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THE NEW TESTAMENT CONCEPT 

REGARDING THE REGIONS OF HEAVEN 

WITH EMPHASIS ON 2 CORINTHIANS 12:1-4 

W. HAROLD MARE 
Professor of New Testament Language and Literature 

Covenant Theological Seminary 

In the varied use of ouranos in the New Testament the concept is 
implied that there are several regions of heaven, and in one place, 2 Cor­
inthians 12:1-4, it is clearly stated that there is in some sense a third 
heaven. As a matter of fact, in this passage Paul states that he was snatched 
up, unto this third heaven, into paradise, and that he did not know whether 
he was in or out of the body in his experience. 

It is the purpose of this study to interpret 2 Corinthians 12 :1-4 as 
to the meaning of the third heaven and to the other regions implied, in the 
light of the concept of ouranos and related words in Classical and Hellenistic 
Greek, in the Old Testament, in the literature of the Intertestamental 
period and that of the Dead Sea Scrolls, comparing such usage with the 
teaching of the New Testament on the subject together with the writings of 
the Patristic period. The study will be concluded with an examination of 
the text of 2 Corinthians 12:1-4. 

The questions arising in the New Testament and particularly in 2 
Corinthians 12 concern how the heaven or heavens mentioned relate to the 
concept of a plurality of heavenly regions and whether they are to be con­
sidered as completely material and spatial, partly so, or not at all, and 
further, how paradise relates to this concept of heaven. For a more adequate 
answer to these questions it will be well to observe how writers other than 
those of the New Testament books used particularly the concept, ouranos. 

Ouranos in the Classical and Hellenistic Greek Literature 

Ouranos is used from the earliest period of the epic writings of 
Homer and Hes iod throughout Greek literature, but it never is used in the 
plural by classical writers. 1 The word conveyed the idea of the vault or 
firmament of heaven which was thought of as being made of bronze (chalkeos, 
Hom. l!. 17.425; poluchalkos, l!. 5.504) or iron (sidereos, Hom. Od. 
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15.329), this vault idea also being conveyed "by Empedocles (steremnion, 
Placito 2.11. 2 [Vorsokr. I, p. 209]). 

As to spatial relationship, ouranos was conceived of, on the one 
hand, as the lower heaven, the area of the atmosphere, that part which is 
wrapped in clouds (n. 15. 192, Od. 5.303), connected with both aither and 
nephelai (.!!c. 15. 192), being conceived of as the aitheros to eschaton (Zeno, 
Stoic 1. 33 (cf. Ar. Nu. 95 sqq.), 2 the area above earth into which the 
flame from watch-fir~ would ascend into heaven (n. 8.509); and, on the 
other hand, as the higher heaven of the stars (aste-;:-oenta, Hes. Th. 127; 
Il. 15.371, Od. 9.527). To the philosophers, Plato and Aristotle ouranos 
could be conceived of as the totality of all, the universe (PI. PIt. 269d, 
Ti. 32b; Arist. Cael. 278b21, Metaph. 990a20).3 -

Ouranos was also conceived of by the Greeks as the dwelling place 
of the gods, being outside the skyey vault of heaven, inhabited by Zeus 
(.!!c. 15.192), called the great heaven and Olympus (.!!c. 1. 497; 8.394) which 
was thought of in.!!c. 19.128 as connected with the starry heaven,and which 
in Il. 5.749-751 and 8.393-395 is pictured as above the thick cloud of 
heaven, where the gate of heaven (pulai ouranou, i. e. , the thick cJoud4 ) at 
the great heaven and Olympus was lifted up and put down by the Hours 
(hora i) as though it were a trap door. 

Thus, in the classical period ~ to the Greeks included vault, 
involved the lower atmospheric heaven, as well as the higher starry heaven, 
and the universe as a whole, and had in it, in a location near, but above, 
the atmospheric heaven the dwelling place of the gods. 

Ouranos in the Septuagint Old Testament 

Ouranos, translating in the Septuagint the Hebrew word, Samayim5 
in Genesis 1:8 is connected with the concept of firmament, raq1'ya L, an 
expanse. 6 Further, as to spatial relationship the lower area of heaven is 
depicted as the place from which the rain descends from the clouds (Gen. 
7:11; Deut. 11:11,17) and the dew comes (Gen. 27:28), the wind blows 
(I Kings 18:45), hail falls (Josh. 10:11) and thunder sounds (2 Sam. 22:14). 

