sheep from predators, and in the morning he would usher them through the opening one by one. His own body was the sheep gate, and the only ones allowed to use the door were the sheep the shepherd counted as his own.


You are a sheep. So am I. Every person, peasant to queen, is a sheep. And Jesus himself is our door to the pasture. He is the Good Shepherd. He nurtures and protects his flock, searches for the lost lambs, carries the weak ones, guiding every one of us every day.


The Good Shepherd himself is the only way through the impassable wall between heaven and earth. If you are part of the Shepherd’s flock, he is caring for you. Just keep paying attention to his voice. That’s all you need to do.















JANUARY 18



God Is on Your Side




If God is for us, who is against us? He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him over for us all, how will He not also with Him freely give us all things? Romans 8:31–32 NASB




You may have enemies. Circumstances may be arrayed against you. But take heart because you have a huge advantage. The biggest person in the universe is on your side. One of the reasons we know that is because God took the initiative to save us. He reached down into our dark world so that he could deliver us. He loves us and wants us to be with him in heaven forever so he devised a plan to bring us there.


Perhaps that sounds like a too-easy, one-sided path to heaven. Maybe you’ve grown up believing that God only helps those who help themselves. Or maybe you suspect God of being an ogre, always eager to punish your faults. But that’s not what Scripture says.


When we finally discover the humility to accept our need for God’s grace, that’s when confidence will come flooding in. We will know in our hearts the truth of Paul’s words. The one who did not spare his own Son—this is the God who will give us everything we need. Even heaven.















JANUARY 19



Unwreckable




For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. Romans 8:38–39




Ann Voskamp says that our lives are unwreckable because Christ’s love is unstoppable. That’s one way of saying that nothing can ultimately rob us of the happy ending God has in store for us. Remember that the next time you are tempted to think you are facing circumstances that will sink you.


Take a moment now to envision yourself with the word “Unwreckable” written over you. Then read this beautiful poem, titled “Heaven Over Us,” by the English poet Christina Rossetti. As you live out your day, imagine heaven overarching everything you do.




Heaven overarches earth and sea,


Earth-sadness and sea-bitterness.


Heaven overarches you and me,


A little while and we shall be—


Please God—where there is no more sea


Nor barren wilderness.


Heaven overarches you and me,


And all earth’s gardens and her graves.


Look up with me, until we see


The day break and the shadows flee.


What though to-nigh wrecks you and me,


If so tomorrow saves?


CIRCA 1893


















JANUARY 20



Crossing Over




“I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life.” John 5:24




Wayne Herring is a Presbyterian pastor in Memphis, Tennessee. Several years ago, his aunt, Kate Lewis, lay dying in a hospital bed. This good woman, who had prayed for so many others, now needed prayers herself.


Her breathing was slow and agonized, and she had been semi-comatose for days. At one point medical staff attempted to revive her, initiating heroic measures to do so. Suddenly Aunt Kate sat straight up in bed. Looking around her, she addressed everyone in the room: “Why on earth did you bring me back?” she scolded. “It’s been wonderful. I’ve been with the angels and I didn’t want to leave!”9


After that she sank back down on her pillow and never spoke another word. A few days later Aunt Kate was gone.


For most of us, death is a question mark. We wonder what will happen after we die. For others, it’s a period—a definitive end to life. But Aunt Kate’s words, combined with countless testimonies from people with near-death experiences, point to the truth of the Scripture, which says that those who believe in Christ will not die. Instead, they will cross over from death to life.















JANUARY 21



Put Earth in Your Rearview Mirror




But they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and not be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint. Isaiah 40:31 KJV




Earthly trials keep us earthbound. They root us only in what we can see, hear, taste, smell, and feel. Too often, it never even occurs to us to cast a glance upward toward heaven. But when we do, as countless people have discovered, a very real heavenly strength flows into our souls and spirits, renewing and fortifying what’s left of our own determination, and supplying fresh vigor for whatever we are facing.


