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      “This book surprised me—in a delightful way! I expected a book about heaven to help me understand our eternal home. It certainly does that. But it does something more. Remember Heaven connects this world and this life to the future. It fuels daily living by considering everlasting life. It renews hope by exploring how heaven relates to earth. This book is not just about heaven but also about recovering hope in everyday life. Read this book and get ready for some heaven-sent encouragement.”

      Mark Vroegop, President, The Gospel Coalition; author, Dark Clouds, Deep Mercy

      “This book is beautifully written and profoundly reorienting. Matt McCullough deftly shows us the deep consolation and bright hope we have in Christ. I hadn’t realized how much I needed it.”

      Sam Allberry, Associate Pastor, Immanuel Nashville, Tennessee; author, One with My Lord

      “I know few authors who can approach Matt McCullough’s ability to write with pastoral sensitivity, biblical insight, and cultural awareness. This book will challenge and encourage you with the hope of heaven, the ‘rebirthright’ of every Christian. Don’t settle for the dismal distractions of this world.”

      Collin Hansen, Vice President for Content and Editor in Chief, The Gospel Coalition; Host, Gospelbound podcast

      “In a world distracted by temporary pleasures, even Christians can lose sight of the wonders of heaven. Matt McCullough reminds us that where we place our hope matters, as he skillfully redirects our focus to the sure and glorious future God has promised. Chapter by chapter, this book provides profoundly practical insights for living faithfully in the here and now, all through the lens of the eternal joy that awaits us.”

      Jenny Manley, author, The Good Portion—Christ: Delighting in the Doctrine of Christ

      “Matt McCullough is a delight to read. Remember Death blew me away a few years ago. Sure enough, Remember Heaven is masterful too. Matt has an uncommon ability to apply soaring truth to everyday life, with surgical precision and pastoral care. Turning these pages moved me to long for the world to come and, ultimately, for the King who is coming. And it reinvigorated me to think and live differently now. Cheer up, brothers and sisters! Our future is unimaginably bright.”

      Matt Smethurst, Lead Pastor, River City Baptist Church, Richmond, Virginia; author, Tim Keller on the Christian Life and Before You Share Your Faith; Cohost, The Everyday Pastor podcast

      “In Remember Heaven, Matt McCullough probes several of our most common struggles, with sensitivity and insight, and he shows how each facet of the hope of heaven can nourish and sustain us. I love this book. I needed this book. I’m pretty confident that you need this book too. I highly recommend it and plan to give away lots of copies.”

      Bobby Jamieson, Senior Pastor, Trinity Baptist Church, Chapel Hill, North Carolina; author, Everything Is Never Enough: Ecclesiastes’ Surprising Path to Resilient Happiness
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      For my father, Mark,

      who has

      gladly chosen tents in this world,

      firmly set his eyes on the city to come,

      and

      faithfully shown me what he sees.
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      Set Your Mind

      How the Hope of Heaven Grounds Our Lives as Christians

      Another Christmas just came and went, along with a wonderful week away with our extended family.

      We had been counting down the days to that trip from the time we finished our Halloween candy. We knew it meant a break from the grind of normal life. We knew we’d see grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins we only see a couple of times each year. We knew the favorite foods we’d be eating and that there would be presents. Our trip was packed with all this goodness and more.

      Just a few days after returning, I could already feel it. The dreaded postholiday blues. Do you know what I’m talking about? I haven’t seen any scientific data to back this up, but I’ve seen enough life to know that this phenomenon is real. And it has two important lessons to teach us.

      First, it is incredible what a difference it makes when you have something to look forward to. An exciting event on your horizon can change how you see everything else in your life. Adults are less bothered by annoying problems at work. Kids are less likely to bicker with siblings around the house. Even those facing terminal illness can draw inspiration and even some relief by thinking ahead to another Christmas with the people they love most. It’s simply wonderful to have something to look forward to.

