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The Surprises of Heaven, Part One 
Revelation 21:1-7 

 

en Dean once imagined what would happen when he got to heaven: 

I dreamt death came the other night and heaven’s gate swung wide; 

An angel with a halo bright ushered me inside. 

There to my astonishment stood folks I had judged and labeled 

As “quite unfit” or “of little worth” or “spiritually disabled.” 

Indignant words rose to my lips but never were set free, 

For every face showed stunned surprise…not one expected me! 

 

Surprise! I truly believe that those of us who get to heaven are going to be surprised in many 

different ways. This message about heaven has been building and growing in my heart for 

years. But I need to tell you up front that this is not intended to be a message that lays out all the 

answers. I don’t know all the answers; in fact, I don’t think any human being does. We’re not 

going to get into speculation, or visions, or measurements, or location, or anything like that, 

because that’s not the purpose of this message. The only things we know about heaven are the 

things God has told us, and you may be surprised to learn that many of the things we believe 

about heaven are not in the Bible. 

We do know some things, though. Revelation 21 describes heaven as “the Holy City, the new 

Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for 

her husband.” We know that heaven is God's dwelling place (Psalm 33:13); Jesus called it His 

“Father’s House” (John 14:2). Hebrews 11:10 tells us that it is a city designed and built by God, 

and the very next chapter of Hebrews tells us that it is a better country (11:16).  Philippians 

1:21-23 tells us that heaven is where followers of Christ go when they die. And where else 

would we go? We see in the first chapter of Acts that heaven is where Jesus is, right now. 

Romans 8:34 tells us that Jesus is “at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us.”  

If you’re interested in doing some reading on your own, I want to recommend two books. One 

is simply called Heaven, and was written just a few years ago by Randy Alcorn. The other is a 

little book entitled Heaven: How to Get There, written many years ago by D. L. Moody. I 

believe you’ll find most of your questions answered by reading those two books. I do want to 

caution you about reading just any book that has “heaven” in the title. There are some out there 

which claim things about heaven that are contrary to what Scripture teaches. Avoid those. 

If we were to take a poll here today and ask the question, “Who in here is willing—right now—

to totally surrender all right and claim to their lives and make Jesus Lord of their lives?” we 

would have some hands go up. But it probably would not be unanimous. But if we were to ask, 

“Who wants to go to heaven?” probably every hand would go up. But here’s the problem: those 
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two questions are really the same. And many people have convinced themselves that they are 

going to heaven, without making the proper arrangements to get there. They think they’re just 

going to waltz right in and God’s even going to invite them to sit on the throne with Him 

because they’re such good people, and everybody loves them. Talk about a surprise! 

One class of third-graders in Union City, Tennessee was asked this question a few years ago: 

“What is heaven like?” One little girl replied, “Heaven is where I will meet the man of my 

dreams.” A boy wrote, “Heaven is where some very nice teachers and a nice principal will be 

found.” He sounds like a young man who stayed in trouble most of the time! 

I asked my friends on Facebook to help me with this sermon, and I was almost overwhelmed 

with their answers—more than eighty of them! I asked them, “What is the first thing that comes 

to mind when you see the word ‘heaven’?” I was swamped with responses. Here are some of 

them: Gary Bowlin said, “Home!” Christy Denley wrote, “Reunion.” Debbie Goode agreed, 

saying that she was looking forward to seeing loved ones again. Billie Jo Crawford and Belinda 

Sollie said that the word “Perfect” came to mind. Christian Hales said, “Perfect light.” Jack 

Hollingsworth wrote, “Jesus.” Mary Gray wrote, “No more worries.” Jennifer Ford commented, 

“Excitement” and “security.” Sheryl Ross mentioned the streets of gold. And Angela Boyd 

added, “Warmth, peacefulness, hope.” 

