
ECF 27th November 2016 2 Corinthians 5:1-10 HEAVEN IS REAL 
One of the most popular Christian books of the past few years is all about heaven.  Since it was published in 2010 it has 
risen to the top of the New York Times bestsellers list and sold something like 10 million copies. 
 
But this book isn’t a survey of what the Bible teaches on heaven nor a commentary on one of the passages of Scripture that 
give an insight into the glory of the life to come.  Instead this book is called “Heaven is for Real,” and is based on the claims 
of Colton Burpo that when he was four years old and having surgery, he actually visited heaven.  In this book he describes 
things like how he received a halo and wings, sat on Jesus’ lap and met the Holy Spirit who was kind of blue.   
 
For many people, stories like these, and there have been many published over the past few years, bring comfort and build 
up their belief in the reality of heaven and what it will be like.  But are we really supposed to base our certainty and 
understanding of heaven on these sorts of stories?   

 If so, why is the Bible silent about the experiences of those did rise from the dead, like Lazarus, Jairus’ daughter or 
Eutychus? 

 Why did Paul refuse to describe his experience of being caught up to the third heaven?   

 What should we do when these stories contradict the Bible and are different from the biblical visions of heaven of 
Isaiah, Ezekiel and John? 

 How do these stories match with Jesus when he said: “No-one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came 
from heaven—the Son of Man.” John 3:13? 
 

I believe God wants us to base our understanding and our confidence about heaven in something else.  In the same year as 
“Heaven is for Real” was published, Kevin Malarkey wrote another best-seller called “The Boy who came back from 
heaven.”  It told the story of his son Alex and his supposed visit to heaven after a car accident.   
 
But 5 years later and after over a million copies were sold, Alex admitted that he’d simply made the whole thing up.  He 
said, “When I made the claims that I did, I had never read the Bible. People have profited from lies, and continue to. They 
should read the Bible, which is enough. The Bible is the only source of truth.” 
 
So this morning, we are going to focus on the reality of heaven, but not based on the stories of those who claim to have 
visited there, but from God’s infallible Word.  2 Corinthians 5:1-10: “Now we know that if the earthly tent we live in is 
destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands. 2 Meanwhile we groan, 
longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, 3 because when we are clothed, we will not be found naked. 4 For while we 
are in this tent, we groan and are burdened, because we do not wish to be unclothed but to be clothed with our heavenly 
dwelling, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life. 5 Now it is God who has made us for this very purpose and has 
given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come. 
6 Therefore we are always confident and know that as long as we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord. 7 We 
live by faith, not by sight. 8 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. 10 For we must all appear 
before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due to him for the things done while in the body, 
whether good or bad.” 
  
1. We Long For Heaven 
Over the past few weeks in this letter, we’ve been rejoicing in some of the amazing blessings we have in Christ: 

 We’ve been brought into a New Covenant relationship with God. 

 We have God’s law written on our hearts. 

 We’ve been declared righteous in God’s sight. 

 We’ve received eternal life. 

 We’ve been set free to live for God. 

 We are being transformed into the likeness of Christ. 

 We’ve been brought into the light of the knowledge of God.  

 And so God’s power is being revealed in us. 

 And God’s strength is available to us. 

 And God’s name is being glorified through us. 
 

But even with all of these amazing blessings, do we ever dissatisfied with your Christian life?  Do we feel discontent, that we 
want so much more than we have experienced so far? 
 
Well, if we do, then we’re in good company.  Paul didn’t have everything that he wanted.  He wasn’t completely content 
and satisfied.  Instead, he wrote, “We groan and are burdened.” 2 Corinthians 5:4.  We sigh because we desperately long for 



something more. 
 
a) A New Body 
This included a new body.  He said, “We are in this tent.”  2 Corinthians 5:4  Paul knew all about tents because his 
profession was a tentmaker.  So he’d know that they made good temporary dwellings, but that they were fragile and needy 
to be looked after and repaired. 
 
In the same way, our physical, earthly bodies are amazing.  They display the wisdom and power of our wonderful creator.  
Psalm 139:14: “I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well.”  
 
But as we thought about last week, “outwardly we are wasting away.” 2 Corinthians 4:16.  These bodies are fragile and 
susceptible to disease and decay.   
 