      The second lesson is more sobering. What we really need is something to look forward to that won’t leave us back where we began. This Christmas I got a sharp-looking, quarter-zip pullover sweater. I expect to be wearing it for the next decade or more, long after it’s gone out of style. But I know it will eventually wear out. Even more to the point, it doesn’t change anything about what I see when I look in the mirror. It can’t remove the not-so-hidden, middle-age paunch underneath. It can’t put a single hair back on my bald head. It hasn’t plucked the gray out of my whiskers. As for work, the stress I left behind was still stressing me out when I got back. My holiday was truly wonderful. I was right to look forward to it. But nothing I enjoyed about it lasted for more than a week, and I ended up right back where I started.

      Hope matters. We can’t live without it. But what we hope in matters even more. We need a hope strong enough to bear the weight of our lives in the meantime. And that is precisely what we have in the hope of heaven.

      What is the hope of heaven to your life as a Christian? That is the simple question I want to raise and help you answer through this book. The question flows from Paul’s words at the beginning of what may be his most beautiful and comprehensive passage on living as a follower of Jesus:

      If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. (Col. 3:1–4)

      In Colossians 3 Paul talks about envy, idolatry, anger, and slander. He talks about kindness, compassion, patience, and forgiveness. He talks about sex, marriage, and parenting. Yet every bit of this portrait—from what sins to put off to what virtues to put on, from how we love one another to how we conduct ourselves in church and at home and in the workplace—flows from a mind that is set on things above.

      Right at the center of the Christian life, Paul places an intentional, disciplined, cultivated focus on heaven. Does that sound right to you?

      I’m convinced that heaven suffers from a serious brand problem.

      For some, the idea of heaven seems boring. This is a problem with a long pedigree. Catherine Earnshaw, of Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights, speaks from nineteenth-century England what many people feel today:

      If I were in heaven, Nelly, I should be extremely miserable. . . . I dreamt, once, that I was there. . . . Heaven did not seem to be my home; and I broke my heart with weeping to come back to earth; and the angels were so angry that they flung me out, into the middle of the heath on the top of Wuthering Heights, where I woke sobbing for joy.1

      Do you see the implication? Heaven is literally a nightmare. As one writer sums it up, “Our ancestors were afraid of hell; we are afraid of heaven. We think it will be boring.”2 Many Christians may know better than to accept clichés about chubby angels playing harps in the clouds, but they don’t have more relatable images to fall back on. Why should I want to be at a worship service that never ends?

      For others, the thought of longing for heaven feels a little bit wrong, as if there’s a zero-sum relationship between longing for heaven and loving the world as we know it now, with its precious people and their serious problems. “Heavenly-minded” is an age-old knock on people who are no earthly good. Karl Marx famously described religion as the opiate of the people, something to take the edge off their pain and keep them from taking action to make things better. I’ve heard Christians of my generation speak of heavenly-mindedness in pretty much those terms, as cover for indifference and inaction. Isn’t it self-indulgent to look ahead to an eternal world of bliss when real people are really suffering all around you?

      For still others, the notion of heaven seems almost pitiful, more like loss than gain—as if heaven means the end of familiar joys in this world, joys that are significant and wonderful. Why should I long to be in some other world when I’ve got so much to live for in this world?

      My sense, however, is many Christians simply aren’t thinking about heaven at all and, if asked, couldn’t say why they should be. Maybe it makes sense why an eighty-three-year-old widow with terminal cancer might long for heaven. But what about a twenty-three-year-old law student in her second year? What about a thirty-three-year-old engineer with his first kid on the way?

      Throughout this book, I want to show that the issue is not whether you love this world and its joys, its people and their needs. The question is whether you have any hope beyond this world and what it has to offer. Concrete, unshakable, life-giving hope is the birthright of every Christian, and this hope is meant to touch every part of our lives in the meantime.