 

Sharon Henriques said, “The Throne of God.” LeAnne Morgan wrote “Beauty.” Jackie Burger, 

Buddy Walley and Sylvia Opiela all mentioned “Peace.” Lindell Walley said, “Jesus on His 

Throne, arms open and room for me.” Carole Newman combined those ideas by saying, “Peace 

and rest in the arms of Jesus.” Joanne Cranfield said, “I would finally be able to rejoice with my 

Heavenly Father.” Terrica McBride commented, “No more tears.” And Holly Moulder wrote, 

“Home! Wonder and awe! I always have this picture of colors being more intense and richer in 

heaven. A garden of surpassing beauty.” 

 

One person wrote, “I'm going there one day! And it won't be a 90 minute experience either! It 

will be for all eternity!” One of my high school classmates, who has suffered with many 

physical problems over the last few years, said, “No pain.” Someone else said that the word 

“heaven” reminds them of being with God. Another commented, “A feeling of complete safety 

and no knowledge of evil.” Three people mentioned “love,” one calling it “great,” and another 

calling it “unbelievable.” I liked this answer: “No more separation. A heavenly dimension so 

much greater than anything I can even imagine. Eternal peace and joy. I get excited just writing 

about it. Maybe I should do this every day!” 

 

Other responses were: Eternity. Everlasting life in the presence of Christ. An intensely beautiful 

blue sky that goes on forever. One person said, “Jesus, and falling at His feet, thanking and 

praising Him.” And another said, “Finally seeing the face of Jesus.” 
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It is interesting that all those different answers should be given. Heaven is all of those things, 

and much more. Since human language can only begin to describe the glories of heaven, and we 

are so limited in our experiences here on earth, it is safe to say that heaven will be a big surprise 

for many of us. What in heaven will amaze us? 

 

We will be surprised to discover that many of the things we’ve believed 

about heaven are not true 
You see, there are many myths and misconceptions about heaven. Let’s try to straighten 

out a few of them. First, the Bible does not teach that there is a temporary place we go to 

when we die. Some call that place “purgatory,” but there is nothing in Scripture about such a 

place. That is purely a human invention. 

 

Second, many people picture someone who has died as having gained their wings, sitting on a 

cloud wearing a halo and strumming a harp for all eternity. If we’re honest, we have to admit to 

one another that that sounds really, really boring. Thankfully, the Bible never tells us any of 

that. We do not get our wings and wear a halo when we die; we are not turned into angels. A 

God who sent Jesus to die for our sins and give us an abundant life would never confine us to an 

eternity of boredom! 

 

And third, but most importantly, many people believe that when someone dies, they 

automatically go to heaven. Think with me about something here; follow me very closely.  

Many of the world’s religions have an idea of some type of after-life, some place we go when 

we die.  

 

But for those of us who tend to lean toward the Christian faith, the only reason we even know 

that there is a heaven is because God has told us about it. Doesn’t it logically follow that we 

should listen to Him about what heaven is really like? Doesn’t it make sense that we should find 

out what He says about it, and what He says about how to get there? Sure, that makes a lot of 

sense, that we should turn to Him and His Word to find out as much as we can about heaven, 

and not listen to or be influenced by those who have no understanding of what Scripture says.  

 

If you want to know what heaven is like and how to get there, don’t listen to atheists, or cynical 

philosophers, or celebrities, regardless of how popular they are. Listen to what God says. 

 

Jesus Himself said, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born 

again” (John 3:3). The Bible makes it very, very clear that those who go to heaven are those 

who have confessed and repented of their sins, and have followed Jesus in true discipleship. It’s 
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not going to church; it’s not being an American; it’s not even being well-liked and loved by 

family and friends. None of that qualifies anyone to get through the gates.  

 

In fact, there are many, many people who think they are going to heaven who will never 

actually even see the gates. In Matthew 7:21, Jesus taught, “Not everyone who says to me 

‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my father who 

is in heaven.” Many people honestly believe that all one has to do to get to heaven is die. You 

can live any way you want, having nothing to do with God or His Church, but when you die, 

you’re going to slide right in. But that’s not what the Bible teaches. Not everyone will be there. 

 

So one of the truths we need to take away today is that just because we read it in a book, or hear 

a celebrity say it, or even see it on Christian television, does not make it true. Many of the 

things we have believed about heaven are not true—not even the ones that make us feel tingly 

all over or that sound the most sensational. There are so many things about heaven that we do 

not know, but the only things we can know for certain are what we read in Scripture.  

