Matters of Spirit and Body #7

“Our Eternal State”

Revelation 21:1-22:5

If you could change one thing about our world, what would it be?

If we took the time to ask each individual that question, I am sure we would get a variety of answers. Some would opt to add something; others would take something away. Certainly it would be difficult to only pick one thing. We might be more inclined to answer: Everything!
In a sense, that is the essence of Revelation 21-22. As John’s magnificent vision draws to a close, he sees “a new heaven and a new earth,” according to the first verse of chapter 21. We might say he saw “a whole new world,” one promised to those who trust in Jesus Christ.

A quick reading of these two chapters reveals a number of familiar objects and concepts. Indeed, the “new heaven and new earth” feature several similarities with the Garden of Eden. As Warren Wiersbe notes, “What began in Genesis is brought to completion in Revelation.”

When God created the world, everything was “very good.” This earth was ideally suited for mankind, whom He created to enjoy an intimate relationship with Him forever. Sin, however, interrupted the Lord’s purpose for us. It broke humanity’s relationship with God, yes; but it did more than this. It affected creation itself, subjecting it to decay, disharmony, and hostility. Paul writes in Romans 8:20-22,

For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.

In God’s plan, however, sin will absolutely not have the last word. After the great white throne judgment, God will replace this present fallen universe with a new one.
 I like the way Donald Grey Barnhouse puts it: “In this chapter we see that the history of time is finished; the history of eternity is about to begin.”
 A whole new world will be brought about.

Rather than taking our text this evening—Revelation 21:1-22:6—in a verse-by-verse way, I want to consider four themes that dominate these verses:

· Heaven will be pure

· Heaven will be perfect

· Heaven will be precious

· Heaven will be about the presence of God

We will move around throughout chapters 21-22 as we examine each of these emphases.

Heaven Will Be Pure

The first theme we see is that Heaven will be pure. In Revelation 21:1 John writes, “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea.” This is a fulfillment of Old Testament promises by God of a new heaven and earth for His people.
 In Isaiah 65:17 He predicted, “Behold, I will create new heavens and a new earth. The former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind.” Then we read in Isaiah 66:22, “As the new heavens and the new earth that I make will endure before me,” declares the Lord, “so will your name and descendants endure.”
When John writes of the new heaven and new earth in Revelation 21:1, he means “new” not merely in a chronological sense—as we talk about a “new day,” for example—but in the sense of qualitative newness. Chuck Swindoll notes, “This is no reedit; it’s a remake!”
 The Greek word kainos (“new”) means “different from the usual, impressive, better than the old, superior in value or attraction.”
 This is the same Greek word that appears twice in 2 Corinthians 5:17, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” What God does in our hearts He will ultimately do in our universe!

The final phrase may strike us as odd: “…and there was no longer any sea.” Why would there be no oceans on the new earth? The great deep waters had a different significance to those in John’s day. Our modern technologies have practically conquered the seas; but in the ancient world with its tiny ships, the sea represented the realm of the dark, the mysterious, and the treacherous.
 Isaiah 57:20 states, “But the wicked are like the tossing sea, which cannot rest, whose waves cast up mire and mud.” Remember that John described the Antichrist as “the beast that rose from the sea.”

Furthermore, the rabbis taught that Hades, Tartarus, and Gehenna were all located beneath the seas. We tend to think of those places (accurately) with regard to torment, but in biblical theology, they were also places of separation from God and the living. Perhaps this is also why there is a “new heaven” as well as a “new earth.” Both heaven and earth are depicted in Revelation with symbols of God’s separateness, such as the “sea of glass” in Revelation 4:6. But the final state of affairs will be characterized by God’s nearness, as we will see later.

What separates mankind from God? Sin. And in the new heaven and new earth, there will be neither sin nor sinners. Revelation 21:8 states, “But the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars—their place will be in the fiery lake of burning sulfur. This is the second death.” No sinners will be present. Such persons are excluded, and indeed exclude themselves, from the new heaven and new earth.
 John also writes in Revelation 21:27, “Nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful, but only those whose names are written in the Lamb’s book of life.” We saw in chapter 20 that anyone whose name was not written in the Lamb’s book of life was condemned to the Lake of Fire. There is no coming back from there.

Heaven Will Be Perfect 

Second, Heaven will be perfect. Created by a perfect God who does perfect work, these will be perfect places existing in a perfect environment.
 We read in Revelation 21:4, “He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” The first phrase is a fulfillment of Isaiah 25:8, “The Sovereign Lord will wipe away the tears from all faces…” George Eldon Ladd observes,

The most fearful cause of tears is the awful reality of dying; but in the presence of God, death shall be no more. The abolition of death has already been described when Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire (Rev. 20:14). This triumph over death is not, however, an end in itself; it is a blessing which flows from fellowship with God. Not only is death destroyed; there shall be neither mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away. In the new order, all the evils that have burdened and cursed human existence will flee from the presence of God.

