What is the Third Heaven?
The apostle Paul spoke of being transported into the third heaven. He wrote, “I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago—whether in the body I do not know, or whether out of the body I do not know, God knows—such a one was caught up to the third heaven” (2 Cor. 12:3). What was Paul referring to when speaking of the third heaven? 

It is believed that the Jews of Paul’s day had three different meanings for the word heaven. More precisely, they divided the heavens into three realms. The first was our immediate atmosphere where the birds and clouds abide.  This would be the firmament (sky) that God created on the second day (Gen. 1:6-8). The second heaven would be beyond the first, where the stars and planets dwell. This would include our solar system, galaxy and the entire universe. David referenced this realm when he wrote, “The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament shows His handiwork” (Psa. 19:1). The third heaven, then, would be the eternal realm beyond the stars and planets of the second. 
When Jesus died on the cross, He entered Hades (Acts 2:31), where all the dead are gathered until Judgment. The Hadean realm is divided into two environments: torment and Paradise (Luke 16:22-23). When Jesus entered Hades, He went to the side of Paradise, where He promised to meet up with the thief on the cross (Luke 23:43). It is reasonable to conclude that this was the place Paul was referring to when he spoke of the third heaven. Though eternity will include both heaven and hell (Matt. 25:34, 41), the third heaven seems to refer to only the part where God, His people and His angels dwell. 
Having said that, can you imagine what Paul experienced when he was caught up into the third heaven? What a beautiful environment it must have been! What wonders did he see and what joys did he hear? Maybe this better explains his feelings when he later told the Philippians, “For I am hard-pressed between the two, having a desire to depart and be with Christ, which is far better. Nevertheless to remain in the flesh is more needful for you” (Phil. 1:23-24). Having seen and heard what awaits faithful Christians in the third heaven, Paul was torn between staying on earth to preach the gospel and leaving to be with God in eternity.
Your greatest opportunity in life is God’s invitation to join Him in heaven. No other opportunity will present you with greater consequences than that. Heaven is reserved for those in Christ (1 John 5:11), which is why you should become a Christian today (Acts 2:38; 8:35-38).  –Mike Thomas
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