Joni Eareckson Tada, a quadriplegic since a diving accident when she was a teen, has discovered that “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble” (Psalm 46:1 KJV). She has tested her “eagle’s wings” many times. Here is what she says about it:




Looking down on my problems from heaven’s perspective, trials looked extraordinarily different. When viewed from its own level, my paralysis seemed like a huge, impassable wall; but when viewed from above, the wall appeared as a thin line, something that could be overcome. It was, I discovered with delight, a bird’s-eye view.…


Eagles overcome the lower law of gravity by the higher law of flight, and what is true for birds is true for the soul.… If you want to see heaven’s horizons, as well as place earth in your rearview mirror, all you need to do is stretch your wings (yes, you have wings… ) and consider your trials from heaven’s realms.… [By doing that,] you are able to see the other side, the happier outcome.10


















JANUARY 22



Being Sure of Heaven




Jesus looked at them and said, “For mortals it is impossible, but not for God; for God all things are possible.” Mark 10:27 NRSV




Our limited minds struggle to comprehend a God who loves. We can’t fathom how God can love us when we find it so difficult to love ourselves. But the truth is that God loves everyone. After all, it was love that motivated him to create the universe in the first place. He loves the world and every single person in it, even those of us who haven’t yet begun to love him.


Perhaps you think that entering heaven is an impossible task, far beyond your ability. You know you’re not good enough to get there. If that’s what you’re thinking, you’d be right. You can’t get to heaven on your own. Only God can take you there.


Fortunately, everything is possible for God, which of course means that even impossible people—people like you and me—can make it into heaven.















JANUARY 23



Don’t Be Afraid




For I am the LORD, your God, who takes hold of your right hand and says to you, Do not fear; I will help you. Isaiah 41:13




As a young pastor, Richard John Neuhaus was a part-time chaplain at Kings County Hospital in Brooklyn, a medical center that cared for the poor before Medicare or Medicaid had even been invented. When people were dying, they were simply sedated, their beds lined up next to each other, fifty to a hundred at a time. Food was brought for those who could eat. Neuhaus estimated that a day wouldn’t go by without him accompanying at least one or two people to their deaths. One of these, he would never forget.


“His name was Albert, a man of about seventy and (I don’t know why it sticks in my mind) completely bald. That hot summer morning I had prayed with him and read the Twenty-third Psalm. Toward evening, I went up again to the death ward—for so everybody called it—to see him again. Clearly the end was near. Although he had been given a sedative, he was entirely lucid. I put my left arm around his shoulder and together, face almost touching face, we prayed the Our Father. Then Albert’s eyes opened wider, as though he had seen something in my expression. ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘Oh, don’t be afraid.’ His body sagged back and he was dead. Stunned, I realized that, while I thought I was ministering to him, his last moment of life was expended in ministering to me.”11


Where did Albert get the strength to comfort someone who was trying to comfort him? Most likely from the same God who repeatedly says to us: “Don’t be afraid.”















JANUARY 24



Heaven’s Escorts




You have come… to countless thousands of angels in a joyful gathering. Hebrews 12:22 NLT




Every few years, Jeremy’s dad received a promotion. Then the family would pack up and move to a new city, and Jeremy would have to adjust to a new school.


Here he was again. Entering the front door of his new school, Jeremy wondered how he would find his classrooms or make friends. As the principal of the school welcomed him, Jeremy noticed that someone was with her. “Jeremy,” the principal said, “this is Sam. He’ll be your escort for the next few days.” Suddenly, Jeremy’s racing heart calmed down. A friendly escort would make this transition an easy one.


New experiences and new environments leave many of us apprehensive and nervous. Perhaps even the thought of entering heaven frightens you, not knowing what it will be like, who will be there, or where you should go.


Several people who have had near-death experiences have mentioned finding a friendly escort in heaven. Earl Foster was greeted by his brother Robert.12 A terminally ill patient told his nurse, “There’s an angel at my window, Trudy, can you see him?”13 Marv Besteman spoke of being greeted by the Apostle Peter.14















JANUARY 25



Hold My Hand




Yet I still belong to you; you hold my right hand. You guide me with your counsel, leading me to a glorious destiny. Psalm 73:23–24 NLT




“Hold my hand, Mommy!” You may have said this more than once when you were young, looking for a little security. When your mother said the same to you, she turned it into a safety instruction: “Hold my hand, honey, while we cross the street.”


