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			Introduction

			The Kingdom of God

			I have taught and written about end times Bible prophecy for decades, but in the past few years I have come across several new (to me) books about Creation and the Flood, the invisible spirit world, heaven, and the Millennium that have transformed much of my thinking about end times and what comes after. As I was recently reading through the gospels, I was struck by Jesus’ continual references to the future Kingdom of God, or heaven. He calls us to experience this Kingdom now on earth and even within ourselves. I began to see how my newly discovered information about the past, the present, and the future could help me better understand this divine mystery of the Kingdom. 

			In the spirit of Proverbs 25:2, I would like to share with you my journey in searching out some of the mysteries of the Kingdom on earth and in heaven. In my past teachings, I have advised my readers to be open to new paradigms that can inform their worldviews. As I have approached navigating these exciting end times, I have tried to follow my own advice and remain open. 

			The Kingdom of God means the dominion or reign of the King. What does that look like, not just theologically, but in practical terms? First, we will look at the future. What does the Kingdom look like in heaven after we die, after Christ returns to earth in the Millennium, and on into eternity? Second, we will examine the past. What things from our past might still be influencing how we think, feel, and act today? Do we need to recognize and deal with some of these in order to recover our purpose in life and more fully enjoy the Kingdom of God now as well as in the future? And finally, knowing what the future looks like and being freed from the weights of the past, how can we live in the present fullness of the Kingdom? How can we experience touches of heaven while on earth?

			Part One - The Future

			Let’s start with the end in mind. What do you think is the ultimate end for a Christian? Heaven? If so, where and when? Is it after we die and have a spiritual body? Is it with a resurrected physical body during the Millennium when we reign and rule with Christ as kings and priests on the earth for a thousand years? Is it now, doing the best we can with the guidance of the Holy Spirit? Or is it eternity in a new heaven and on a new earth? Does what we think about any of this even matter?

			I am going to challenge some traditional answers in Part One - The Future with a few thoughts that encompass all of these and are based on an end times worldview that I think you’ll find intriguing and even exciting. It will illustrate why it is critical to think deeply about the Kingdom of heaven. Here is a highly abbreviated preview:

			
					Our end goal begins now with discovering our unique, God-given purpose for living the rest of our lives on earth as part of the body of Christ.

					While on earth we enlist the help of the Holy Spirit to fulfill our purpose, asking daily for guidance to handle each day’s challenges and opportunities.

					When we die (or are raptured), we go to heaven and receive a spiritual body, we receive heavenly rewards, and we continue to learn and grow. We will recognize an even larger, perhaps eternal, purpose.

					Christ’s second coming to earth will be marked with fiery judgment where the earth will be shaken and the results of sin will be burned away. It will be “as in the days of Noah,” and we will see awesome parallels to the Flood.

					Christ will be joined by His resurrected and raptured saints to rule and reign on a renewed earth for a thousand years.

					Some people will have escaped death during the Great Tribulation and will help rebuild and repopulate the re-formed earth under Christ’s rule.

					The New Jerusalem (City of God, heaven) will come down and rest on or near the surface of the re-formed earth during the Millennium. Those saints with glorified resurrection bodies will be able to go back and forth between heaven and earth, perhaps using Ezekiel’s Millennial Temple as a portal.

					While there will be no demonic influence during the Millennium, mortal humans on earth will learn to overcome pride and other sins that come from within the human soul.

					At the end of the Millennium there will be a final Great White Throne Judgment. Those human mortals whose names are in the Book of Life will receive their glorified bodies and rewards, including full access to heaven, i.e., the New Jerusalem. There will be no more sin or death, just eternal bliss as we each fulfill our unique destiny in God’s eternal plan on the new earth, in heaven, and throughout God’s creation.

			

			Part Two - The Past

			Our pasts are critical to our futures and our present lives. Anyone who watches TV or movies or reads books knows that most of the story lines involve the main character striving to deal with his or her past and typically experiencing a painful relationship with his or her mother or father. It’s just how things work. It is known as redemption in this world as well as in the Kingdom. 