      Sadly, I’m convinced that we tend to view heaven the way we view our car insurance. We know we need to have it, but God forbid we ever have to use it. The best thing about having car insurance is the peace of mind it provides: you don’t have to think about it until the moment you need it. Meanwhile your focus stays fixed on the car itself—what style you like best, what features you need, how you want to use it, where you want to drive it.

      As the Bible describes heaven, it’s not at all like an insurance policy filed and forgotten. It is an inheritance you are sure to receive and, beyond that, an inheritance you can draw on right now. Throughout Scripture, the promise of heaven functions like a trust fund—certain, fully funded, and freely accessible while we wait for faith to turn to sight. I want to help you see the incredible riches stored away in that trust fund and how to draw on that wealth day by day.

      But first, back to Paul and his crystal-clear, countercultural basis for our lives as Christians. Why should we set our minds on things above? Why does Paul lay this command as the foundation of the Christian life? I see three reasons, and these frame everything that follows in this book.

      Hope Is Essential

      Heavenly-mindedness is absolutely vital because what we want or expect from our future has a huge effect on our experience in the meantime. We humans are future-oriented creatures whether we like it or not.

      We are not the only creatures with an eye on what’s coming, of course. Birds build nests in the springtime. Squirrels bury nuts in the fall. Bears store up fat for winter hibernation. But birds, squirrels, and bears operate on instinct, aimed at simple survival.

      Humans alone have hopes and dreams. We imagine opportunities to crave and possibilities to fear. We train for careers. We plan for families. We save for retirement. We buy insurance for our houses, our cars, our health, and even our lives. Only humans make conscious choices now in the hope or dread of what might be later.

      The question is not whether your view of the future shapes your life today. The question is which view of the future is shaping your life today and what effect it is having.

      Tim Keller often used a helpful thought experiment to capture this point.3 Imagine two women hired to do the same job, under the same conditions, and for the same amount of time. They both have to perform the same menial tasks, hour after hour, day after day. They both carry on through the same sweltering heat in summer and the same freezing cold in winter. But one of these women was told she would receive $30,000 at the end of the year, while the other woman was promised $30 million.

      Surely the one promised $30,000 would struggle to keep going. She would deal with bitterness. Maybe she would feel underappreciated and misused. She’d be looking over her shoulder for other opportunities that might pay more or cost less. She’d be discouraged where she was and afraid of missing out on better options.

      But the one promised $30 million would put up with just about anything. She would work day in and day out with a smile on her face because every minute of every day would bring her closer to a payday she couldn’t get anywhere else.

      What view of your future has functional control over your present? Your mind is set on something still to come. Everything in your Christian life flows from whether that something is the future God has promised to you.

      The stakes could not be higher. To face up to life in this world as it is, you need a hope beyond this world that can survive anything. That’s because anything can happen. Some of our dreams will fade away. Our bodies will wither and fall. Our relationships will be strained by sin and ultimately lost to death. And more often than not, we can’t stay out of our own way as we stumble on toward the grave and what comes next.

      Life can be brutal. If you live long enough, in one way or another, it will be. When Jesus said to lay up treasures in heaven, this fundamental truth about the world was his backdrop—this is a world where moths devour, thieves steal, and rust destroys (Matt. 6:19–20). There is a baseline of brokenness to life under death that no one escapes. The only way to face up to this reality is with a hope beyond the reach of death and all its minions—loss, separation, change, time itself. You need a clear view of where all this is going, to carry on no matter what along the way.

      Diversion Is Easier

      We are commanded to set our minds on things above because it would be so much easier not to. Diversion by one thing or another comes much more naturally. I don’t have to tell my kids to finish their ice cream. I do have to command them to take five bites of their cauliflower soup.

      Focusing on heaven is more like eating cruciferous vegetables than eating ice cream. It’s better for us. It’s more nourishing. It builds our strength and our resistance to all sorts of infection. But it is sometimes less attractive than other options competing for our attention and our affection. Apart from the work of God’s Spirit in us, the affections of our hearts and the allure of our environment will constantly set our minds on things on earth.

