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21Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth 
had passed away, and the sea was no more. 2And I saw the holy city, the new 
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her 
husband. 3And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, 
‘See, the home of God is among mortals. 
He will dwell with them; 
they will be his peoples, 
and God himself will be with them; 
4 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.’  

5 And the one who was seated on the throne said, ‘See, I am making all things new.’ 
Also he said, ‘Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true.’ 6Then he said to me, 
‘It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. To the thirsty I 
will give water as a gift from the spring of the water of life. 7Those who conquer will 
inherit these things, and I will be their God and they will be my children. 

 

 
You may have seen it this week. There was a popular meme – a popular picture - 

being shared on social media that pointed out an anomaly of 2020. It said: 

 
In March – Friday the 13th, Full moon, turned clocks ahead, all in one weekend. 
October 31 – Halloween on a Saturday, Full moon, turn clocks back an hour. 

Maybe this will return us to factory settings? 
 

This morning is November 1. And, unless I missed something, when we woke up 

this morning, COVID-19 was still affecting us. We’ve still got three days until a 

contentious election day. We still have concerns about post-election chaos. There’s still 

uncertainty about whether we should travel for the holidays. Sean Connery is still dead, 
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and so are the 21 saints we remembered here this morning. I don’t think yesterday’s 

collision of notable events caused any sort of reset. 

It would be nice if we could just reboot this year. If we could go back to a time 

when COVID-19 wasn’t killing with such deadly force and affecting absolutely 

everything in our lives. It would be nice to get a fresh start on politics-as-usual. It 

would be nice to look forward to the holidays without anxiety and uncertainty. And 

what wouldn’t we give to have more time with those loved ones who died in the last 

year? 

Unfortunately, as we all know, life doesn’t work that way. We don’t get to reset the 

heartache and discomfort and the bad moments that occur. And if that is true in an 

average year, how much more true is it in 2020 - this special kind of unknown, 

unworkable moment in time? Many of us are at the point of just throwing up our 

hands, exasperated because we don’t know what to do. 

Fortunately, there’s the book of Revelation. 

Now some of you might have just hit the rewind button on the livestream to see if 

you heard me right. The book of Revelation? How can that be of any help? And if you 

feel that way, you are in good company. After all, it’s not an accident that the book of 

Revelation appears last in the canon of scripture – our Bibles. It got there by being the 

very last book to be received in the Canon by the church, and that came with 

reluctance by some. 

Further, centuries later, the big three Protestant Reformers, Ulrich Zwingli, Martin 

Luther, and John Calvin, all struggled with Revelation. Zwingli declared it off limits for 

study with his congregation. Luther, who translated the Bible into German so that his 

people could read it for themselves, refused to translate the book of Revelation. And 

Calvin, who wrote a commentary on every book of the New Testament, deliberately 

chose not to write one on Revelation. 
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And if that’s not enough, consider the Eastern Orthodox. Did you know that the 

book of Revelation is never read in their worship services? They believe it is spiritually 

dangerous to read the book of Revelation if there is not sufficient time for a careful 

interpretation to go with it. And since there isn’t enough time for the careful 

interpretation Revelation requires, our Orthodox brothers and sisters have chosen to 

restrict when and where the book of Revelation will be read by them. 

The truth is that the book of Revelation does require careful analysis. It isn’t easy to 

understand or quick to interpret. It contains language and imagery that challenges us. 

Even more, there a wide variety of lenses through which to view Revelation. And, if 

we want to do it justice, we can’t just jump into the middle of it. As my seminary 

professor Gene Boring pointed out, Revelation is meant to be read out loud and all in 

one sitting. In fact, that’s exactly what he made us do. We spent one whole class period 

reading Revelation out loud from the beginning of Chapter 1 to the end of Chapter 22. 

Although as tempting as it might be to read all of Revelation together this morning 

(especially since we don’t have to worry about getting out in time for the Cowboys 

game), we’re not going to do that. But let me make sure you know the big picture. 

