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IF I DIE BEFORE I WAKE. . .
Small Group Questions
Introduction:  The first thought that comes to mind when the word heaven is mentioned is. . . .

1.  What are some of the most common misconceptions about heaven that you observe in secular society?

2.  If you could only ask one question about heaven what would it be?

3.  Do a search of the phrase, kingdom of heaven in the NIV translation.  (Use a computer or concordance)

What do you discover about how that phrase is used?

4.  Jesus used the phrase “Kingdom of heaven is like. . .” when he would begin a parable.  Was he talking about the kingdom on earth in this life or the kingdom in heaven after this life?  How can we tell?

5.  Read Luke 16:19-31 & Matthew 25:14-30.  What do we learn about heaven and the afterlife from these stories?

When I viewed the final cut of that video it sent chills down my spine.  When we were working with the sound track, the staff down the hall wanted us to shut it off; it was too uncomfortable to listen too.  This got up close and personal for us just this past week when my wife was hooked up to her own monitor in the emergency room listening to those beeps, question, what’s that sound doing, it’s measuring life.  And so, I want to speak with sensitivity to everyone in this room who has gone through, with a loved one, what the video demonstrated in a very powerful way.  There may be others in this room who have received news, a diagnosis for themselves or someone they love, that carries very little hope of a happy resolution.
This is why Easter is so important, the cornerstone of our faith.  The historical, verifiable resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead stands at the crossroads of history and it changes everything.  When Jesus walked this earth, he made it very clear.  He predicted his own death.  He predicted his own resurrection.  We have historical records, witness accounts and archeological evidence, all supporting the claims of this man Jesus.  And when he accomplished what he said he would do, he proved once and for all that all he claimed about himself was true, all that he taught was reliable, and all that he promised was undeniably accurate and unquestionably trustworthy.  One day the heartbeat of everyone in this room will flat-line.
That is not meant to be morbid because, if you know what’s on the other side of that flat-line – it’s far from morbid.  Easter is the celebration of hope that one day when we fall asleep here, we will wake up where he is, where he has prepared a place for those who believe in Him.

Heb. 9:27  (ESV)  it is appointed for man to die once. . .

When you’re young you avoid the issue because it’s so far into the future it will never come.  When you’re old you avoid the issue because it’s too close for comfort.  And so, allow me to help you face the reality of your own mortality for the next several weeks.  I want us to grasp an accurate understanding and a positive attitude about falling asleep here and waking up there.  
If I die before I wake. . .

We have two particular problems when it comes to the subject of Heaven.  First, most of us have developed our understanding of Heaven from unreliable and un-authoritative sources like music and movies.  Bob Dylan – Knock, knock, knocking on Heaven’s door  Knock, knock, knocking on Heaven’s door  Lyrics are kind of weird on that song.

Eric Clapton:  Will you know my name if I saw you in heaven;  Will it be the same if I saw you in heaven.  Sad at the end:  I know I don’t belong here in heaven.

Brian Adams:  girl you’re all that want, when you’re lying here in my arms, I’m finding it hard to believe, we’re in heaven

Everything we ultimately want is heaven.  A soft bed after a long hard day is heaven.  An awesome chocolate dessert is heaven.  You see a sunset or look at the mountains, it’s almost heaven, West Virginia.  The movies are worse.  Speaking of John Denver and West Virginia, how many of you remember George Burns and John Denver in the movie, “OH, God.”  Warren Beatty in “Heaven can Wait.”  John Travolta in the movie, “Michael.”  That’s Hollywood’s version of an angel.  Pretty distorted stuff.  But it’s hard to get those concepts out of our minds.  
Second problem.  The Bible says a lot about heaven, but it’s difficult to know how to interpret those passages that address the subject.  You read Revelation; is heaven literally a place of pearly gates and golden streets?
Some of the writings of scripture are meant to be understood figuratively, so how much of the material on heaven is to be interpreted that way? 
What will happen to me?

A story is told about a man who showed up at heaven and Saint Peter welcomed him in and sat him down explained the procedure and said, “you’re going to get some rewards in heaven so tell me, what’s the greatest thing you did on earth to receive a reward.”  And the man began to tell Saint Peter how he was walking down the street and saw a gang of thugs going after an old lady’s purse.  And he said, “Could just stand there, got in between the woman and the bad guys and protected her with my own body.  I wasn’t going to let them get away with that.”  And Peter was pretty impressed.  And so he asked the man, when did this happen?  When did you do this?  And the man replied, “Oh, about three minutes ago.”