Holding hands is a time-honored way of showing affection. Sometimes, though, we forget about holding hands. It embarrasses us. Teenagers, for instance, wouldn’t be caught dead holding a parent’s hand.


But God is a hand holder. It says so in his word. With his mighty hand he takes hold of our small hands to keep us safe, show his love, and lead us home. Those who belong to him are never too old to take hold of his hand.















JANUARY 26



Animals in Heaven?




Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground outside your Father’s care. Matthew 10:29




I have a friend who loves dogs. More than a trainer, he’s a kind of dog whisperer who’s capable of helping incorrigible dogs discover their better selves. When this man gets to heaven, I wouldn’t be surprised if, in addition to the usual crowd of family and friends, he’s greeted by a big pack of dogs, all barking their heads off with joy.


But do dogs really go to heaven? Are there any animals in heaven?


Some theologians say no, pointing out that unlike human beings, animals don’t have immortal souls, nor were they created in the image of God. They say that Jesus died to save human beings, not animals. Others contend that God can do whatever he wants. So if you and I aren’t happy unless Fido is in heaven with us, then he can bring Fido to heaven.


We’ve already seen that the Bible speaks of a new heaven and a new earth. It’s hard to conceive of a new earth devoid of either vegetation or animals. Disputing the “no animals in heaven” point of view, writer Anthony DeStefano says, “the Bible makes it clear that there is going to be lush vegetation in heaven. Well, Christ obviously didn’t die on the cross to redeem vegetation.…


“Do you think God is going to let some shrub experience life everlasting and refuse the same gift to a puppy?”15


Nobody knows for sure. But if I were a betting woman, I’d put my money on that puppy making it there.















JANUARY 27



More on Animals in Heaven




The wolf will live with the lamb,


the leopard will lie down with the goat.…


They will neither harm nor destroy


on all my holy mountain.…


Isaiah 11:6, 9




Not everyone likes animals as much as I do. To my friend Jeanne, the prospect of a no-animal policy in heaven probably sounds downright heavenly. When she was a little girl, Jeanne was so afraid of robins that she would run from them. All that twittering, flying, and hopping around must have been truly terrifying. Plus robins are always pulling worms out of the ground and gobbling them up. Uggh!


I admit there are some scary things about animals here on earth. Ever watch a wildlife show focused on predators? Lucky for us that human beings are located at the top of the food chain.


Fortunately, heaven won’t have any food chains, nor will there be gory television shows showing animals chewing on each other. Come to think of it, I’m convinced we won’t be eating steak or pork chops or chicken nuggets once we get to heaven. Why not? Because doing so would inevitably involve suffering. And there’s not going to be any suffering in all God’s heaven.


What! you say. No lobster in heaven? Don’t worry. There will be food you will love even more. Better yet, you’ll be able to eat without a twinge of guilt, knowing that no animal has had to suffer to give you a little bit of pleasure.


So what will all those animals be doing? Maybe they’ll be romping around, playing with each other and us. Imagine sharing the streets of the heavenly Jerusalem not only with people but with lions and tigers and bears, oh my!















JANUARY 28



Is Someone Watching Over You?




“See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell you that their angels in heaven always see the face of my Father in heaven.” Matthew 18:10




Several years ago, I moved into a lovely old home with a large unfinished attic, which I planned to transform into office space. One night after my children had gone to bed, I went up to the attic to survey the renovations. While I was roaming around, admiring what had been accomplished that day, I nearly pitched forward off the edge of the steep stairwell. I had forgotten that one of the railings had been removed earlier in the day. One more step and I might have sent myself straight to heaven. Fortunately, I looked up in the nick of time.


What made me look up? Was it instinct, luck, or prompting from my guardian angel that prevented me from showing up in heaven prematurely?


Some believe in guardian angels whose assignment is to help us on our earthly journey and then guide us home to heaven when the time comes. In addition to watching over us, part of the angel’s job description, according to one commentator, is to “tempt us to do good.” I like the sound of that. When it comes to being good and doing good, I need all the temptation I can get.