			I had such an experience a few years ago where I confronted my past with the help of the Holy Spirit and a program called Restoring Relationships. I found out why I had been such a critical, harsh, and unfeeling person to my wife and children while being a Spirit-filled teacher and elder in a Pentecostal church. I learned how to turn that all around. It was like a second salvation—a soul salvation—as opposed to my equally dramatic spirit salvation years before. 

			Up until that time I knew that one of my main purposes in life was to research and teach about end times, and I had put the results of years of effort on my website claywatts.com. This purpose really fit well with my naturally analytical personality. I began to be a bit bored with it, however, because it was clear that the experts each had quite different opinions. It seemed that there was really no way to figure out for sure what is going to happen leading up to Jesus’ return. In fact, that was my main message—learn all you can about end times, but don’t fixate on any one scenario. Well, you can imagine how popular that was. People want to confidently receive answers, not guesses as to how things might be. And Bible teachers even more so want to be positive and authoritative. 

			So I was winding down on my excitement about end times when Restoring Relationships bushwhacked me. You’ll read more about my story later, but for now I want you to imagine mister analytical end times guru getting head over heels into, and even teaching, inner healing and relationships. It forever changed my relationships with my wife and children and grandchildren. In the excitement of all that, I left behind my end times study. 

			Years later, as I was finishing up my bi-annual reading of the Old Testament, I suddenly saw the connection between end times and what the Lord was teaching me through Restoring Relationships. The last two verses of Malachi 4 jumped out at me. It was astounding! It helped me see God’s purpose for my life with a new, heavenly perspective. I guarantee you will not be bored as you read about it in Part Two - The Past.

			Part Three - The Present

			I’ve always been intrigued with how Jesus insists that it is possible that we experience the Kingdom of heaven while still living on earth. I think we can actually do it—even as end times progress and life becomes harder and harder. In Part Three – The Present, I will address who we are created to be in Christ, how His Kingdom works, and practical ways that we can grow the fruit of the Spirit.

			Part of my salvation experience was understanding why we weren’t made perfect like the angels. The answer the Holy Spirit gave me was intriguing. In addition, I have come to better understand the nature of our three-part being—spirit, soul, and body. I think you will be even more intrigued by the thought that our spirit is our “raw identity.” That has amazing implications for how we see ourselves and others in this fallen world. It also gives us the key to intimate communion with our infinite God throughout every day.

			Jesus also opened our eyes to the spirit realm in the Kingdom. We partner with angels in this life, but we also have to understand how the demonic powers work and how to resist and overcome them. As we stand on the Word and let the Holy Spirit guide us, we can boldly overcome our physical and soulish weaknesses. Finally, we can recover God’s original purpose for us—to grow the fruit of the Spirit in our hearts and minds, work in harmony as the body of Christ, and thereby begin to restore God’s Kingdom on earth as it is in heaven. Right now. 

			While it may seem out of order to talk about the future first, it’s really what makes the past and present worthwhile. And for the Christian, it is so exciting. I’m reminded of my very practical grandfather. Ever the independent professorial type, he always ate his dessert before dinner. He claimed it was the best part, so he wanted to have it when his appetite was the sharpest. So, get ready for dessert!

			Part One - The Future

			Chapter 1

			What Is Heaven Like?

			Why think about heaven?

			Jesus tells us to take one day at a time since tomorrow has enough troubles of its own (Matthew 6:34). But at the same time, He also has a lot to say about the future. He is very specific, often to the point of being scary. Worldwide disasters and death. Famine and plagues. A global leader who has all the answers but who is a terrible beast when he has all the control. A judgment of fire and shaking of the very foundations of the earth. And somewhere in all of this Jesus will return unexpectedly to rescue His people, those who have believed in Him, who have persevered even to the point of death, and who have overcome. How is all of this something we should be eagerly looking forward to?

