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			Like any bride-to-be, I had spent a lot of time shopping for the perfect wedding gown. Finally, I found the right one. On my big day when it was time to get ready, my friend lifted me out of my wheelchair and onto the couch in the church’s bridal salon. That way it would be easier for her to dress me, a quadriplegic.

			She heaved and shifted my paralyzed body this way and that, slowly pulling the bulky gown over my body. When I sat back in my chair, she fluffed and straightened the material. I wheeled up to the mirror and groaned. I looked like a float in the Rose Parade.

			Just before I went down the aisle, my bouquet slid off my lap and bounced onto the floor, scattering the flowers. I spotted a greasy tire mark on the hem of my dress. Although my wheelchair had been cleaned and polished, it was still a big, clunky thing with belts and ball bearings. I was not the picture-perfect bride.

			Then I inched forward and caught a glimpse of my husband-to-be, Ken Tada. He was standing at the front and craning his neck to find me. When our eyes met, my heart began to pound. My old wheelchair, the tattered flowers, my smudged dress—it all faded away. I had seen my beloved, and how I appeared no longer mattered. I felt pure and perfect. That’s the way Ken saw me, and that’s what changed me.

			My wedding day was heavenly. Never had I felt more myself, so free and filled with joy. Even our vows echoed the promise of eternity: “I take thee, Ken, to be my wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward.” 

			This is a picture of heaven. We think of our eternal home as a pure and perfect place where we will be with our loved ones forever. We imagine an ethereal realm where sadness and pain are things of the past; only peace and joy are found there. Heaven is where we will live “happily ever after.” 

			Does all this line up with what the Bible says about heaven? What is the real story about heaven?

			Symbols of Heaven

			When the apostle John was exiled on the island of Patmos, the Lord gave him a vision of the future. He wrote down everything he saw and compiled it in a book called “The Revelation of Jesus Christ.” As complex and mysterious as the book is, John recorded specific details of what was to come. 

			The images he witnessed were staggering. Consider this description:

			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. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God. . . . It shone with the glory of God, and its brilliance was like that of a very precious jewel, like a jasper, clear as crystal. It had a great, high wall with twelve gates, and with twelve angels at the gates. . . . The twelve gates were twelve pearls, each gate made of a single pearl. The great street of the city was of gold, as pure as transparent glass. (Revelation 21:1–2, 11–12, 21)

			No sea? We love the sea! A gigantic pearl swinging on hinges? Streets paved with gold? It sounds like a bizarre review on Tripadvisor: “For sheer spectacle, do not miss the New Jerusalem, a striking city of the future resting on massive foundations that span half a continent. The New Jerusalem eclipses even the Emerald City of Oz.” 

			The language in Revelation is full of mysterious symbols, and the same is true in other biblical books that describe heaven, such as Daniel and Ezekiel. And commentaries don’t agree on the interpretation of the symbols. How can we get excited about heaven if we keep stumbling over confusing word pictures?

			Why Symbols?

			Jewel-encrusted walls, streets of gold, and seas of glass are symbols. The apostle John used symbolic language because he was at a loss for words. The world of heaven was so astounding that he had to resort to using language of association. Even when the prophet Ezekiel tried to describe a heavenly being, he had to use comparisons. He wrote, “I looked, and I saw a figure like that of a man. From what appeared to be his waist down he was like fire” (Ezekiel 8:2, emphasis added). 

			Symbols are not intended to satisfy our curiosity about heaven. For instance, let’s suppose you are driving down Interstate 90 and a highway sign ahead reads “Chicago: 50 miles.” You would never mistake the road sign for the city of Chicago. You understand that the sign is informing you that your destination is fifty miles away, a city to which the sign is only pointing. That’s what symbols do.

			But why did God use symbols in the Bible? God designed heaven and humans so that a cloud of mystery would prevent us from fully grasping heaven through language and logic. The apostle Paul saw heaven with his own eyes, but God did not allow him to say anything about it. He “was caught up to paradise and heard inexpressible things, things that no one is permitted to tell ” (2 Corinthians 12:4, emphasis added). The mystery is supposed to remain intact. Even if we could decipher the symbols, we would merely be illuminating the sun with a flashlight.

			We only need to know that “In keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness” (2 Peter 3:13 niv 1984, emphasis added). Heaven is your everlasting home—a beautiful home where you will be welcomed and loved like family. 

			Heavenly Bodies

			Perhaps you have seen the PBS special where they place a camera against a glass to show a dry lima bean embedded in soil. Through time-lapse photography, you watch it turn brown, shrivel, and then die. After a few days pass, the dead bean splits open and a tiny leg-like root sprouts. The dead shell is shoved aside as a new, little green plant swells with life. 

			Experts cannot fully explain how life can spring from death, even in something as simple as a bean. But one thing is abundantly clear: Its seed produces a lima bean plant. It doesn’t yield a bunch of bananas or a bushel of roses. Its identity is a lima bean. It may come out of the soil looking entirely different than when it went in, but it is the same “it.”

			Using the analogy of seeds, the apostle Paul drew a parallel in 1 Corinthians 15 to our heavenly bodies: “What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. When you sow, you do not plant the body that will be, but just a seed, perhaps of wheat or of something else. . . . and to each kind of seed [God] gives its own body” (vv. 36–38).

