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The Christian book section is filled with so many contributions from so many authors that no one could hope to read all of them and still live a normal life.  As a result, even the most avid Christian reader must be selective in what he reads, and certainly what he purchases.  One particular contribution that has gained popularity over the last few years is 90 Days in Heaven: A True Story of Death and Life.  First published in 2004, this account by Don Piper has actually increased in sales as the word of his experience has become more widespread.  As a result, a companion book was released in 2007 called Heaven is Real: Lessons on Earthly Joy—From the Man Who Spent 90 Minutes in Heaven (same authors).  In addition, the growing popularity of the book has prompted a new release (2008) in hardcover under a slightly different title: 90 Minutes in Heaven: An Inspiring Story of Life beyond Death.  The book currently sits at #8 on the Paperback Nonfiction List of the New York Times, and has been on the list for 76 weeks.

Popular Christian books deserve a pastor’s attention if they are excellent resources for his congregation.  Popular books also deserve a pastor’s attention if they are not good resources for the congregation; they are being read and may lead many people astray.  90 Minutes in Heaven falls into the later category.  While not likely to shipwreck someone’s faith, 90 Minutes does contain gross enough error for me to address it.


Let me start with the good.  I would not call into question Don Piper’s personal sincerity in wanting to spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ and his personal sincerity in calling sinners to repentance.  Though his book rarely gives indications of the content of the Gospel, Piper does indicate through narrative that his goal is to spread the Gospel.  He recounts one episode of visiting a young man in the hospital and says, “I…talked to him, and prayed with him.  Eventually that young man turned to Jesus Christ.” (165) Also, he recounts several episodes where people call on him to talk to individuals about the Gospel.  Though not often stated, I trust that his book has the overall intention of pointing people toward Christ.


I also appreciate Piper’s earnestness and openness in sharing his struggles after his accident.  Throughout the book, Piper does not gloss over his sin and the growth he needed in this challenging time.  He is open about his depression and his pride: “Beyond the depression, I had another problem: I didn’t want anybody to do anything for me.” (92)  We all could learn a lesson about not glossing over our faults and the need for Christ to mature us in the faith.

Despite these positive aspects, however, I feel that 90 Minutes is not faithful to the Scriptures and is not a book to be lauded by Christians.  First, I believe on a couple of points Piper’s narrative disagrees with the teaching of Scripture.  Piper insists throughout his narrative that heaven does not exist with any sense of time.  For instance, “Time had no meaning” (24), “in heaven there is no sense of time passing” (25), and “there is no time there.” (27)  This experience does not seem to agree with Isaiah’s vision of the LORD in Isaiah 6:1-13, which relates his experience with God and the angels in a definite time sequence of seeing, lamenting, being atoned, and being called.  Nor does it agree with the definite time experience of the heavenly creatures (and John) in Revelation 5, who sing a “new song” (9) rather than an old one.  From the beginning, humans have been created to exist in time (e.g. Gen 1), and are not just “victims of the human invention of time.” (196)  Humans are made to exist in time by God; that will not change in heaven, or in the new heavens and the new earth.

Piper also claims that in heaven, “none of the hymns that filled the air were about Jesus’ sacrifice or death” because “there are no sad songs in heaven” (31).  This claim would seem to disagree with the “new song” of the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders that proclaims “for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God” (Revelation 5:9).  The sacrifice and death of Jesus is not sad news, but is a glorious testimony of the value of the Son of God in redeeming His people and creation.

Another biblical quarrel that I have with 90 Minutes rests in its elevation of Piper’s experiences over the testimony of the Word of God.  On several occasions, Piper sees his experiences as filling a deficiency in the testimony of the Bible to heaven’s existence.  He says, “When I speak to any large crowd, at least one person will be present who has recently lost a loved one and needs assurance of that person’s destination.” (128)  Whether or not he intends it, Piper communicates to his readers and his listeners that the Word of God is not sufficient in giving assurance of the reality of heaven.  He also serves to undermine the authority of Christians to talk about heaven solely from the Bible’s witness. He says, “Now I can speak authoritatively about heaven from firsthand knowledge.” (129)  Was the Bible’s testimony not authoritative proof of the existence of heaven before Piper had his accident?  A woman who responds to his ministry reinforces this doubt about the Bible: “God also sent me here tonight because I needed this reassurance…I needed to know about heaven from someone who had been there” (158).  I am afraid that 90 Minutes even calls into question the sufficiency of the Bible to prepare people to go to heaven; Piper ends his book by saying, “Because I was able to experience heaven, I was able to prepare her and her loved ones for it.  And now I am preparing you” (190).  Whether he intends it or not, Piper’s book minimizes the power of God’s Word to prepare the saints for heaven, and elevates the power of his experiences for that task.

Piper argues for the validity of his experience while implying they are not subject to (biblical) proof.  He says, “Some may not believe my account; they may think it was some kind of wish fulfillment during a point of severe trauma.  I don’t have to defend my experience.”  He also says, “I know what happened to me.  For those of us whose faith is in the reality of heaven, no amount of evidence is necessary.  I know what I experienced.” (205; emphasis in original)  If Piper means that his heavenly experience is not subject to scientific tests, then I mostly would agree.  However, his experience is subject to biblical tests, and I don’t think that his experience pasts the test.  His experience does not agree with some passages of Scripture, his experience does not elevate the Word of God, and his experience does not elevate Jesus Christ, which I come to now.