There’s a lot to learn about what happens the moment after you die.  But let me give you just two of them today.  Number one, when you die your body and soul separate.

1.  My Body and Soul SEPARATE
Every human being is created with a body and soul.  The physical, material, visible part of you that everyone sees and interacts with.  And then there’s the soul.  Actually the Bible talks about a spirit and a soul.

Your spirit is the relational, personality part of you.  Your soul is the emotional, volitional part of you.  There are several references in the Bible about the spirit and the soul.  The point is:  the physical gets separated from the spiritual.  I often say at funerals that we’re only looking at the shell.  The Bible says our bodies are like tents, temporary dwellings.  Your physical body on earth is temporary.  In heaven you’ll get a new one – which is the best news some of us are ever going to get.  How many of you are looking forward to a new body?  Our bodies on this earth are weak, and frail, some of our bodies are out of shape, some of our bodies are kind of ugly.

Eccles. 12:7 (NIV)  

    and the dust returns to the ground it came from,

        and the spirit returns to God who gave it.

Our bodies are made of dust and it returns to the ground, it decays.  But our spirits live on in the presence of God.  
 Matthew 10:28 (NIV)  

    Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell. 

So your body and soul separate at death.  Again, you’ve seen that depicted in movies and Television.  One question I’ve gotten several times is, “Do I believe in near death experiences?”  Four years ago a book entitled, “90 Minutes in Heaven,” came out,  written by a Baptist Pastor who describes his own near death experience.  I had a friend in high school who’s brother was pronounced dead three times and was revived three times.  And he remembers that experience between life and death.  Thirteen million Americans claim to have had what they would describe as an out-of-body, near death experience.  My own children have had several near death experiences – and they didn’t even know about it because I maintained my own self-control in the midst of their disobedience.  We will look into this phenomenon in more detail next week.  On your back of your connection card I’m asking you to read 2 Corinthians 12 that describes what might possibly be a near death, out of body experience.  So, come back next week for that.  But here’s the first thing that happens:  the physical separates from the spiritual.  

Luke 16 is the story of Lazarus, a beggar and a very wealthy man named Lazarus.  I’m going to go ahead a put a verse on the screen from that passage.

26And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order that those who would pass from here to you may not be able, and none may cross from there to us.' 

Lazarus dies and goes to the bosom of Abraham, a place most people call paradise.  The rich man goes to Hades, some refer to as hell, scholars prefer to translate it realm of the dead.  Jesus is telling this story.  The rich man and Lazarus can see each other, they can converse with each other.

Lazarus is in a place of peace and comfort.  The rich man is in a place of torment and pain.  In this verse it says that the chasm has been fixed and you can’t go back and forth between one place to the other.  That’s the second thing that happens when you die.  Your body and soul separate.

2.  My Destiny is SEALED

This is important to understand, at the moment of death, our eternal destination is irrevocably fixed and eternally unchangeable.   
Hebrews 9:27,28
27And just as it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment, 28so Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.
Where will I go?

The Hebrews writers tells us that those who die without Christ face judgment.  Those who die in Christ, those who are eagerly waiting for him, they don’t have to fear judgment.

Matthew 25:14-30
Jesus tells another story in Matthew 25.  We call it the parable of the talents.  And most of Jesus’ parables were illustrations of what the kingdom of God will be like.  Three servants are entrusted with differing amounts of treasure and rewarded on the merits of their diligence.  Two of them proved faithful, and one of them did not.  Here’s the master’s pronouncement to the faithful:
23His master said to him, 'Well done, good and faithful servant. You have been faithful over a little; I will set you over much. Enter into the joy of your master.' 
Here’s the master’s pronouncement to the unfaithful. 
30And cast the worthless servant into the outer darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.'
Jesus says that when we die some of us will end up in a place of pleasure.
1. A Place of PLEASURE
Jesus calls it the joy of the master.  David wrote in Psalm 16.
Psalm 16:11 (NIV)  

        You will fill me with joy in your presence,

        with eternal pleasures at your right hand.

People want to know; are we going to be bored in heaven?  Eternal joy and pleasure doesn’t sound boring to me.  People want to know; will we get to pick out our own house?  I don’t know, but whatever you get you won’t be disappointed.  People want to know; will my pet be in heaven with me?