			Similarly, our resurrected bodies arise from our distinct seed. In heaven, we will have identification with our earthly body. I will recognize my father as John Eareckson. The Daddy I meet in heaven won’t be stripped of all the trappings that made him my father. He may rise from the earth looking different than when he was buried, but my Daddy won’t be mistaken for someone else. Similarly, in my paralyzed, broken body lies the seed of what I shall become. If there are mirrors in heaven, my reflection will unmistakably be Joni, although a better, brighter Joni than I ever was on earth.

			Within you is the seed of the heavenly person you will become. If you want to glimpse how splendorous your body will be, compare a peach pit with the tree it becomes, loaded with sweet fruit. A pit and its peach tree are totally different, yet they are one and the same. How about a dirty flower bulb becoming a fragrant hyacinth? Or compare a hairy coconut with a graceful palm tree. Or a caterpillar with a butterfly. 

			Lima beans. Peach pits. Acorns and oak trees. The Bible invites us to use examples in nature because “what we will be has not yet been made known” (1 John 3:2).

			Think of how the resurrected Jesus could appear to his disciples—then suddenly disappear. Yet he could eat fish and bread with his friends (John 21:9). Jesus had a body perfectly suited for earth and for heaven. We are assured in 1 Corinthians 15:49 that “just as we have borne the likeness of the earthly man [Adam], so shall we bear the likeness of the man from heaven [Jesus]” (niv 1984, emphasis added).

			As a wheelchair user, I get excited imagining what our heavenly bodies will be like. Our mortal frames are riddled with pain and problems, so it’s no wonder that “we eagerly await a Savior from [heaven], the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body” (Philippians 3:20–21). Are you glad we won’t be spacey, anonymous spirit beings? 

			Will Heaven Be Boring?

			Won’t heaven get tedious after a while? Will we get bored singing praise songs forever and ever? I used to think so. To me, anything changeless had a high boredom factor. Even a great vacation at the beach could get boring if it went on too long.

			Good things only become monotonous after a while because of a while. Boredom is always connected with the passage of time. But time does not pass in heaven. It simply is. A heaven without time might seem static or stifling to those who prefer the thrill of getting there rather than arriving. “Heaven is so . . . final!” they say. Those skeptics are viewing truth, goodness, and even eternity as stagnant and fixed. But truth and goodness and heaven—yes, God himself—are dynamic and more real than anything we’ve known. Heaven is not wispy, thin, and vaporous. Earth is like withering grass, but not heaven.

			In C. S. Lewis’s The Great Divorce, there is a conversation between a confused ghost from hell and a heavenly spirit who is trying to teach him about the reality of eternity. The spirit begins,

			“Will you come with me to the mountains?”

			“I should require some assurances . . . an atmosphere of free inquiry.”

			“No . . . no atmosphere of inquiry, for I will bring you to the land not of questions but of answers, and you shall see the face of God.”

			“Ah, but . . . for me there is no such thing as a final answer . . . you must feel in yourself that there is something stifling about the idea of finality . . . to travel hopefully is better than to arrive . . . what is more soul-destroying than stagnation?”

			“You think that, because you have experienced truth only with the abstract intellect. I will bring you where you can taste it like honey and be embraced by it as by a bridegroom. Your thirst shall be quenched.”1

			God promises that our future will include

			•eating from the tree of life. (Revelation 2:7)

			•tasting hidden manna like wafers and honey. (Exodus 16:31; Revelation 2:17) 

			•holding truth by the hand. (John 14:6) 

			•wearing righteousness like dazzling light. (Revelation 19:8) 

			•grasping the morning star like a scepter. (Revelation 2:28)

			•shining like the stars in the heavens. (Daniel 12:3)

			•entering into the joy of our Master. (Matthew 25:21, 23)

			There’s nothing boring about those actions. We will keep discovering more and more about God. Ceaseless facets of his astounding character will keep unfolding before us, filling us with ever increasing amazement and delight. We will plumb the unfathomable depths of his mercy that saved us. Heaven will be an endless adventure, and boredom will be a bygone relic of earth.

			Will My Sin Be Displayed in Heaven?

			Ever wonder whether your sins will be exposed before everyone in heaven? I used to imagine a theater marquee that advertised in big letters: NOW SHOWING, THE UNCENSORED JONI MOVIE. I walked down the aisle and cringed as I passed people I respected: my schoolteachers, hockey coach, and Sunday school leaders. Then others were seated: the slow learner in class that I conspicuously avoided and the girl I fought with at recess. And my high school boyfriend, with whom I was too friendly on Saturday nights. I slinked into my seat, feeling shame and humiliation. At the back of the theater, a booming voice announced, “Roll the film!”

			For this reason, I used to skip reading 2 Corinthians 5:10: “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad” (niv 1984).

			There is good news: In heaven, your sins will not be recounted for the court record. That already occurred at the cross. There, Jesus absorbed all our sins into his body, and God the Father slammed down the gavel, pronouncing his Son “Guilty!” Our sin will not haunt us in heaven because Jesus bore the wrath intended for us. Thank goodness that “[God] does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities. For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us” (Psalm 103:10–12). 

			So what is the judgment seat of Christ? What does 2 Corinthians 5:10 mean? Let me illustrate.

			Imagine a housing convention where a judge distributes rewards to architects and builders, electricians, plumbers, and
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