For someone who claims to have gone to heaven, Piper focuses very little attention on the main occupant of heaven, namely God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  To his credit, Piper tries to explain why he “did not see God” (33) and “didn’t see Jesus.” (22)  Piper says, “The only way I’ve made sense out of that part of the experience is to think that if I had actually seen God, I would have never have wanted to return.” (33)  I appreciate his speculation, but I fear that the recounting of his experience guides people away from the true reason to be in heaven, namely God, and focuses on people’s misguided reasons for being in heaven.  Piper’s joy seems to rest in aspects of heaven other than the glory of Christ.  He says, “I could only rejoice at being together with these wonderful people (his family and friends).” (26)  He also says, “I want to experience everything heaven offers, but most of all, I want to hear those never-ending songs again.” (32)  Those who approach Piper also seem to neglect the glory of Christ: “I can’t begin to count the people who have come to me and asked such questions as, Is heaven real?  What is heaven really like?  Or they’ll ask specific questions about the praise or the streets of gold.  Someone seems to always mention a recently departed loved one.” (122)  None of these examples by themselves are particularly condemning, but taken together, with the absence of a focus on Christ, they simply reinforce the notion of a heaven that feeds the selfish pleasures of humanity and does not focus on Christ.  John Piper’s comment in God is the Gospel is appropriate: 

“The critical question for our generation--and for every generation--is this: If you could have heaven, with no sickness, and with all the friends you ever had on earth, and all the food you ever liked, and all the leisure activities you ever enjoyed, and all the natural beauties you ever saw, all the physical pleasures you ever tasted, and no human conflict or any natural disasters, could you be satisfied with heaven, if Christ was not there?” (15)

John Piper’s point is clear enough.  If someone can envision heaven without Christ, as many seem to do, then he is not hoping in the right heaven, and he is not headed to heaven because he is not a Christian.  A Christian loves Christ above all else.  Heaven is being with Christ above all else (with the other aspects supporting the glory of Christ).  Don Piper’s heaven does not seem to center on Christ.

So what are we to believe about Don Piper’s experience?  First, I believe that God did perform some great miracles and acts of providence in order to preserve Piper through his wreck and in the recovery process.  The timing of events, the arrival of a minister to pray for Piper, the preservation of Piper’s internal organs, and the expertise of the doctors, among other things, all point to the merciful hand of God in orchestrating the events and even performing miracles.  Piper is correct “to realize how many miracles had occurred” (55), though I would also add acts of providence.  In that respect, Piper’s testimony does point to the gracious character of God.  But did Piper go to heaven?  I don’t think so.

Based on the above discussion, I do not think that a biblical examination of Piper’s experience gives credence to the assertion that he went to heaven.  Again, in some details his experiences do not accord with the Bible, his experiences do not elevate the Word of God, and the recounting of his experiences do not served to elevate Christ.  So what happened to Don Piper?  I believe the most likely explanation is something that he evidently has heard before: “it was some kind of wish fulfillment during a point of severe trauma.” (205)  In other words, it was a dream or similar phenomena envisioned within his own head during this time of trauma.  In other words, Piper did not die for 90 minutes.  Due to the trauma his body experienced, the medics did not find a pulse even though he was alive.  God simply preserved him until Dick Onerecker arrived, prayed for him, and notified the medics of his status.

Beyond the fact that I don’t think his experiences match up with the Bible, I even think that Piper’s recounting of his experience lends support to my assertion that it was just a “dream.”  In relating his experiences, Piper says, “I have no idea how far away (the people) were; such things as distance didn’t matter” (22) and “Time had no meaning.” (24)  I believe that Piper’s confusion over time and distance was a product of what we all have experienced when we dream; events become jumbled and our normal categories are blurred.  Also, on more than one occasion, Piper expresses that he just “knew” facts in heaven without being told: “I knew instantly that all of them had died during my lifetime” (22); “yet I also knew that in heaven there is no sense of time passing” (25); “As I listened I simply knew what it was” (30); “I…instinctively knew that there are no sad songs in heaven.” (31)  This phenomenon is common in dreams; we just know what is going on even though it might not make sense when we wake up.  Also, some of the phenomenon he experienced seemed to focus on him and his knowledge of people: talking about his grandfather-“He looked exactly as I remembered him” (22); “All of the people I encountered were the same age they had been the last time I had seen them” (27); “Many of the old hymns and choruses I had sung at various times in my life were part of the music.” (31)  In a dream, the scenes would be a product of his knowledge and his expectations, tailoring to his life and relationships.

I believe that Don Piper’s testimony would be more completely God-honoring if he had allowed the Word of God to be the measure of his experiences.  Piper could recount a story of the great miracles and providential acts of God in preserving him through the wreck and rehabilitation as well as experiencing a dream of heaven because of his sure hope, without casting doubt on the sufficiency of the Bible and without diminishing the glory of Christ.  Unfortunately, Piper “never doubted or questioned whether (his) trip to heaven had been real.” (78)  Piper never ran his experiences through the sieve of the Bible.  But we must.

Heaven is real.  The New Heavens and the New Earth is coming at Christ’s return.  Christ is victorious.  Trust these things because God has revealed them in His Word; not because Piper believes he spent 90 minutes in heaven.

By the way, a better discussion of heaven that can be found in any Christian bookstore is Heaven by Randy Alcorn.  Though he speculates on occasion, he does base his discussion on the Bible.