As you go about your day, be mindful that there is more to the world than you can see. Ask God to help you to be open to new insights, good impulses, and fresh inspirations because they just might be coming to you from an angel who’s watching over you.















JANUARY 29



White Light




God is light; in him there is no darkness at all. 1 John 1:5




Many years ago when my aunt, who was not particularly religious, was close to death, she had a vision, which she later confided to her physician and to my mother. In the vision or dream she was walking toward a being who was radiating light. While many people with near-death experiences report similar visions, my aunt felt no peace, but only terror. She lived for a couple of months after that, during which time she prayed a prayer surrendering her life to God. Later, I wondered if her fear might have stemmed from the fact that she wasn’t yet ready to meet God. Perhaps she had been given the time she needed to make her peace with him.


Mary Neal is an orthopedic surgeon who had her own near-death experience several years ago, except she believes she died and was brought back to life. Here’s what Neal says about the “white light,” of which so many have spoken.


She describes “traveling down a path that led to a great and brilliant hall, larger and more beautiful than anything I can conceive of seeing on earth. It was radiating a brilliance of all colors and beauty. I believe that when people with near-death experiences describe ‘seeing the white light’ or ‘moving toward the white light,’ they may be describing their moving toward the brilliance of this hall.”16


Today as you think about eternal realities, join me in considering whether Christ may be calling you into a deeper relationship with him. If you are ready to say yes, simply tell God you are sorry for your sins and that you want to surrender your life to him. Ask him to deliver you from evil and fill you with his Spirit and he will.















JANUARY 30



A Heavenly Surprise




We look not at what can be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal. 2 Corinthians 4:18 NRSV




Many of us have lost the joy of surprises. In an effort to avoid them, we provide loved ones with birthday lists and Christmas lists (lest we have to pretend to be thankful for something we don’t want). Brides register for specific items for their homes. Expectant moms work out color schemes and themes for their layette gift lists. The wrapping paper or gift bag proclaims where we made each purchase. It’s all very practical, but whatever happened to the element of surprise?


Though God has promised us many things, he’s not asked for a list of things we want in heaven. But whatever you think you want, rest assured that whatever God supplies will be even better. Get ready, then, to be delighted, to be wonderfully and joyfully surprised by the goodness, and power, and love of God that will be finally and fully revealed in heaven!















JANUARY 31



Heaven’s New Song




And I heard a sound from heaven like the roar of rushing waters and like a loud peal of thunder. The sound I heard was like that of harpists playing their harps. And they sang a new song before the throne and before the four living creatures and the elders. Revelation 14:2–3




Several years ago, my children and I visited Niagara Falls. To savor the experience we donned blue plastic ponchos and boarded the Maid of the Mist, a boat that takes you as close to the falls as safety allows. The thundering water drowns out every other sound. You have only to stand in amazement.


Charles Spurgeon, the great nineteenth-century preacher, tried to help his listeners imagine an even more amazing scene, the one that will take place when every lover of God will be gathered into heaven and all will be joined in thunderous praise of God. “It is not,” he says, “the voice of one ocean, but the voice of many, that is needed to give you an idea of the melodies of heaven. You are to suppose ocean piled upon ocean, sea upon sea,—the Pacific piled upon the Atlantic, the Arctic upon that, the Antarctic higher still, and so ocean upon ocean, all lashed to fury, and all sounding with a mighty voice the praise of God.”17


Take a moment now to imagine the scene. Listen as your own voice blends with that of many others to proclaim the faithfulness and might of the one we call the King of Kings and Lord of Lords.















FEBRUARY 1



The End of Hurt




“He [God] will wipe every tear from their eyes.” Revelation 21:4




Theologian and pastor R. C. Sproul remembers the comfort his mother provided whenever he was hurt. “When tears spilled out of my eyes,” he says, “I sobbed with uncontrollable spasms, my mother took her handkerchief and patted the tears from my cheeks. Often she would ‘kiss away the tears.’