 

We will be surprised to discover that it is much more beautiful and 

glorious than we have ever imagined 
The Bible tells us that heaven is the place where God dwells, that it will be a place of 

great joy in His presence. We read that people of all races and tongues will be there. Take 

a quick tour with me of the last two chapters of the Bible. 

 

We find there that heaven will have a beauty far beyond our wildest imaginations. Even John, 

seeing it in his revelation, had trouble coming up with the right words. The best he could do to 

describe heaven was to say it was like an entire city of pure, transparent gold. Look at 

Revelation 21:18—“The wall was made of jasper, and the city of pure gold, as pure as glass.” 

He said in verse 19 that “the foundations of the city walls were decorated with every kind of 

precious stone.” The city has twelve gates, he said, which “were twelve pearls, each gate made 

of a single pearl. The great street of the city was of pure gold, like transparent glass” (21:21). 

 

Look at 21:23—“The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God 

gives it light, and the Lamb is its light.” And if you weren’t gripped by this truth earlier, pay 

attention to 21:27—“Nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will anyone who does what is 

shameful or deceitful, but only those whose names are written in the Lamb’s book of life.” 

 
One day several years ago, I was admiring a stunning scene in nature, when I was suddenly 

struck by the thought that as beautiful as this world is, heaven will be even more so. Here on the 

earth, we have the wonders of our forests and seas, and the beauties of our mountains and 
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deserts. But the most beautiful things here on earth will be as nothing when compared to the 

glories of heaven and the beauties we’ll see there. 

 

One of the things I enjoy most is to sit at the base of a waterfall, but the glories of heaven will 

far surpass the most beautiful waterfall here on the earth. I truly appreciate the deep fragrance of 

a rose, but the fragrances of heaven will be so much sweeter. One of my favorite things to do is 

to walk on the beach in the edge of the water just before and at sunrise—or sunset, either one—

but the pleasures of heaven will be so much richer. There is nothing here on earth like hearing a 

grandchild say, “I love you, Papaw!” But that doesn’t even compare to the day when I will hear 

the voice of my Savior for the first time. Think about the sights that delight your eyes the most, 

the kinds of things that bring you joy all the way down to your heart, then understand that the 

joys of heaven will be deeper and sweeter still. 

 

I believe that the beauties of this world are only a hint of the glories that await us on the other 

side. The colors of our world, the music, the pleasures, the food, the friendships—all of them!—

are only hints of the magnificence and grandeur of our eternal home. 

 

There once was a little girl who was born blind, but her mother tried her best to make sure that 

her daughter experienced life at its fullest. One thing the mom did was to plant a flower garden, 

and every year she would describe its beautiful colors to the little girl. The girl just loved the 

smell and feel of the flowers, and she said she could imagine their beauty.  

 

When she turned 14 their family doctor called and told them about an experimental surgery that 

might help her to see. She had the surgery, but had to wait six weeks before the bandages could 

be removed. The big day finally arrived and the girl asked if they could not remove the 

bandages outside in her mom’s flower garden because she wanted that to be the first thing she 

would see.  

 

When they pulled off the bandages the little girl opened her eyes, twisted her head left then 

right, started crying and said to her mom, “You never said it was this beautiful, Mom!” The 

finest of human speech could never describe for us how beautiful the splendors of heaven will 

be. 

 

You may remember studying in school about a man in the early days of our country named 

Jonathan Edwards, and his famous sermon “Sinners in the Hands of An Angry God.” He had 

more than just one sermon! In another sermon he was talking about the glories of heaven: “If 

we search all the face of the earth, and not only so, but tear out its bowels and ransack its 

inwards, or dive to the bottom of the sea, go and look into the palaces and stately rooms of 

princes, and search their coffers, yea, if we take in the visible heavens, everything that we can 

discover there, and put all these things together, and imagine much better and more beautiful 
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than they are, we can get nothing that will serve to give us a picture of heavenly glory.” And 

then he asked, and I paraphrase, is it possible for us to really believe that heaven is all that we 

read about in Scripture, and yet have our hearts still tangled in the things of this life?  

