Lent 2009 – Revelation #11: The New Jerusalem

Revelation 21:1-10, 22-22:7 - Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf D. Svanoe


Have you heard that the end of the world is coming in 2012? If you haven’t yet, I can guarantee that you will. Remember when the Millennium changed and all the anxiety about the Y2K bug? We laugh now, but be honest- how many of you stocked up on survival supplies just in case? Well, 2012 is the next thing to worry about the future, at least if you listen to certain sources. The History Channel is already producing documentaries about the prophecies of Nostradamus and the predictions of an ancient Mayan calendar. Both predict that in December of the year 2012 the end of the world will come. This November a major motion picture called 2012 will bring you all the graphic details- in advance. 


What is this fascination with needing to know the future? And why is it almost always so disastrous? Just this week another movie came out called Knowing, about a man who deciphers a code that predicts the end of the world.  I think it says more about human beings and our insecurities than it says anything accurate about the future.

This desire to know the future wasn’t any different in Jesus’ time. In Acts 1 when Jesus was saying goodbye to his disciples they asked him about the future. “Lord, is this the time you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” Jesus was very specific in his answer. “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his own authority. But you…will be my witnesses.”  We don’t get to know the future and when things will happen. In fact, speculating about the future really sidetracks the church from its primary mission, which is to witness to the world about God’s love. This is especially true when it comes to the book of Revelation. John is not interested in giving us a calendar for the future. In fact the only thing he says is that Jesus will come again soon. That was 1900 years ago. If John’s intent were to give us a calendar then I suppose we’d have to say that John was not very good at telling time. 
Those who engage in endtime speculation, like the Left Behind series, predict a certain sequence of events. The Rapture will happen with the church being taken up to heaven. That will be the start of a seven year period called the Tribulation. Halfway through the Tribulation the Antichrist will appear. At the end of the Tribulation the armies of the world will gather in Israel at a place called Armageddon where they will all be destroyed when Christ comes again. The problem with this scenario is that it is not in the Bible- at least not in one place. It’s a creative reading of different parts of the Bible put together by fantasy and imagination. For instance, the Rapture is not in the book of Revelation. And the Antichrist is never once mentioned there. But the really dangerous part of this is that if you truly believe the world is going up in flames soon what does it matter how you treat the earth now? I mean why recycle or care about global warming if it will all soon be gone?
I think John would be shocked at how some Christians have interpreted his book. A rapture of the church to avoid the tribulation is about the opposite message. In fact, we could say that what John describes in Revelation is a “rapture-in-reverse,” heaven coming down to earth. “And I saw the holy city, the New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them as their God; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them.’” God comes down to dwell with humankind on earth. That is the gospel, the good news that God has come down to us in Jesus Christ. “And the Word became flesh and lived (dwelt) among us” (John 1:14). There’s an old saying: We don’t know the future, but we know the One who holds the future. That is the message of Revelation. Whatever happens in the future, we know that God will be there. And instead of an apocalyptic end of the world, God comes to renew the world. Revelation 21:5 is one of only two places in the entire book of Revelation where we hear God’s voice. Pay attention. “And the one who was seated on the throne said, ‘See, I am making all things new.’” God did not say, “I am making all new things.” God is not going to destroy everything and start over. At least that is what God promised Noah. No, God is going to take this old and broken world and renew it. St. Paul wrote in Romans 8, “For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God…that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.” 
The older I get the more precious this promise becomes to me. As we get older we find that our bodies don’t work the way they used to. I’ve watched both parents die. I’ve accompanied countless people in their struggle with disease, pain and loss and heartache of every kind. If there is anything I look forward to it is the day when God will make all things new. “And God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.” 
It is an amazing city that John describes in Revelation, the New Jerusalem. Let me be your tour guide as we catch some of the highlights of the city. First, this is indeed a city. The Bible begins in a garden, with Adam and Eve. It ends with a city. That tells me that our relationship with God, though personal, is never private. We are made to be part of a community, baptized into the body of Christ. John will have none of this privatized faith walking with Jesus alone in the garden. 
There is something else curious about this city. It has twelve gates. Now gates were important in ancient times for keeping bad things out and protecting the people of the city. The gates of the New Jerusalem are made of pearls, and they are never shut. You’ve all heard jokes about the Pearly Gates. Usually they are shut and St. Peter wants to know why you should get in. That’s not how John pictures it though. “Its gates will never be shut by day—and there will be no night there” (Rev 21:25). As we enter in through the gates we find we are not alone. People from every nation enter. Rich and poor alike enter to bring God their glory. They are not defeated subjects forced to pay taxes and tribute, but grateful servants of God come to worship. As we tour the city we walk about without a care or worry. If you’ve ever worried how safe it is to walk outside at night, this is one city you will never have to fear. “Nothing unclean will enter it, nor anyone who practices abomination or falsehood, but only those who are written in the Lamb’s book of life” (Rev 21:27). 
As we tour the city gold and precious gems are everywhere. We notice that “the street of the city is pure gold, transparent as glass.” How can gold be transparent? Here is another example where John doesn’t mean what he says- he means what he means. This city is a place of abundance instead of the scarcity of the Roman Empire. Rome provided plenty of benefits for the rich, while the poor struggled for life’s essentials. Going further in the city we see the river of life and on either side of the river is the tree of life, bearing fruit each month. Again it is an image of abundance. There is harvest to be had all year round and no time when there is scarcity. And the leaves of this tree have medicinal properties. They are for the healing of the nations. We are invited to sit in the shade of this tree and place its leaves in every wound we have, physical, emotional and spiritual. They have the power to heal our deepest brokenness. 
I wouldn’t be a good tour guide if I didn’t point out one very special thing about this city- perhaps the most important. This city has some unusual dimensions. John uses the number 12,000 stadia or roughly 1500 miles. The city is 12,000 stadia wide and deep and also high. Again, John doesn’t mean what he says, he means what he means. What John is describing here is a perfect cube. The Holy of Holies in the temple was a perfect cube. It is the place where God dwelt and where only the High Priest could enter once a year. What John is implying about this city is that God lives here. God’s glory fills it. And everyone has access to God all the time. I love the verse that says, “the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and his servants will worship him; they will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads” (Rev 22:3-4). In the Old Testament to see God’s face was to die. Not in the New Jerusalem. We all look God full in the face and find tender and compassionate eyes reflecting back waves of love that brings healing to our hearts. 
Our tour is ended. There is so much more to see but it will have to wait another time. Would you like to come back again? Would you like to live in this city? That is exactly what John wants to happen. John called on Christians to come out of Babylon, to come out of Rome and resist its evil empire. But John needed a place to call people to. It’s a dream, a vision of the future that God will provide. It’s not a calendar but an invitation to join the one who holds the future. 
God’s future is calling us today just like it called Christians in John’s day. Do you remember the “I Have a Dream” speech by Martin Luther King, Jr.? King dreamed of a future of justice and peace among all peoples and races. It is a dream that we as a nation have been struggling to live into. At the end of Revelation John gives us another “I Have a Dream” speech. It is God’s dream calling to us from the future, calling us to live that future today. This dream calls us to repentance and faithfulness. This dream calls us to worship God alone and to follow the Lamb in giving witness to the world. It calls us to resist evil wherever it would coerce or seduce us away from God. 


I hope you have enjoyed this series of messages from the book of Revelation. It really has a powerful message of hope for our world. It is only appropriate that we end the way John ends the book. Say it with me- “Amen. Come Lord Jesus!”