And so “We groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling.” 2 Corinthians 5:2  We long for something better.  
Something that doesn’t have the same fragility, that doesn’t wear out, that doesn’t get tired, that isn’t attacked by illness 
and disease. 
 
b) A New Life 
And we long for something that isn’t vulnerable to death.  Paul longed for heaven, “So that what is mortal may be 
swallowed up by life.” 2 Corinthians 5:4  
 
Paul had lived with plenty of reminders of his own mortality – the tiredness, weakness, hunger, cold, the aches and pains, 
suffering and scars.  It isn’t surprising then that he ached for a life that wasn’t heading for the grave - one that is eternal, 
imperishable, enduring and everlasting.  Romans 8:23: “We ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly 
as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.”  
 
So Paul wasn’t groaning because he’d had enough of life.  Instead he was groaning because he wanted more life.  Paul 
wasn’t tired of life and wanting to die.  Instead he was tired of dying and wanting to really live!   
 
c) A New Experience of God 
But Paul was longing for more than just a new body and a new life.  He was longing for a new experience of God.  He said, 
“As long as we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord.” 2 Corinthians 5:6   
 
Paul knew that as followers of Jesus we’ve been brought into an amazing relationship with God.  “You are all sons of God 
through faith in Christ Jesus.” Galatians 3:26  
 
And Paul knew that God had promised: “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” Hebrews 13:5; and that Jesus had 
promised his followers:“Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” Matthew 28:20 
 
But he also knew that for now, usually this was an unseen reality. “We live by faith, not by sight.” 2 Corinthians 5:7.  Paul 
couldn’t rely on his senses to know God’s presence with him.  He couldn’t see him, feel him, touch him.  Instead, for now, 
Paul had to rely on faith to know that God was with him, to know that God was working in and through him!  

 
That’s the same for us.   

 Of course we can and do experience God’s presence at times in our lives.  

 We can feel his love in our hearts, especially in times of intimate worship.   

 We do hear him speaking to us, through his Word and by His Spirit. 

 We can at times see God’s hand in our lives or working in the lives of others.  
 
But we can’t rely on those experiences.  We can’t rely on our senses in following Jesus.  Just now,  

 We’re all called to trust that he is with us, even if we don’t feel him close.   

 We’re called to worship him, even when we don’t feel his love.  

 We’re called to obey his word, even when he feels distant and disconnected. 

 We’re called to serve him wholeheartedly, even when we can’t see him work in power.  
 
For now we live by faith and not by sight!  “For we know in part and we prophesy in part.” 1 Corinthians 13:9  But we long 
for more.  We long for that fog to lift completely and that limitation to disappear.  We long for the time when we don’t need 
to hold onto the promise of his presence, his love, his truth or his power, because we will see him face to face, we will be 
enveloped in his loving arms, his truth will be made clear in our lives and we will see the glory of his power. 



 
2. We Can Look Forward to Heaven 
But the great news of this passage is that we don’t just long for heaven, we can look forward to it.  Paul started this passage 
with the phrase, “Now we know…” 2 Corinthians 5:1  For Paul. heaven wasn’t an empty wish or a pie-in-the-sky dream.  
Instead it was a sure and certain reality. 
 
a) A Heavenly Dwelling 
Paul was sure that “if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not 
built by human hands.”  2 Corinthians 5:1  One day God was going to give him a new body.  And unlike the earthly tent that 
was fragile, temporary and could be destroyed at any moment, this new body was a heavenly building, strong and 
permanent and eternal.   
 
So we can be sure that one day we will no longer experience the weaknesses, the limitations, the pain of our earthly 
existence.  One day we will no longer be faced with mortality.  God has promised that he will provide us with new 
resurrection bodies that will be like Christ’s own resurrection body.   
In 1 Corinthians 15:42–44, Paul wrote: “The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; 43 it is sown in 
dishonour, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; 44 it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual 
body.”  
 
b) A Home With The Lord 
But it’s not just a new body we look forward to.  We can also look forward to a new closeness with the Lord.  “We are 
confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord.” 2 Corinthians 5:8  
 
As we’ve seen in this letter already, there were many things that Paul was uncertain about in his life.  He didn’t know about 
all the details of the opposition and persecution he would face, about how this church ultimately would respond to him or 
his ministry, or even how long he would continue to live on the earth for.   
 
But Paul was sure of this.  When the time came for him to leave his earthly body behind, he was at that moment going to be 
at home with the Lord, and this would be so much better than anything he’d ever experienced in his life with God before. 
 