 

We will be amazed and surprised to discover that heaven is much more beautiful than we have 

imagined. 

 

We will be surprised to discover how worthless are the things we loved 

here on earth 
In Matthew 6:19-21, Jesus helped us to understand that there is a big difference between 

the treasures we have here on earth, and the treasures we shall have in heaven. “Do not 

store up for yourselves treasures on earth,” He told us, “where moth and rust destroy, and 

where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth 

and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure 

is, there your heart will be also.” 

 

The things we loved and treasured here on earth will be all be forgotten once we get to heaven. 

I’m pretty nostalgic, and I tend to hang on to things that remind me of another time, or someone 

dear to me. I have a set of antique poker chips, not because I play poker (I never have), but 

because they once belonged to my grandfather. Nearly every day I sit at a desk that belonged to 

that same grandfather, a desk which was special to my own dad, and which I lovingly restored 

with my own hands. Those things are precious to me. But one day in heaven they won’t even 

matter. If I can’t take it with me when I stand before God, it will be worthless in heaven. 

 

There is an old legend that tells of a beautiful swan which landed on the banks of the water near 

where a crane was wading about looking for snails. For a few moments the crane looked at the 

swan in dazed wonder and then asked, “Where do you come from?” 

 

“I come from heaven!” replied the swan. “And where is heaven?” asked the crane. “Heaven!” 

said the swan, “Heaven! Have you never heard of heaven?” And the beautiful bird went on to 

describe the grandeur of the Eternal City. She told of streets of gold, and the gates and walls 

made of precious stones; of the river of life, pure as crystal, upon whose banks is the tree whose 

leaves shall be for the healing of the nations. In eloquent terms the swan sought to describe the 

hosts who live in the other world, but the crane seemed not to be interested in the least. 

 

Finally the crane asked: “Are there any snails there?” “Snails!” repeated the swan; “No! Of 

course there aren’t any snails!” “Then,” said the crane, as it continued its search along the slimy 

banks of the pond, “you can have your heaven. I want snails!” 

 

3 

http://www.timothyreport.com/


www.timothyreport.com / © 2015  S. M. Henriques Page 7 
 

What do the "snails" in your life look like? What kinds of things are you treasuring in your life? 

They may not be something you can hold in your hands; instead they may be some activity that 

you enjoy, some relationship special to you, even some dream you’ve harbored for years. Are 

those things preventing you from taking hold of heaven? Are you frantically looking for snails 

when God offers you heaven? 

 

F. J. Berry wrote the words to a gospel song which was popular years and years ago, which 

asked a similar question. Part of the song went like this: 

Brother afar from the Savior today risking your soul for the things that decay  

Oh, if today God should call you away what would you give in exchange for your soul? 

 

If, when you stand at the bar by and by, when you are weighed in the balance on high, 

You should be sentenced forever to die! What would you give in exchange for your soul? 

 

Chorus  

What would you give, what would you give, what would you give in exchange for your 

soul? 

Oh if today God should call you away what would you give in exchange for your soul? 

 

What little, insignificant things are you clinging to? What habits or attitudes in your life do you 

insist on embracing, which are keeping you from the Savior? Are you exchanging heaven for 

them? D. L. Moody asked the question, “You who have Christ, would you like to part with Him 

for gold? Would you like to give Him up for all the honor the earth can bestow on you for a few 

months or a few years?” 

 

Everyone will spend eternity somewhere. The Bible teaches us that there are only two possible 

destinations, and we get to choose where we are going to spend eternity. But there’s a catch: we 

must choose on this side of death as to where we will go when we die. We don’t get to choose 

after we die—we must choose on this side. And since none of us knows when that time will 

come for any of us, it makes sense that we should not only choose on this side of death, but that 

we must choose now. 

 

So I ask you today to give serious thought as to where you will spend eternity. Yes, there will 

be surprises for those who get to heaven, but the most awful surprise will be for those who think 

they’re going to heaven, but are not. Will that be you? 
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