			We may not be looking forward to all of those things—the end times capped by the Great Tribulation—but He has given us a detailed picture at the end of the New Testament of how all of this will work in order that we are prepared for the difficulties. He shows us how the process will work and what comes after if we endure—heaven on earth. He reveals that all of the bad stuff is actually what the saints have been seeking for two millennia—the final judgment for sin. And just as in the days of Noah, it is global, catastrophic, and awful. The difference is that it’s judgment by fire and shaking rather than by water. But like Noah’s Flood, it leads to new life on a renewed earth. 

			For now, our immediate goal after this life and the thing we are looking forward to is heaven. If we die before the Lord returns, like in the next few minutes or hours, and we are believers in Jesus’ redemptive work on the cross to reconcile us to a righteous God, that is exactly where we go. 

			There is a lot of evidence regarding the nature of heaven. It’s real, but it’s also supernatural. We have been given passages in the Word and testimonies of reliable witnesses to provide us a glimpse of not just what it’s like, but also what we will be doing there—at least until we return with Christ to the earth. 

			We will discuss how life on the renewed earth and heaven work together. But first, let’s focus on heaven. If He tarries, that is the next phase of our existence. 

			Describing Heaven - from Randy Alcorn’s Heaven

			There are different approaches to describing heaven.  One is the conservative, literal Bible-based approach, which many believers say is as far as you should go. Another approach is typified by books such as Randy Alcorn’s Heaven (2004) that go one step further, allowing Scripture to “fuel the imagination” about what heaven is like.  I have found approaches such as this to be refreshing and inspiring. The main observations and lessons I have gleaned from authors with this approach are:

			
					When Christians die, they go to the “present” heaven. This is a temporary state that is called paradise. It is preparation for the eternal new heaven and new earth that are joined together as one, the eternal heaven/earth.

					We will give an account of our life on earth, and our righteous acts will follow us as rewards in the present heaven.

					In the present heaven we have some kind of pre-resurrection body.

					In the present heaven there is continuity with our present earthly lives when it comes to our physical characteristics, memory, knowledge, relationships, food, etc. We will be reunited with family and friends and perhaps even pets.

					We will be with the Lord and keenly aware of His attributes; we will communicate with Him and others.

					We will be aware of and praying for what is happening on earth.

					We will be continuously learning and growing in righteousness.

			

			Randy’s book is focused on the new earth that he sees being formed after the Millennium. He says it is equivalent to the new heavens and eternity. He believes our time during the Millennium has elements of the new earth, but otherwise he does not go into any detail about that thousand-year period. His emphasis is on the eternal new earth. 

			While I have a different opinion on aspects of the Millennium, I fully agree with Randy’s conclusions about our eternal state. He has convinced me that the principle of continuity is valid. It just makes sense that who we are and what we have experienced will carry on into the next phase of life. Each of us may have different rewards for what we have done in this life, but we will fundamentally start as the same person we were on this present earth. We will then be ready to learn and grow in new ways.

			Here are some quotes and paraphrases from his book to illustrate these principles:

			
					Kingdoms of this world will become (not be obliterated by) the Kingdoms of God.

					Human history does not end at Christ’s return, but continues forever to the glory of God.

					Crowns represent our reward of rulership. Our ruling role may carry on past the Millennium and into eternity.

					To rule on the new earth will be to enable, equip, and guide, offering wisdom and encouragement to those under our authority.

					What is the “greatness of the Kingdoms under the whole heaven” that will be “handed over to the saints” (Daniel 7:27)? It includes all that makes the nations great: all cultural, artistic, athletic, scientific, and intellectual achievements. All of these will not be lost or destroyed but will be “handed over to the saints” as they rule God’s eternal Kingdom on the new earth. We will become the stewards, the managers of the world’s wealth and accomplishments.

					Those coming out of the Great Tribulation will be specially rewarded by being given a place “before the throne of God,” where they will “serve him day and night” (Revelation 7:14-15).
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