Revelation opens by explaining that it is a revelation of Jesus Christ (1:1). This 

opening sentence says two things. First, it means that Jesus is the one making known 

to John the things that “must soon take place.” But that phrase also tells us that Jesus 

Christ is the content of Revelation. Like the gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John 

- the book of Revelation tells us about Jesus Christ. Nineteenth century theologian 

A.B. Simpson noted that, “The book of Revelation gives us a view of the Lord Jesus 

Christ as He is right now…[in] Revelation we behold Him in glory as our eternal 

Prophet, Priest, and King.”i 

That’s what we see in the following chapters. In Chapters 2 and 3, we get snapshots 

of seven churches in Asia Minor – pictures in which Jesus exposes their flaws and 
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commends their strengths. Then, in Chapters 4 and 5, we get John’s vivid description 

of the throne room of God with the Lamb standing in the center of the throne. 

Following this scene are visions of the seven seals, the seven angels, and the seven 

bowls of God’s wrath. Finally, we get seven pictures of the final victory. And the last 

picture of that victory is our scripture reading this morning from Chapter 21. 

Whenever I meet with a family after the loss of a loved one, one of the things we 

talk about scriptures to be read at his or her memorial service. There are four 

scriptures I regularly suggest. The first is Psalm 23: “The Lord is my shepherd…even 

though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil, for you are 

with me…surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days of my life and I will 

dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” The second is Romans 8 – nothing in all of 

creation can separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord (v. 39). 

The third is John 14 in which Jesus declares there are many rooms in his Father’s 

house and that he has gone to prepare a place for us, so that where he is, we may be 

also. (vs. 1-4). And the fourth is our scripture from Revelation 21. It is the New 

Testament’s equivalent to Psalm 23. It speaks a word of promise and hope…primarily 

because it’s a word about the future, not the present. That’s what makes it so 

appropriate in the midst of the darkness and grief felt among those who have gathered 

to remember their loved one. 

When Jesus came to earth 2,000 years ago, he made possible a number of Gospel 

promises for our life now including the forgiveness of sins, the gift of the indwelling 

and empowering Spirit, and becoming members of the Body of Christ – the church. 

But there are some Gospel promises that will not be fulfilled until the close of the age.ii 

This is the story and picture presented in Revelation 21. 

The first of the promises made in Chapter 21 is that at the End, we meet not an 

event but a Person,iii and this meeting takes place on earth, not in heaven. God’s 
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presence, which until now had been hidden behind the vault of heaven – that throne 

room John saw in Chapters 4 and 5 – is now among the people; among those who 

dwell in the holy city which descends from heaven, a New Jerusalem, and this city is a 

blessing for humanity. 

A little over two years ago when I met with the search committee of this church, 

one of their selling points on Wichita Falls was that it was big enough to have a 

number of modern conveniences, but small enough to avoid the headaches that come 

with big city living. They told me that at rush hour…well, rush minute…I might have 

to sit through a stoplight twice. In that selling point were two statements about cities. 

What makes cities work is that people live and work together. There is an 

interdependency at play. In a city, the tasks of life are divided up, each one does a part, 

and the beauty of life is not a solo but a symphony. That’s why you and I go to the 

grocery store rather than grow all of our food. It’s why some of us are bankers, and 

some of us are dentists, and some of us are storeowners. In a city, we do these things 

and we need these things in order to coexist – to live together in relatively close 

proximity. But, the side effects of these benefits are quality of life issues - things like 

traffic and fewer green spaces and a higher cost of living. 

Yet, what John pictured in Revelation 21 was an ideal city - the fulfillment of all 

human dreams for the construction and security of an ideal city. In John’s time, Rome 

had proclaimed itself the Eternal City, and had even inscribed that on its coins. 

However, what God was doing with the New Jerusalem was to reveal that cities 

constructed by humans, even on the magnificent scale of Rome, are at best only 

fragmentary realizations of the divine reality. And, at worst, they are idolatrous 

expressions of human pride. iv What John saw – or should I say, heard was that the 

New Jerusalem was something more. 

Verses 3 and 4 tell us: 
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See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, 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. 

 

Here in these two verses are two important realities about the end of the age. The 

first reality is about God. Borrowing a phrase from the closing lines of the Old 

Testament prophecy of Ezekiel, the name of the New Jerusalem is “the Lord is there.” 

(Ezekiel 48:35)  God will dwell – literally, will tabernacle – among men and women. 