“There are few more intimate human experiences than the physical act of wiping away another person’s tears. It is a tactile act of compassion. It is a piercing form of nonverbal communication. It is the touch of consolation.


“My mother dried my tears more than once. Her consolation worked for the moment and the sobbing subsided. But then I would get hurt again, and the tears would flow once more. My tear ducts still work. I still have the capacity to weep.


“But when God wipes away tears, it is the end of all crying.”18


The end of all crying, the end of all pain, the end of all that is and ever has been wrong with the world, that’s what heaven will be.















FEBRUARY 2



Linked Together Through a Dream




If one part [of the body] suffers, every part suffers with it. 1 Corinthians 12:26




Many years ago, I had a dream that an acquaintance of mine had died. I didn’t think much of it and soon forgot the dream. Two months later, I had a similar dream, though this time it was more vivid. Feeling a strong urge to pray, I interceded especially for the man’s wife, asking God to give her strength for whatever lay ahead. I kept praying for the next few weeks.


Two months later, a mutual acquaintance called me with the news that the man I had been praying for had been diagnosed with lung cancer. His doctors thought he might live another eighteen months. Would I pray for him and his wife, she asked, not realizing I had already been praying for them for several weeks.


Then, nineteen months after I had my first dream, he passed away.


Once his diagnosis was made public, people all over the world began to pray for him. Why I had been given a head start puzzled me. But then I reread the words of Paul to the Corinthians. Speaking of the body of Christ, he told them: “If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it. Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.” Indeed the souls of those who believe are linked together in mysterious ways. Even our dreams tell us this is so.19















FEBRUARY 3



Making It to Heaven




The Lord our God is merciful and forgiving, even though we have rebelled against him. Daniel 9:9 NLT




“I’ll never make it to heaven. I’m not good enough.” Have you ever heard anyone say or imply that? Have you wondered how to reply?


Understandably, we don’t want to judge others, or even ourselves. Who will make it to heaven and who won’t? It’s best to leave ultimate judgment to God especially since we often judge more harshly than he does. Plus our judgments are based on only partial and distorted knowledge. How can you judge rightly if you don’t know everything? Only God can see with perfect clarity into a person’s heart.


We do know one thing, however. Jesus has promised to save anyone who believes in him and repents of their sins. With the psalmist we can rejoice, proclaiming the truth that God “has removed our sins as far from us as the east is from the west” (Psalm 103:12 NLT). With that kind of distance between us and our sins, nothing can keep us from heaven.















FEBRUARY 4



Where Is Heaven?




But Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs.” Matthew 19:14 NRSV




One day a grandmother asked her three-year-old grandson, Jason, “Where is heaven?” She had no idea if her daughter had told him about heaven or if he had heard anything about it in Sunday school. She expected the usual childish answer, something about beyond the clouds, up in the sky, or a place far away. But Jason surprised her by saying, “Heaven is in your heart, Grandma, don’t you know that?”


I thought the story was cute when I first heard it. Then, I realized Jason was on to something. In terms of human geography, heaven really is located in our hearts and not our minds, because our minds can’t comprehend what heaven is like. But heaven is all our hearts have ever wanted—to experience the presence of God forever. When we get to that place of perfect bliss, we will never want to leave.















FEBRUARY 5



The Promise of Heaven




“Arise, shine, for your light has come,


and the glory of the LORD rises upon you.


See, darkness covers the earth


and thick darkness is over the peoples,


but the LORD rises upon you


and his glory appears over you.” Isaiah 60:1–2




Isaiah’s prophecy was delivered during a very difficult time for God’s people. If ever anyone had a right to sing the blues it was these people during this period of their history. And that is exactly when God broke in with a dazzling promise of future greatness.


In many ways, our own lives are often lived under an oppressive kind of darkness. The world seems to move from one disaster to another. Our children stray, our spouses disappoint, the stock market collapses, another war breaks out.


But then God breaks into our gloom. Like a father encouraging his children to stand beside him on tiptoe, peering over the fence to see what’s on the other side, he paints a picture of a dazzling future that only he is tall enough to see. Instead of looking down, we begin to look up. Instead of giving up, we decide to stand up, energized by the realization that life will turn out better than we think. Not because of anything we’ve done but because of everything he’s done.