As to the higher heaven, ouranos is the place in which are found 
the sun and moon (Gen. 1 :16), as well as the stars of heaven (Gen. 22:17; 
26:4; Josh. 10:13). In some Scripture references the sun, moon, and 
planets are thought of as the host of heaven which heathen worship involved 
(2 Kings 17:16; 23:4,5; Jer. 8:2). 

Ins orne pas sages the ouranos, together with the earth, i s the 
totality of all the universe when reference is made to God creating the 
heaven and the earth (Gen. 1:1; Exod. 31:17; Isa. 37:16). 
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Then, through the phrase, the heaven of heavens (ho ouranos tou 
~) which seems to be the equivalent to highest heave~7 the thought 
is suggested that the Hebrews conceived of another heaven beyond the two 
regions noted above. The expression is used with regard to God's creating 
not only heaven, and the earth and seas but also the heaven of heave ns 
(Neh. 9:6); to His not being able to be contained in the heaven and heaven 
of heavens (I Kings 8:27; I Chron. 2:6 (5); 2 Chron. 6:18); and in poetic 
language, to God as the one who rides upon the heaven of heavens which 
were of old (Ps. 68:33 (34)8 and to whom praise should be made by the 
heaven of heavens (Ps. 148:4).9 There seems implied by this expression 
a third heaven 10 beyond or apart from the lower atmospheric heaven and 
the higher heaven of the sun, moon and stars. 

Ouranos is the dwelling place of personal beings, such as man, 
exampled by Elijah being taken up to heaven in a body11 by a whirlwind 
(2 Kings 2:1,11); andGod who is pictured as sitting in the heavens (Ps. 2:4), 
His dwelling place (I Kings 8:30; 2 Chron. 6:21; Ps. 123:1), where His 
throne is (Ps. 11:4; I Kings 22:19; 2 Chron. 18:18). 

In summary, most of these categories regarding heaven are to be 
taken as viSible, material and in spatial relationship: the firmament, lower 
and higher heaven, the heaven as universe, and the heaven into which the 
body of Elijah ascended. It is likely that the heaven of heavens, a possible 
third heaven, is to be considered in the same way. That God dwells in 
heaven is not to be limited to that which is visible and spatial, although the 
Old Testament Scripture certainly teaches that God, the infinite Spirit, is 
in personal relation to His heaven and earth which He created. 

The Concept of Heaven in the Intertestamenta1 Period 

In the Intertestamental Period ouranos is viewed as including the 
lower heaven from which fire descends (2 Macc. 2:10) the higher heaven 
of the moon and the stars (4 Macc. 18:5), the general or universal heaven 
which together with the earth God made (2 Macc. 7:28). Again there is 
reference to the highest heaven, the heaven of heavens, which man cannot 
reach, it being the dwelling place of God (3 Macc. 2:15), who is declared 
to be sovereign in heaven (2 Macc. 15:3,4) and King of the heavens 
(3 Mace. 2:2).12 

Of particular interest in this period is the concept of a seven-fold 
heaven. In the Testament of Lev i 2:7-9 13 there are presented three 
heavens with the indications that there are four more to come. Then, in 
the Testament of Levi 3 there is described a seven-storied heaven with 
the Great Glory (God) dwelling in the highest part. 14 
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In the Assumption of Moses 35, a document of the same general 
time as, or a little later than, the received editions of the Testaments of 
the Twelve Patriarchs, and in the Book of the Secrets of Enoch l 5 there 
again occur references to seven heavens. 

Thus, in the lntertestamental Period, as in the Old Testament, 
heaven is conceived of as including lower as well as higher regions, a 
highest heaven or heaven of heavens, and a place where God dwells. The 
significant additional concept is that heaven is a seven-storied structure 
with God dwelling in the highest part. 

Heaven in the Dead Sea Scrolls Literature 

In this distinctive literature, of course, the Hebrew word used to 
express the thought of heaven is ~myml6 which includes in its use the 
lower heaven from which comes rain (H 8,17), the universe in general, 
which God created when He stretched out the heaven (H 1,9), and the place 
where God and His angels dwell (M 12, 1). 

Such testimony, though not as full, agrees with that which is given 
in the Old Testament. 

Ouranos in the New Testament 

Ouranos is used many times in the New Testament and basically 
conveys the same distinctions as to be found in the use of the word in the 
Old Testament, including the lower heaven of the atmosphere, the place of 
the clouds (Matt. 24:30; Mark 14:62), from which comes rain (Luke 4:25), 
fire (Luke 9:54), lightning (Luke 10:18), and hail (Rev. 16:21), and the 
place in which the birds fly (Matt. 6:26: Acts 10:12). 