And, of course, that depends on whether your pet was a dog or a cat.  And that’s all I’m going to say about that.
Heaven is a perfect place.  It is a place of pleasure.

OR  Jesus made it very clear that one day you will fall asleep here and wake up somewhere else, and that somewhere else will either be a place of pleasure OR a place of punishment.
2. A Place of PUNISHMENT
Jesus called it a place of weeping and gnashing of teeth.  The rich man in Luke 16 was in a place of utter torment that never let up.

2 Thes. 1:8-9 (NIV)  

    He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. [9] They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power 

Notice, it’s a destruction that is everlasting, a punishment that knows no end.  In that Matthew 25 chapter Jesus makes a comment about Hell that I need to visit.    

41"Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.
Question:  who was hell made for?  Jesus He tells us that hell was made for the devil.  God never intended for human beings to go to hell.  Satan will, one day, be thrust for eternity into hell because he rebelled against God.

God never intended for you to follow Satan into hell.  But hold on, that doesn’t mean he keeps you from going there.  You get this question all the time:  How could a loving God send people to hell?  The question is wrong.  A loving God doesn’t send people to hell.  He never intended for you to go to hell.  He went to the cross to keep you from going to hell.  But if you fall asleep in this world having rejected Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, friends, there’s no other place for you to wake up.

A story is told of a successful business man determined to beat the odds.  So, he took a wad of cash, stuffed in a briefcase and stuck it in the attic.

When his wife questioned him he said, “When I die, I’m grabbing the bag as I go up; I’m taking it with me.”  and in time, the man, in fact passed away.  After the funeral the wife, curious to see if his planned worked took the attic cover off, climbed up and looked in.  And she came down the ladder shaking her head saying, “I told him, he should have put the money in the basement.”  
Not everybody who says they’re going to heaven is going to heaven.  God has provided a way for you to wake up in heaven.  Jesus said, I am the way, no one comes to the Father except through me.

How will I get there?

The world has all kinds of ideas about how to get to heaven.  Shouldn’t we take our cues from the one who, through the power of his own resurrection earned the right to speak with authority on this subject?

Colossians 1:13 (ESV)  
For He delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son.

The question is, “How can you be a beneficiary of that deliverance?”  
1.  ACKNOWLEDGE
The gospel story is that perfect people don’t go to heaven, forgiven people do.  It doesn’t matter how good you are friends, you can score 99% on the morality quiz, that just means you’re 1% short.  God doesn’t grade on the curve, he grades on Christ.   Can you admit that you’re a sinner who needs a Savior?  
2.  BELIEVE
Jesus was clear about who He was and what He promised to do.  Do you believe Jesus is the Son of God and that he died on the cross for your sins?  
3.  COMMIT
Are you willing to commit your life, turn over the control of your life to God?
Committing your life to Christ is making the decision to live His way instead of yours.  
On the back of your connection card are several options for you to check.  I want you to tell me where you are or what your next step needs to be.  Don’t leave this room, here’s my greatest fear.  The world has done us no favors by convincing us that heaven is whatever you want it to be and that everyone is going there.  Here’s my greatest fear; that there might be someone in this home thinking they’re headed one place but destined for another.  Friends, don’t put your eggs in the basket of human opinion.
Jesus Christ claimed to be God and proved it by rising from the dead.  Listen to Him when he tells you how to get to where you want to end up.

2 Cor. 5:8-9 (NIV)  

    We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord. [9] So we make it our goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it. 

Paul longed to go to heaven.  He said things like, to live is Christ but to die is gain.  But as long as he was here, his goal was to please Christ.  You’ve been to enough funerals to know that the main aim of most people is to be sure there’s something good to be said of the personal we eulogize.  I’m OK with that.  Thinking about the positive helps to bring closure to the loss.

What I’m not ok with is fudging the truth and giving false hope.  When you’re straddling that chasm between earth and heaven; it’s not going to matter what people said about you.  What matters is what Jesus says about you.  And so I want to leave you with one question to ask yourself?

One Question to Ask:  Is Jesus Pleased With Me?

He loves you, make no mistake about that.  He died on the cross to prove that.  But listen, you’re momma loves you but she’s not always happen with you is she?  This is much more series, this is eternal:  When you’re straddling that chasm between life and life beyond what will Jesus say about you?  