As we take hold of heaven, our picture of reality will begin to change, not because our lives are suddenly easy, but because we realize that we are not living a mistake. Even in the midst of difficulty, we are aiming toward a future that is altogether bright, living toward a dream that God himself has planted in our hearts.















FEBRUARY 6



Remember Your Future




Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. Revelation 21:1




Hundreds of years after the vision proclaimed in Isaiah, the Book of Revelation picks up the theme again. Now peering even further into the future, the Bible speaks of a new and glorious Jerusalem that will descend from heaven at the end of the ages. This shining Jerusalem, a city of pure gold, like transparent glass, is a picture of our true home, the one for which we are destined. It is a portrait of our bliss, painted in symbolic language.


When life on earth is difficult—and when isn’t it?—we need to remember who God is and what his ultimate intentions for our world are. Thousands of years ago, God encouraged his people, nearly broken by the weight of their difficulties, with a luminous vision of the future, one that is still unfolding. Today he assures us that we, too, are destined to live with him in this new and glorious world, where there will one day be no more mourning, crying, or pain, no more disappointment, anxiety, or tears, a world in which we will see him, no longer through a glass darkly, but now face-to-face.















FEBRUARY 7



The Things Heaven Won’t Have




Nothing will hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain. Isaiah 11:9 NLT




In heaven there will be no arguments, confusion, embarrassment, harassment, pain, tears, failure, hurricanes, toothaches, lawsuits, traffic tickets, computer viruses, car breakdowns, nightmares, misunderstandings, hunger, asthma, diabetes, or death. Nor will there be doctors, psychologists, police, soldiers, lawyers, or IRS agents. We won’t need them anymore. If you were one of these things on earth, you’ll be something else in heaven. Oh, and of course there will be no politicians, glory halleluiah! Let us thank the Lord for all the things heaven won’t have.















FEBRUARY 8



Your True Self




To the one who is victorious, I will give some of the hidden manna. I will also give that person a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to the one who receives it. Revelation 2:17 NIV




When you arrive in heaven, you can expect to fit in perfectly. At last, you will have arrived at your true home, the place you have been longing for since the day you were born. As a part of your homecoming, you will receive your true name. This will be the case for each person who makes it to heaven.


George MacDonald read the Scripture above and wrote this: “God’s name for a man must be the expression of his own idea of the man, that being whom he had in his thought when he began to make the child, and whom he kept in his thought through the long process of creation which went to realize the idea. To tell the name is to seal the success.”20


Peter Kreeft comments: “Heaven means not just a pleasant place but our place.… We fit there; we are fully human there. We don’t turn into angels (that’s why there has to be a resurrection of the body; we don’t change species).… It is our home because we receive there our true identity.”21















FEBRUARY 9



A Table for Two




You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. Psalm 23:5




“Mommy, I just had the best dream.” Seven-year-old Kelly went on to describe the dream to her mother. She was in a restaurant sharing a table for two with Jesus. Though others were dining nearby, theirs was the only table that was bathed in light. Recounting the dream, she concluded by saying, “I feel so close to God.”


A year earlier, at the age of six, Kelly had undergone surgery to remove a malignant brain tumor. After that she had soldiered on through months of radiation and chemotherapy. Despite her family’s hopes for a full recovery, two weeks after her eighth birthday a routine test revealed that the cancer had returned. She had only weeks to live.


Months later, her mother found a journal in which the little girl had written a letter to Jesus shortly after her dream. “Dear Jesus,” she wrote, “I am so excited to come to your kingdom someday! I don’t know anything about what heaven looks like, I know it’s going to be the best place I have ever been! It feels so good to know that I’m in your arms, safe and sound! I couldn’t have gotten through last year without you, Jesus!!!”


Tears streaming down her face, Kelly’s mother knew that, she, too, would not be able to get through the year without Jesus. But her discovery of her daughter’s letter seemed like a promise that God would help her. For she was sure that her little girl knew something most of us do not—she knew exactly what heaven looks like—the best place any of us could ever be.22
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