Paul knew that when he got to heaven, he would experience the reality of the Lord, and intimacy with him that just now, he 
could only dream about.  “Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in 
part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.” 1 Corinthians 13:12  
 
This amazing man of God, who saw Jesus with his own eyes on the road to Damascus, who saw God work in amazing 
miracles in his ministry, who saw countless lives transformed through his preaching, who even wrote such wonderful truths 
in our New Testament – this man knew that the best was yet to come.  He’d only scratched the surface of what it meant to 
know God in his life.  He had only begun to mine the depths of the glory of Christ.  He had only dipped his toe in the love of 
the Father.   
 
But he was certain that one day he would see Jesus face to face and he would be finally and eternally home!  As John wrote: 
“Now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears, we 
shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.” 1 John 3:2  
 
And so he could write: “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” Philippians 1:21 That’s not because life is not worth 
living – as we’ll see in a minute.  But it is that heaven is so mind-blowingly wonderful because of the reality of God’s 
presence, that nothing on this earth could ever come close to the glory of it! 
 
3. We Can Be Certain of Heaven 
But how can we be sure that we will experience this?  How can we be sure that this is not just our wishful thinking?  Well, 
Paul gives us two encouragements.    
 
a) A Clear Purpose 
First of all, he said, “It is God who made us for this very purpose.” 2 Corinthians 5:5.  This wonderful future is not of our 
making.  It is not something that we have devised or invented.  Neither is it something that we can achieve or make certain.  
Our salvation and our place in heaven is all God’s doing. 
 
In Romans 8:29-30: “Those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be 
the firstborn among many brothers. 30 And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he 



justified, he also glorified.”  So if we have put our faith in Christ, then we can be rest in the reality of God’s unchanging 
purpose in our lives: 

 It was God who knew us and loved us before the creation of the world. 

 It was God who predestined us to be his children, members of his family. 

 It was God who called us to himself, who enabled us to put our faith in Christ. 

 It was God who declared us righteous in his sight forever on the basis of the finished work of Christ on the cross. 

 And it is God who will finish his work and will glorify us in his presence forever! 
 
If our salvation depended on us at all – then we could never have this certainty.  But from start to finish, from eternity past 
to eternity future, our salvation is God’s purpose and God’s plan and he will complete what he has begun in us! 
 
b) A Guaranteed Reality 
And if that wasn’t enough, God “Has given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.” 2 Corinthians 5:5 
 
As we’ve seen before in this letter the Holy Spirit’s presence in our lives is only the down-payment of what Christ won for us 
on the cross.  There is so much more to come!  
 
And his presence in our lives, is the pledge, the promise, the guarantee, that all that Christ has accomplished will be ours!   
 
So we don’t need to just long for heaven, we can look forward to it with assurance and certainty because we know that “He 
who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” Philippians 1:6  
 
4. We Can Live In The Light of Heaven 
But finally, some people complain that all this focus on heaven will have a negative impact on our lives; that we’ll be so 
heavenly minded that we are no earthly good.  But Paul rejected this idea completely. 
 
a) Our Lives Matter  
He knew that his life on earth mattered in heaven.  “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ.” 2 
Corinthians 5:10  This isn’t to determine our salvation, which is a gift of God’s grace that we receive through faith in Christ. 
 
Rather this is to determine our reward for faithfulness in service: “That each one may receive what is due to him for the 
things done while in the body.”  2 Corinthians 5:10 
 
Paul doesn’t go into what this reward will be, but it means that what we do in our Christian lives matter, not only for a few 
years on earth, but for all eternity in heaven.  We should live our lives in the knowledge that what we do for the Lord is 
noticed by him, is appreciated by him and will one day be celebrated by him. 
 
b) Our Goal Should be Clear 
And so Paul declared, “So we make it our goal to please him.” 2 Corinthians 5:10  Paul was sure that what he did mattered 
to Jesus, and so he was single-minded in his desire to only do what would please and honour the one who loved him and 
gave himself for him!   
 
Conclusion 
In the face of incredible hardship and opposition, struggle and suffering, Paul knew  
that one day he would be clothed in a new body, live an indestructible life, enjoy a new intimacy with God, and be rewarded 
for all that he had done! 
 
It was this truth that encouraged Paul’s heart.  It was this reality that empowered his commitment.  And as we’ll see next 
week in more detail, it was this certainty that energised his service. 
 
So we don’t need to depend on the stories of other people’s near death experiences or heavenly visions to know that 
heaven is real.  Instead we can stand securely on the promise of God and live our lives to please the one who died so that 
we might live with him for all eternity! 
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