Ouranos in the New Testament also can convey the idea of the 
higher heaven, that place of the stars (Matt. 24:29; Mark 13:25: Rev. 6:13), 
which area is spoken of as the host of heaven (the stars which Israel wor­
shipped, Acts 7:42), and as the powers of the heavens which shall be shaken 
(Matt. 24:29: Luke 21:26). It is also the general or universal heaven which 
with the earth is considered the totality of God's creation (heaven and earth 
shall pass away, Matt. 24:35). 

There is a possible suggestion of a plurality of heavens in such 
expressions as the kingdom of the heavens (ouranon, Matt. 3:2: 4:17) and 
your Father in the heavens (Matt. 7:11), but it is difficult to determine 
sometimes where the plural form, ouranoi is to be taken literally (as 
probably above) and where it is tobe understood only as a part of a formula 
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following the Hebrew, ~amayim, in being plural. For example, there does 
not seem to be any distinction to be drawn between the singular, ouranos, 
in Luke 3:21 and the plural, ouranoi, in Matthew 3:16 inasmuch as the 
same incident is described in both places. 17 

However, there are references in the New Testament where ouranoi 
can be understood properly in the plural sense, implying a third heaven 
beyond the two regions mentioned earlier; for example, of Christ, our high 
priest who has passed into the heavens (Heb. 4:14) who has become higher 
than the heavens (Heb. 7:26) and who has gone up above all the heavens 
(Eph. 4:10); and of creation, the heavens being the work of God's hands 
(Heb. 1:10) who created all things, both those in the heavens (plural) and 
those on the earth (singular, Col. 1:16). Peter declares that at the end of 
the age there will be a new heavens (plural) and a new earth (Singular, 
2 Pet. 3:12,13). We will discuss Paul's third heaven (2 Cor. 12:2) below. 

The New Testament also presents ouranos as the dwelling place of 
God and His angels, for, He is the Father who is in heaven (Matt. 5:45; 
6:1), whose throne is there (Rev. 4:2), and His angels ar," pictured as the 
multitude of the heavenly host (Luke 2:13, 15). 

Thus the New Testament presents the same basic picture of heaven 
as seen in the Old Testament, including the universal creation of God, the 
lower and higher heaven, a plurality of heavens which suggest a region 
distinct from the lower and higher areas, and heaven as the place where 
God and the angels dwell. 

Ouranos in the Patristics 

In the Patristics in addition to being used of the higher heaven which 
contains the sun (Ath. ~. 9, M 25. 17 C), and of the general, universal 
heaven (of heaven and earth, Or. 19.. 1. 15), the term ouranos is employed 
to describe two heavens, (visible and invisible, Thdt. quo 27 in 3 Reg.) 
and also the seven heaven concept, which was seen in the Intertestamental 
Period, it being asserted as being a part of the doctrine of the Gnostics 
(Iren. Haer. 1. 5. 2, ANF, Vol. n, and as being unscriptural (Or. Cels. 
6.21 and 6:23, ANF, Vol. IV). The heaven is the dwelling place of Christ 
who ascended up to heaven (Barn. 15.9), and of angels (Or. Cels. 4.92).18 

Although the usage of ouranos is not as full here, yet it follows th e 
general pattern of thought expressed in the New and Old T estaments. 
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Paul's Third Heaven of 2 Corinthians 12:1-4 

In defending his position as an apostle, Pa u I in t his passage 
mentions vis ions and revelations given to him and describes an experience 
of his in being caught up to the third heaven, into paradise, in which 
experience he is not certain whether he is in or out of the body. What was 
the nature of t his experience, 0 f the vision, of the third heaven and 
Paradise, and of his being transported to heaven? 

First, it is to be noted that in verse I, he uses both the words 
optasia and apokalupsis, the former conveying the idea of vision, in which 
man is granted the privilege by God of seeing what is ordinarily hidden 
from human beings (such as Zechariah's vision of an angel in the temple, 
Luke 1:22,and Paul's vision of Christ on the road to Damascus, Acts 26:19); 
and the latter depicting the thought of a disclosure or revealing of some 
truth or information, such as the light of revelation for the Gentiles (Luke 
2 :32). In 2 Corinthians 12:1 Paul is connecting both words in the one prep­
ositional phrase (eis) and saying that he was permitted to see something 
usually hidden from men and in the seeing, some basic divine truth was 
made known to him, a revelation from the Lord. 19 Whether the visit to 
the third heavens involved jus t a spiritual ecstatic experience or also 
involved his physical body is not clarified by these words. 