In fact, Isaiah 25:8 begins with the words, “…he will swallow up death forever.” In the words of Barnhouse, “This is the death of death.”
 I must admit that, if I were given the power to change one thing about this earth, it would be the abolition of death. That is one thing I look forward to as much as anything in Heaven—no more death! Not only will death be abolished, so will all mourning, crying, and pain. Gone forever, to which we say: good riddance!

Heaven’s perfection involves more than what will not be there, however. We read in Revelation 22:1-5,

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb down the middle of the great street of the city. On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit every month. And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations. No longer will there be any curse. The throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the city, and his servants will serve him. They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. There will be no more night. They will not need the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God will give them light. And they will reign forever and ever. 

As I have mentioned throughout our study, the chapter and verse divisions of the Bible are a relatively modern invention and do not always represent continuity of thought.
 These initial verses of chapter 22 should probably be included in chapter 21. 
This description of the new Jerusalem immediately brings to mind the Garden of Eden, with the presence of the river (though the Garden of Eden had four, whereas this only mentions one
) and the tree of life. In fact, this is the reversal of the curse of Genesis 3.
 In many ways the new heaven and new earth will be a return to the Garden of Eden…and even better!

The symbolism of a river of life is a common one in biblical thought. The Psalmist wrote of a “river whose streams make glad the city of God” in Psalm 46:4. Jesus spoke of the living water in John 4:10, 14 which he offered men. Ezekiel’s vision of the new Jerusalem in Ezekiel 47 pictured a river of water flowing from under the temple (which was not located in Jerusalem itself), which brought healing and life to the waters of the Dead Sea. Zechariah had a vision of the Kingdom of God in Zechariah 14:8 in which rivers of water flowed from Jerusalem both eastward and westward.

In verse two John writes, “On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit every month. And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.” We immediately identify the tree of life with the Garden of Eden, from which Adam and Eve had to be banished to that they would not eat from it and live in their sinful state forever. In the new heaven and new earth it will be available to all. This is strikingly similar to Ezekiel 47:12, “Fruit trees of all kinds will grow on both banks of the river. Their leaves will not wither, nor will their fruit fail. Every month they will bear, because the water from the sanctuary flows to them. Their fruit will serve for food and their leaves for healing.”
In addition to perpetual fruit, the tree is described as having leaves for “the healing of the nations.” We might wonder, “Healing from what?” If there is no sin, no sickness or injury, what would be the necessity of healing? Perhaps we should understand this as “health-giving” instead of “healing” of ills that will not exist there.

Verse three states simply, “No longer will there be any curse.” This fulfills Zechariah 14:11, which reads in the American Standard Version, “there shall be no more curse.” It will be perfect!

Heaven Will Be Precious

Returning to Revelation 21:9-21, we see that Heaven will be precious. We read in verses 9-10,

One of the seven angels who had the seven bowls full of the seven last plagues came and said to me, “Come, I will show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb.” And he carried me away in the Spirit to a mountain great and high, and showed me the Holy City, Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God. 

The Holy City, the New Jerusalem, was previously described as “a bride beautifully dressed for her husband.” Now the Holy City is the bride of the Lamb. So how do we understand this? Is this vivid description applied to the people or God or an actual city? I would say both—not as a cop-out, but as a double identification (like the seven heads of Revelation 17:9-10 that represent both seven hills and seven kings). John definitely describes a city in verses 11-27, complete with a wall, gates, foundations, and streets. But these are all put in terms of the people of God: the twelve gates, each made of a single pearl (hence the phrase “pearly gates”), bear the names of the twelve tribes of Israel. The twelve foundations of the city are inscribed with the names of the twelve apostles of Christ. 

This mirrors other teaching in the New Testament. The Church is seen both as a building and as a body. 

Paul writes in Ephesians 2:19-22,

Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God's people and members of God's household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit. 

Peter echoes this in 1 Peter 2:4-5,

As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him—you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

John describes the city in Revelation 21:11-21,

It shone with the glory of God, and its brilliance was like that of a very precious jewel, like a jasper, clear as crystal. It had a great, high wall with twelve gates, and with twelve angels at the gates. On the gates were written the names of the twelve tribes of Israel. There were three gates on the east, three on the north, three on the south and three on the west. The wall of the city had twelve foundations, and on them were the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb. 

The angel who talked with me had a measuring rod of gold to measure the city, its gates and its walls. The city was laid out like a square, as long as it was wide. He measured the city with the rod and found it to be 12,000 stadia in length, and as wide and high as it is long. He measured its wall and it was 144 cubits thick, by man’s measurement, which the angel was using. The wall was made of jasper, and the city of pure gold, as pure as glass. The foundations of the city walls were decorated with every kind of precious stone. The first foundation was jasper, the second sapphire, the third chalcedony, the fourth emerald, the fifth sardonyx, the sixth carnelian, the seventh chrysolite, the eighth beryl, the ninth topaz, the tenth chrysoprase, the eleventh jacinth, and the twelfth amethyst. The twelve gates were twelve pearls, each gate made of a single pearl. The great street of the city was of pure gold, like transparent glass.