      We are relentlessly biased toward false hopes we can see, touch, and control—hopes that can’t satisfy us, can’t save us, and can’t possibly outlive us. This was the story of Adam and Eve in the garden. It was the story of Israel wandering through the wilderness. It was the story of Israel forced into exile. And it is our story too. How do you stay focused on what is unseen and eternal when what is seen and temporary is so present and so powerful?

      This is the driving concern behind one of the most important books on heaven ever written: Richard Baxter’s The Saints’ Everlasting Rest. Baxter was a pastor in seventeenth-century England during the bloody years of the English Civil War. Surrounded by that carnage and following a near-death experience of his own, he worked out a process for meditating on heaven as a spiritual discipline.

      Baxter was stunned by how little his flock seemed to care about the life to come, despite the obvious difficulty of their lives here and now. The problem as he saw it was not that Christians denied that there is such a place as heaven or even doubted that they themselves might be there someday. The problem was the gap between the head and the heart: “When truth is apprehended only as truth, this is but an unsavory and loose apprehension; when it is apprehended as good as well as true, this is a solid and delightful apprehending.”4

      In other words, we need a sense of heaven’s goodness in the heart before the truth we profess shapes the lives we’re living. By nature we have no trouble seeing what’s good about power, sex, fame, or money (and what it can buy). But it takes discipline to see the goodness in what is not yet seen—to see God’s promise for our future as good as well as true.

      Meditating on heaven, Baxter argues, is how we use our understanding to warm our affections. It throws open “the door between the head and the heart.” The meditation he seeks to model is “simply reading over and repeating God’s reasons to our hearts and so disputing with ourselves on his argument and terms.”5 It involves using our judgment to compare the allure of the world to the promises of heaven, until the scale tips toward the latter from the former.

      This is the work I hope to do chapter by chapter throughout this book. This is not so much a how-to guide as it is an attempt to practice meditating on heaven with you. My goal is to do for the friends that I pastor now in the twenty-first century something like what Baxter did in the seventeenth century for his readers.

      However, we face barriers to meditating on heaven that Baxter could not have imagined four hundred years ago.

      We Are More Insulated from Death

      For one thing, our lives on average are far more insulated from misery than the average Englishman in 1650, with far more opportunities for wealth and comfort. Beginning in the late eighteenth century and accelerating ever since, life expectancy, net worth, and quality of life have skyrocketed throughout the West. I’m not complaining. I wouldn’t trade places with anyone from the seventeenth century. But our unprecedented prosperity can radically distort our perspective on this world.

      In Baxter’s time, death lurked beneath every sniffle. Life expectancy was roughly thirty-five years. Now it is more than twice that number. Modern medicines, skillful doctors, and remarkable technologies make it seem like there’s always something more to be done, some other way to push back death to another day.

      In Baxter’s time, most people died at home, in the same few square feet in which their families spent their lives. They walked to church through the graves of people who were dear to them. The ever-present reality of death gave ever-present incentive to look up and beyond the shadows of life on earth. Now when someone does come to die, more often than not, it’s in a sanitized industrial facility, completely isolated from where we live our lives. It’s become easier and easier to live most of life as if death is someone else’s problem. And without an urgent awareness that life is just a breath, it makes sense that we would set our minds on squeezing as much as possible from this world here and now.

      We Are More Secular

      Compared to Baxter’s time and place, we live in what some philosophers have called a “secular age.”6 I don’t mean that we all deny the existence of God. I mean that in our day-to-day lives, we don’t have to assume his existence the same way they did back then. We don’t feel as vulnerable to forces beyond our control or recognize our radical dependence on a reality beyond ourselves.

