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For everyone who has wondered what lies just beyond what can be seen,

and for Paul, who saw more than any of us and told us less than he could have.

"I knew a man in Christ above fourteen years ago, (whether in the body,

I cannot tell; or whether out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth;)

such an one caught up to the third heaven... How that he was caught up

into paradise, and heard unspeakable words, which it is not lawful

for a man to utter."

— 2 Corinthians 12:2, 4, KJV

"For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face:

now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known."

— 1 Corinthians 13:12, KJV
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Preface
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This is the fourth study to grow out of the season I have described in each of the three books before it — the extended sabbatical that began the week after my wedding in 2022, and the reading and writing that has continued well past the twelve subjects and hundred-and-forty-four books I originally set out to cover. I did not plan to write about heaven, paradise, and the layers of unseen reality. This subject found me the way the others did: through a question I could not immediately answer.

A grieving father in our congregation, some years ago now, asked me a version of the question every pastor eventually hears in some form: where is my son right now? Not in some abstract theological sense, but specifically, presently, as we spoke. Is he waiting somewhere? Is he already fully present with the Lord? Is there a difference between what Scripture calls paradise and what it calls the third heaven, and if so, which one had his son already reached? I gave him the best pastoral answer I had in the moment, and it was, on reflection afterward, considerably less precise than I wished it had been. I went back to my study that week and did what this entire series has trained me to do by now: I stopped assuming I already knew the answer, and I went looking for what Scripture itself actually says.

What I found was a genuinely fascinating and, in places, genuinely humbling picture. Scripture uses a small, specific, and remarkably restrained vocabulary for the unseen dimensions beyond our own — first, second, and third heavens; paradise; Sheol and Hades — each word doing real, identifiable work, and each falling meaningfully short of the fully mapped cosmology that popular imagination, near-death-experience literature, and centuries of borrowed tradition have since constructed on top of it. I found, too, that the richest single eyewitness account in the entire Bible — Paul's own description of being caught up to the third heaven, into paradise itself — is remarkable as much for what its author refused to say as for what he said. Paul had, by his own account, heard “unspeakable words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter,” and instead of turning that experience into anything resembling the elaborate travelogues of some contemporary near-death-experience bestsellers, he simply declined to elaborate.

That refusal unsettled me at first, and then, the longer I sat with it, it became the organizing conviction behind this entire book. If the one biblical author who was actually, personally caught up into the unseen realm chose restraint over detail, humility over spectacle, that choice is itself a kind of teaching — perhaps the most important teaching this book has to offer. I have tried to write these fourteen chapters in the spirit of Paul's own restraint: naming plainly what Scripture actually says, tracing honestly where popular teaching has gone further than the text supports, and refusing, wherever the evidence runs out, to manufacture a confidence Paul himself was unwilling to claim.

I want to say directly, especially given the subject matter, that this book is not written to unsettle anyone's hope regarding believers who have died, nor to diminish the very real comfort many have found in accounts of the afterlife shared by others. It is written because I have come to believe, across three companion volumes now, that believers are better served by an accurate, restrained biblical picture than by a more elaborate one borrowed from elsewhere — and that Paul's own famous silence, rightly understood, is not a disappointment but a gift.
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The Strangest Confession in Paul's Letters

Near the end of his second letter to the Corinthians, defending his apostolic credentials against rivals who boasted of visions and revelations, Paul makes an admission unlike anything else in his entire body of writing: “I knew a man in Christ above fourteen years ago, (whether in the body, I cannot tell; or whether out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth;) such an one caught up to the third heaven” (2 Corinthians 12:2). He goes on: this same man was “caught up into paradise, and heard unspeakable words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter” (12:4).

This is, on any fair reading, an extraordinary claim — the apostle Paul, describing himself in the third person out of evident discomfort with his own boast, recounting an experience of being physically or spiritually transported into another dimension of reality entirely, hearing things he was not permitted to repeat. And then, having raised the subject, he simply moves on. No description of what he saw. No account of who he met, what the third heaven looked like, or what paradise contained. Just the bare fact of the experience, and a firm refusal to say more.

This introduction asks you to sit with that refusal before this book goes any further, because it is the single most important interpretive key to everything that follows. The one person in the entire Bible who plainly, personally experienced another dimension of supernatural reality, and who could have told us more than any other biblical author about what lies beyond, chose silence. This book takes that choice seriously as a model for its own method.

What This Book Is Actually About

This is a study of the vocabulary Scripture itself uses for dimensions of reality beyond the one we ordinarily perceive: the first, second, and third heavens implied by Paul's own careful phrase; paradise, a word with a specific and traceable history; Sheol and Hades, naming the realm of the dead; and the broader question of whether Scripture supports the idea of multiple, simultaneously operating unseen dimensions, a question with real bearing on how believers think about prayer, spiritual warfare, and what happens the moment a believer dies.

As with every book in this series, the method is the same. Part One walks through each term Scripture itself supplies, on its own textual terms, before any system is built on top of it. Part Two turns to history and popular culture, tracing where elaborate modern additions to this picture — near-death-experience literature, borrowed cosmologies of seven heavens and astral travel, popular talk of spiritual “portals” and “thin places” — actually originated, and how fairly or unfairly they represent Scripture's own testimony. Part Three turns to the practical questions this subject inevitably provokes: what actually happened to Paul, where believers go the moment they die, whether multiple unseen dimensions operate simultaneously around us even now, and what all of this means for how we grieve, hope, and long for home.

A Genuine Difference From This Series' Earlier Volumes

It is worth being upfront about something this book's earlier companions did not need to address as directly: this specific subject includes real, long-standing, good-faith disagreement among faithful, Bible-believing Christians, particularly regarding the intermediate state of the dead — what exactly happens between a believer's death and the final resurrection. Unmasking the Unseen could correct popular overreach on Ephesians 6:12 without wading into denominational controversy. This book cannot always do the same. Where genuine, historic disagreement exists among careful readers of Scripture, this book will say so plainly, representing the range of serious positions fairly rather than pretending a single, uncontested answer exists where the text itself, and centuries of careful interpreters, have not achieved full consensus.

This is not a retreat from this series' commitment to careful, textually grounded conviction. It is an extension of that same commitment into a subject where honesty requires acknowledging the limits of certainty more often than this series has needed to before.

Who This Book Is For

I wrote this for the grieving parent asking, with real urgency, where their child is right now. I wrote it for the believer who has read a bestselling account of someone's trip to heaven and wondered how it squares with what Scripture itself actually says. I wrote it for the minister asked to speak with confidence about the afterlife at a funeral, wanting that confidence to rest on the soundest possible ground. And I wrote it, as I have written every book in this series, for the version of myself who did not have a precise enough answer the day a grieving father asked me a simple, urgent question

How to Read This Book
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