Notice the precious jewels and metals mentioned—jasper (like our diamond), familiar stones such as sapphire, emerald, topaz, and amethyst, other stones we can barely pronounce, and pure gold. In popular terminology, we could say that the new Jerusalem will be “decked out.”
 The twelve foundations are made of twelve gemstones, the same ones set in the breastplate of the high priest in the Old Testament.

The city was build like a cube, similar to the Holy of Holies in Solomon’s temple.
 The measurement 12,000 stadia works out to about 1,500 miles. That’s about the same distance as from Clinton, Illinois, to Flagstaff, Arizona! There will be plenty of room for everyone!

Who will be there? Here is one place where all the commentators seem to agree. The twelve gates represent the twelve tribes of Israel, while the twelve foundations represent the twelve apostles of Christ. Added together, the twelve patriarchs of Israel and the twelve apostles of the Lamb make up the number of the twenty-four elders, who represent symbolically the totality of believers in both Old and New Testaments and the perfection of the church.
 So, the new Jerusalem is a real place created by God as the dwelling of all the redeemed of all ages. Both Old and New Testament believers will dwell in this city from God. This is the place Jesus had in mind when He went to prepare a place for us in John 14:2–3. Hebrews 11:10 and 12:22 describe the heavenly Jerusalem, the eternal Mount Zion, “whose architect and builder is God.”

The streets of the city will be made of pure gold. Imagine that! In the new Jerusalem the materials we adore the most in this world will be put to common use. Gold, for which countless criminals have killed, will be tread upon like asphalt.

Heaven Will Be about the Presence

All of that is impressive, but I think we can agree that the greatest thing about Heaven will be the presence of God. Wiersbe suggests, “The most important thing about the city is that God dwells there with His people.”
 This is seen in Revelation 21:2-3,

I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.
Again, this fulfills Old Testament promises. We read in Leviticus 26:11-12, “I will put my dwelling place among you, and I will not abhor you. I will walk among you and be your God, and you will be my people.” Ezekiel 37:27 records God’s words, “My dwelling place will be with them; I will be their God, and they will be my people.” Even as He walked with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, so God will dwell with His people in the new heaven and new earth.

In verses 5-7, God Himself speaks—something not often seen in Revelation.

He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!” Then he said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.” He said to me: “It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. To him who is thirsty I will give to drink without cost from the spring of the water of life. He who overcomes will inherit all this, and I will be his God and he will be my son.

The verb tenses are unusual and very revealing here. First He says, “I am making everything new!” We might expect Him to say, “I will make everything new,” in the future tense, but instead God uses the present tense, showing that He continually makes things new here and now.

Then God states, “It is done.” The term carries with it absolute finality. This isn’t the same word as Jesus used in his statement on the cross, “It is finished,” in John 19:30. That word emphasized something in the past that has come to an end—in Jesus’ case, the suffering and payment for the sins of the world. When God declares, “It is done,” however, He is pointing forward to a permanent condition that has fully arrived.
 The future is not uncertain to those who trust God.
 The last verse here includes “He who overcomes,” taking us back to the messages to the seven churches in chapters 2-3.

Chapter 21 concludes in verses 22-26,

I did not see a temple in the city, because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple. The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is its lamp. The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their splendor into it. On no day will its gates ever be shut, for there will be no night there. The glory and honor of the nations will be brought into it.
Because of the presence of God, there will be no need for temples (or churches), sun or moon, day or night, and hence no passage of time. We read on in Revelation 22:3-5,

The throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the city, and his servants will serve him. They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. There will be no more night. They will not need the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God will give them light. And they will reign forever and ever. 

Verse 4 includes the promise, “They will see his face.” Twice previously John wrote, “No one has ever seen God,” in John 1:18 and in 1 John 4:12, and this is true. But that will change when we all get to Heaven. As Jesus promised in Matthew 5:8, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.”
Revelation 22:6 provides a fitting conclusion to this passage: “The angel said to me, ‘These words are trustworthy and true. The Lord, the God of the spirits of the prophets, sent his angel to show his servants the things that must soon take place.’”  We may not comprehend or understand all that we read here, but we can trust that it will come to pass. God has revealed enough details about the future to instill hope. While we do not know all the details and are unable to grasp the full import of the profound promises, we have enough information to give hope and excite anticipation.
 We know that Heaven will be pure, perfect, precious, and all about the presence of God. As the song put it so well, “I can only imagine what it will be like…”

I want to close with a statement by Wiersbe: “Heaven is more than a destination; it is a motivation. Knowing that we shall dwell in the heavenly city ought to make a difference in our lives here and now… The assurance of heaven must not lull us into complacency or carelessness, but spur us to fulfill our spiritual duties.”
 Some complain that Christians are “so heavenly minded they’re no earthly good.” I’m afraid that these days were not heavenly minded enough. Maybe if we were more heavenly minded we would be more earthly good!
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