      We live our lives surrounded by stunning human achievements, from high-rise buildings to space-traveling rockets to artificial intelligence we created to outpace our own. Our lives are mediated through all sorts of technologies that filter our work and our play and even our relationships. And compared to Baxter’s preindustrial world, we enjoy an unimaginable degree of control aimed directly at our own pleasure and comfort. If I want to, I can have blueberries delivered to my door with a couple of hours’ notice in the middle of February.

      In a world like ours, even Christians can easily lose sight of the fact that every meal, just like every breath, comes from above. It takes effort to remember that we are wholly dependent on God, we answer to God for these lives he’s given us, and therefore we ought to look to him in everything.

      We Are More Distracted

      Perhaps no barrier to heavenly-mindedness is more influential day-to-day or more typical of our modern context than the smartphones we carry around in our pockets, lay on our desks while we’re working, then plug in by our pillows while we’re sleeping. I recently saw a cartoon from the New Yorker featuring a headstone with the image of a smartphone etched near the top. The epitaph had just two lines:

      50% looking at phone

      50% looking for phone7

      By some estimates adults are spending on average as many as four to six hours per day scrolling on their phones. When you consider how much of that usage happens in spurts, spread out here and there in the middle of whatever else we’re supposed to be doing, we’re spending all our waking moments drawn to our phones. That makes it tough to set our minds on anything at all, much less on things above and things to come.

      How we spend our moments is how we spend our lives. Do you want your life measured by how many fantasy football titles you won? Or how many limited-time deals you grabbed? Or how many likes you got on that family photo? Or how many days in a row you nailed the Wordle challenge?

      John Stott once preached to a crowd full of eager young students who were interested in giving their lives to international missions. He reminded them to remember who they were, as citizens of heaven and pilgrims on earth, and to be wary of how quickly we can fix our eyes here below:

      I read some years ago of a young man who found a five-dollar bill on the street and who “from that time on never lifted his eyes when walking. In the course of years he accumulated 29,516 buttons, 54,172 pins, 12 cents, a bent back and a miserly disposition.” But think what he lost. He couldn’t see the radiance of the sunlight, the sheen of the stars, the smile on the face of his friends, or the blossoms of springtime, for his eyes were in the gutter. There are too many Christians like that. We have important duties on earth, but we must never allow them to preoccupy us in such a way that we forget who we are or where we are going.8

      I’m sure it has never been more difficult to set our minds on things above than it is right now. But the stakes are as high as ever. We have much to lose if we do not and so much to gain if we do. Which brings me to the final reason for Paul’s command, and the ultimate motivation for everything that follows in this book.

      Christ Is Worthy

      In Colossians 3 Paul’s ultimate reason for the command that he puts at the foundation of the Christian life is that heaven is where Christ is and where you will be with him someday: “Seek the things that are above, where Christ is. . . . When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory” (3:1, 4).

      It is really hard to feel a vested interest in a place you’ve never visited before. I live for annual vacations in the Appalachian Mountains because I’ve traveled there at least once a year for most of my life. When the time for one of those trips gets closer, I have trouble thinking about anything else. I know from experience exactly what it’s like to hike those trails, take in those mountaintop views, and be in that environment with the people I love most. But how do you set your mind on somewhere you’ve never been and something you haven’t experienced yet?

      Martin Luther put it bluntly: “We know no more about eternal life than children in the womb of their mother know about the world they are about to enter.”9 Of course, the Bible does tell us many things about what heaven will be like, as we consider in the chapters to follow. But on the level of our experience, Luther is spot-on.

      The only way to long for a place you’ve never been is to long for the person whose presence makes that place what it is to you.

      Paul sees love for heaven as an extension of our love for Jesus. So long as he is there, we can’t possibly be satisfied here. And so long as we aren’t fully with him here, we keep our minds set there. Love for Christ anchors us to the future we’ve been promised, and it reshapes how we live here in the present. Love, in other words, transforms our relationship to space and time.