In verse 2 in describing this definite experience Paul states that he 
was caught up unto the third heaven. In the light of the teaching of the Old 
Testament concerning the plurality of the heavens, and indeed concerning 
three regions of heaven, to which viewpoint the New Testament conforms, 
the Apostle who was well acquainted with the teachings of the Old Testament, 
must have had in mind in 2 Corinthians 12:2 a third region quite distinct 
from that of the lower atmospheric and higher starry heavens, but far 
different from the limited finite place in which the early Greeks conceived 
of their gods as dwelling. It is not proper to spiritualize away the concrete 
reality of the third heaven because of the anarthrous tritou, since ordinal 
numbers do not require an article (cf. Matt. 20:3; Mark 15:25; Acts 2:15).20 

Paul says that he was caught away "as far as," or, rather, "up to" 
(heas) the third heaven, with the possible implication that he had gone to 
the highest heaven, as far as it was possible to go (cf. Acts 1 :8, heas 
tes ges, unto the extremity of the earth). Plummer says: 

The heas does not prove that S t. P a u I Iegarded 
the third heaven as t he highest of a 11, but certainly 
'even to the third heaven' would be more naturally 
used, if the third heaven were the hi g h est, than if 
there were four other heavens above it. 21 
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Paul goes on to say, after some emphatic remarks, that he was 
caught up into Paradise (ton paradeison), a word indicating an enclosure, 
a garden, such as the physical garden 0 f Eden (Gen. 2, 3) and also a 
place of blessedness apart from, or above, the earth (as in Luke 23:43), 
the latter idea be ing the meaning here. 22 That paradise in verse 4 is 
to be equated in some sense with the third heaven in verse 2 is to be 
preferred (although not absolutely provable), since both sentences begin 
with the same statement, "I know such a man," t he repetition being 
given in order to bring emphasis; and since, in connection with both 
statements, there are the same 1 inguistic expressions in the snatching 
away (harpagenta herpage) and the statement of uncertainty as 1:0 whether 
the event was experienced in the body or not. By us ing eis in verse 4 
instead of the heas of verse 2 he may be indicating that paradise is within 
the region of the third heaven. That the third heaven and paradise are 
combined elsewhere is see n in the Assumption 0 f Moses 37, and 40, 
written at a time not far removed from that of Paul. 23 

Related to the subject of the third heaven and paradise which is 
the place where God dwells and where Christ went following His death 
(Luke 23:43) is the question as to whether a material, phys ical body 
may inhabit it in a spatial manner. In 2 Corinthians 12:2 and 3 Paul says 
twice in connection with his visit to the third heaven and paradise that he 
does not know whether he was in or out of the body (eite en somati eite 
choris [ektosJ tou samatos), which statements a II ow for either of two 
interpretations, either that he was taken up in bodily form to the third 
heaven, or t hat his spirit, removed from the body, was taken up by 
itself24 (c f. Christ and the thief on the cross following death, Luke 
23:43). To be sure Paul makes it clear tha t he was conscious of the 
transfer regardless of how it happened,25 and by his very uncertainty 
as to which of two distinct ways the event could h a v e transpired, he 
implies t ha t his physical, material body could just as well have gone 
to the third heaven as could his spirit alone. In the Scripture there are 
two illustrations where physical bodies went out into space somewhere: 
Elijah who went to heaven in a whirlwind (2 Kings 2:1, 11), his body 
later not being found (v. 17); and Christ who with His resurrection body 
ascended up in to the cloudy heaven in which manner he is to return 
(Acts 1:9-11; 1 Thess. 4:16-17).26 Note that in the two passages just 
cited the singular (ouranos) is used ina context where clouds are 
mentioned, whereas in places where Christ (who, it is implied in the 
New Testament, has retained His resurrection body27) is depicted as 
having rea c h e d His ultimate place of triumph, glory and honor, the 
plural (ouranoi) is employed, as exampled in Hebrews 4:14 and EpheSians 
4:10, where Christ, our High Priest and Redeemer is seen as having 
passed into the heavens, even above all the heavens - -all there is He 
has entered into. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

As to the regions 0 f heaven, we observe that the New and Old 
Testaments agree in conceiving of heaven as basically involving three dif­
ferent areas, the lower, the higher and highest heaven in the last of which 
God particularly dwells, and we conclnde that Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:1-4 
has this last area in mind when he talks about the third heaven, - implying 
the two other regions by his use of the word, third. 28 

Furthermore, the third heaven where God dwells and where Paul 
received divine instruction is not to be thought of necessarily as involving 
a spiritual, non-spatial relationship only, bu t also as involving space, 
somewhere out there in the highest or third heaven, beyond our immediate 
earth and heaven, there being a place where a human being with a body and 
God w ho is everywhere can meet. 
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