They will be God’s peoples and God will be with them. 

The second reality verses 3 and 4 reveal is that the future will be different from the 

present. Since the world of God was beyond what John could fully put into language, 

he describes the New Jerusalem with affirmations of what will not be there. 

The first thing that won’t be there is the sea. For those of you who love to fish or 

waterski or take cruises, this doesn’t mean there won’t be oceans and other waterways 

in the new heaven and earth. No, the statement about there being “no sea” had a dual 

meaning. Throughout scripture, the sea often represents the chaotic power of “un-

creation” – those things working to undo – working against - God’s good creation. 

When the sea is no more, these powers of evil will be no more. But the second 

meaning about their being “no sea” was a statement about human relationships. If you 

remember, when John was given the vision captured in Revelation, he was imprisoned 

on the island of Patmos. He was separated by water from his friends and his churches 

and the rest of the world. The new world to come with no sea would mean the 

removal of all present barriers to human relationships. The things that keep us from 

being in relationship with each other. Things like race, socioeconomic status, political 

affiliations, college allegiance – those things will be no more.   
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But that’s not all. What also won’t be present in the New Jerusalem is death and 

mourning and crying and pain. In the year 2020, this is a hope we cling to. In a year in 

which a virus has claimed the lives of more than a million people worldwide, the end 

of death and mourning and crying and pain is just what we long for. In a year when 21 

families in our church have been changed by the death of a loved one, this is what we 

long for. In a year in which car accidents, cancer, divorce, heartbreak, estrangement, 

job loss, and hundreds of other tragedies take their toil on our lives, this is what we 

long for. And here in Revelation 21, what God promises is that all that robs life from 

being fulfilled, joyful, and vibrant, will be gone. When we pray “Thy kingdom come” 

in the Lord’s Prayer, this is what we are praying for. We’re praying with a deep desire 

to see everything that is wrong with us and in us, with the world and in the world, 

fixed…healed. In fact, that’s what the word salvation means – “healing.”v 

The pictures of what will be no more are then cemented with an assurance. “It is 

done! I am the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end,” the voice from heaven 

proclaims. “I am making all things new.” God’s creation will be transformed. It will be 

renewed. This will be the reset we long for. 

But, let me offer a caution. There are those who hear these words and assume that 

all we can or should do is wait on God to fix things. Yet, to do so misses the fact that 

God didn’t say, “I am making all new things.” God said, I am making “all things new.” 

This means that the coming of the heavenly city does not abolish human efforts to 

build a decent earthly civilization but fulfills them.vi 

We build that kind of decent earthly civilization when we reconcile with family 

members we’ve hurt. We build that kind of decent earthly civilization when we care for 

the needs of our neighbors instead of just our own. We build that kind of earthly 

civilization when we advocate for justice and compassion. We build that kind of 

earthly civilization when we shepherd every person to encounter the abundant peace 
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of Christ. We build that kind of earthly civilization when we live a different, distinctive 

life – one oriented to God’s will for us rather than being conformed to this world 

(Romans 12:1-2). That’s what fearless living looks like. 

Nearly twenty years ago when I was sitting in my seminary class on Revelation, I 

remember clearly what Dr. Boring taught about our scripture passage. He said, the 

language throughout Revelation 21 is indicative. “This is how it will be!” the voice 

from heaven proclaims. Yet, Dr. Boring reminded us, the indicatives of biblical 

theology always contain an implicit imperative. In other words, the gift becomes an 

assignment. 

Dr. Boring then paused and looked at us. And he gave this counsel: 

 

If this is where the world, under the sovereign grace of God, is finally going, then every thought, 

move, deed in some other direction is out of step with reality and is finally wasted.vii 

 

Friends…this week, don’t waste a step. 

 
 

i Simpson, A.B. Christ in Revelation: A Commentary.  Wingspread Publishers, 1994. 
ii Skinner, Douglas B.  Mourning and Crying and Pain No More.  Sermon preached November 13, 2012. 
iii Boring, M. Eugene. “Revelation” in Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching. Louisville: John Knox Press, 1989. 
iv Ibid. 
v Skinner. 
vi Boring. 
vii Ibid. 

                                                 