      The writer James Baldwin once captured this transforming power of love with a beautiful thought experiment. Pretend for a moment that you were born in Chicago, that you have never been to Hong Kong, and that until now you’ve never had remote interest in even visiting that city. Pretend that somehow, unexpectedly, you cross paths with someone who lives in Hong Kong, you fall in love, and your lover returns home without you. What then? “Hong Kong will immediately cease to be a name and become the center of your life.” With Paul’s words in mind, consider how Baldwin drives his point home:

      You will, I assure you, as long as space and time divide you from anyone you love, discover a great deal about shipping routes, airlines, earth quake, famine, disease, and war. And you will always know what time it is in Hong Kong, for you love someone who lives there. And love will simply have no choice but to go into battle with space and time and, furthermore, to win.10

      Ultimately, what should drive us to set our minds on heaven is the simple fact that Christ is there and that life apart from him is not enough for us. We can’t live without him. One day we won’t have to. And until that day, it is our love for him that compels us to gird up our loins and fight the good fight of faith. We go to battle with space and time. I mean for this book to help you fight that battle day by day, for a living and life-shaping hope that nothing can touch.

      The Plan of the Book

      Before we turn to the chapters ahead, it’s worth giving two major clarifications about what to expect.

      First, let me be clear about why I’m using the word heaven and what I mean by this word when I do. I’m using heaven because it’s still the most common and most simple term for summing up God’s future plans for his people in his world. By heaven I don’t mean a spiritual place as opposed to the material world we live in now. Rather, I mean the world to come as opposed to the world as it is. I don’t mean a bodiless cloud land our souls fly to when we die. I mean the sum total of all that God has promised us for our ultimate future.

      Sometimes that future is described as the new heavens and new earth because it will be so far removed from the brokenness of our world that it may as well be a brand-new beginning.

      Other times it’s described as a renewal of our world because it will wonderfully expand on everything good and beautiful about this world that God made so well and loves so much.11

      Most important of all, at the center of the world to come is the promise that God will be there. Heaven is almost synonymous with God himself. That’s because all its glory flows from his direct, unmediated presence. The presence of God makes heaven a world of more: more happiness and more holiness, fullness of joy forever, an eternal world of love. And the presence of God makes heaven a world of no more: no more sin, no more sorrow, no more pain, no more death, and no more tears because God will wipe them away and make sure there is no more reason to weep again. When I use the word heaven, I have all this in mind. Heaven is where the presence of God makes all things new.

      Second, let me explain what sort of book on heaven this is. The book’s subtitle sums up the book’s approach: Meditations on the World to Come for Life in the Meantime. This is not a systematic breakdown of everything the Bible says about heaven. It is a series of meditations on how the Bible applies the hope of heaven to life in the meantime. I won’t tell you everything you may want to know about the world to come; I want to tell you what you need to know to live in hope now.

      Each chapter takes up some specific aspect of the Bible’s teaching on our future, viewing the same diamond from one angle after another. I hope to make the beauty of these promises more visible and the power of these promises more relatable by connecting them back to the pressures and longings we’re living with now.

      If you already have a lot of questions about what heaven will be like, I’m afraid you may not find them answered here. I won’t take up views on the millennium or on when Jesus will come back. I won’t be talking about what the weather will be like on the new earth, or how we will get around, or what sort of clothes we will wear, or whether our pets will be there. It isn’t that questions like these are not worth asking. It’s that questions like these are beside the point I want to drive home. My goal is to raise the key questions that heaven answers for readers who may not be asking any questions at all. To cultivate your longing for the world to come, it helps to start with what Peter Kreeft calls “the presence of an absence.”12

      With that in mind, most of the chapters follow the same basic arc. I begin by showing what is missing in our lives if this world is everything and there’s nothing more to hope for. Then, I insert the hope of heaven into that void, like a key into a lock. Finally, I bring the hope of heaven back into our experience of life in the meantime. The point, chapter by chapter, is to show the difference the perspective of heaven can make to how we view and experience everything else.
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