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ST MICHAEL and ALL ANGELS, Weltevreden Park


Sermon and Discussion Questions: Revd Dr Tim Long
EASTER V, 16 MAY 2004: REVELATION 21.1-26

Revelation as the End of the Bible

This magnificent chapter concludes not only the Revelation narrative but the whole biblical story as well. On the latter, wider level, it encloses the story of God’s dealings with humanity between two creation stories. The first began the story, while this presents an act of re-creation to conclude it. Thus the biblical story begins and ends with God’s loving, creative power in action. It is this loving creative power which undergirds and envelopes human life. This is our faith on the broadest level.

The Story of Revelation

Because it concludes the Revelation story itself we obviously can’t understand this image of the New Jerusalem, the city of God, unless we understand the story it concludes, so I turn to an outline of this story first. Most people have a kind of genetic fear of this book of Revelation, feeling that it’s incomprehensible. As I hope to show you, it is actually quite a simple story, albeit in a genre that is quite strange to us. So please let go of the idea that this book is incomprehensible and comprehend – it is God’s Word to us and God usually speaks so that we can understand.

Revelation is not about complicated timetables for the end of the world, despite the fact that many try to read it in this way. Rather, it’s a story about the clash of the two greatest powers in the cosmos, God and Satan, and it seeks to find out from you whose side you’re on. Or, rather, it seeks to spell out for you just what is involved in being on God’s side. This is why it begins by addressing the whole Christian community in the famous, seven letters. Its message is that most of them are far too comfortable to be able to stand on God’s side in the gathering intensity of this ultimate conflict, and it warns Christians not to be complacent.

Satan appears in various guises – as dragon, as two different and horrid beasts, one from land and one from sea, and as the city of Babylon, pictured as a whore riding on another beast. These creatures all represent the ‘Babylon’ which was contemporary with the author, the Roman Empire which ruled the Western world at the time. Satan is thus not some spiritual creature but incarnated in various ways in the structures of our world. These images of Satan are dispersed among the various judgements of God about which I shall say something directly; but the way the images of Satan and the judgements of God are interspersed demonstrates narratively the book’s message, that Satan works in the dangerous environment of God’s power so that Satan is always in the greatest danger.

The risen Christ, seated on his heavenly throne, opposes this Satan through a series of judgements which are portrayed as disasters visited upon the earth. There are three numbered series of these judgements, portrayed as seven Seals, seven Trumpets, and seven Plagues or Bowls. Finally, the book pictures the Final Judgement, in which first Satan is bound, the dead judged, and finally the New Jerusalem descends to earth in a wonderful image of peace and harmony after the sustained and intense conflict portrayed in the story. You can see immediately how powerful an image this is as a replacement of Rome, the city of Satan, with Jerusalem, the city of God. In one potent image we find the triumphant message of Revelation,  For the Lord our God the Almighty reigns (19.6).

Where is the Christian community in this great cosmic conflict? Firstly, it has no active role to play in the redemption of the world; and in this it is totally different from the theology of the Book of Acts where the church is the means by which God acts. The reason for the different perspective in Revelation is that the writer wants to stress the reality of what we humans don’t see, namely, that the risen Christ is powerfully active moving the cosmos to God’s appointed End. Apart from the seven letters in which its joys and problems are addressed, it is heavily protected in the story, visible in three ‘asides’ which show God keeping Christians safe from the wiles of Satan while the cosmic conflict is in process. Lest this sounds cosy, this safety is only for those whose faith extends to a willingness to share martyrdom with those who have already died for their faith.
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The New Jerusalem
Now we’re in a position to see the meaning of this glorious image of God’s Kingdom. Its most obvious characteristic I have mentioned already. This is its peace and serenity, by which we mean much than the mere absence conflict. Throughout the Bible ‘peace’ refers to abundance, fullness, a state in which there is nothing lacking, nothing which spoils or takes away from life. This is the meaning of the Hebrew shalôm, which also governs the Greek term, eirēnē (which in classical Greek had a much more negative meaning). Coming at the end of a story of traumatic and continuous conflict the city of God is an image of a society in which everyone enjoys abundance in every sense: spiritual, economic, political, and social. The cosmos began in perfect abundance and will end enjoying the same. Everything in-between, that is normal daily life, which is our experience, is a falling away from that beginning and end. 

The glorious message of Revelation, however, is that this End is on the way because God is actively working to bring it to us. The gift of life ‘in Christ’ is a means to already enjoy this End. This is the purpose of worship, which we fail often to grasp because we’re so worried about what the neighbours will think if we sing in less than perfect pitch, or our mind is on what we’re going to do after the service so why don’t they hurry up and get the service over within the hour. Again, we are given the gift of prayer to have the experience John has when he is lifted to heaven in the Spirit and hears the voice of God. But like the Laodiceans, the church probably most like us, we’re too comfortable to seek God and so we miss the already-present Lord of whose Presence the New Jerusalem is a metaphor.

There’s more to this city than just peace, though. The End God has in mind is not heaven, understood as some place other than earth. The End is a transformed cosmos in which God’s powerfully immediate Presence straddles the cosmos to unite all its elements. The End is a transformed world; it is our world transformed by the Presence of God, so a faith that hopes to leave the world for heaven is not a biblical faith. Hope, rather, for a transformed earth, which means also a transformed Tim Long or whoever. But know that there is an interplay between your being transformed by the transcendent power of God and your transformation contributing to the plan of God to transform the cosmos. If it is the former that is emphasized in Revelation that is not because the latter isn’t true, but because the writer’s aim has been to bring to the fore what we human beings can’t see, namely the ongoing, post-resurrection work of the risen Christ in our interest. Put differently, we often talk of ‘the next world’ but this image tells us that there is no ‘next’ world; there’s only this world-infused-with-God. Thus God’s Presence in the New Jerusalem is so obvious, so immediate, so powerful, that no Temple is needed, nor lighting by sun or moon.

Let me put the matter differently. In the New Jerusalem there is no Satan – remember I’m not talking about some spirit being but about the evil this figure represents and which is embedded in our personal and social relationships. Chapter 21 chronicles the deliberate destruction of evil: the formula, “was no more”, expressed in a variety of ways,  systematically dismisses seven elements of the old order: sea, death, grief, crying, pain, all that is under God’s curse, and night. For the Christian community, the New Jerusalem offers an end to the tribulations and temptation presented in chapters 2-3.

Further, in the city of God there will be untold wealth. This is pointed to by streets of pure gold and walls encrusted with every variety of precious stone. These images not only portray unimaginable wealth but also a wealth that contrasts with the wealth of Rome which is flashy and gaudy – see chapter 17. The wealth of God’s city is perfect in its beauty and incorruptibility. This means that life will be transformed for the poor, but also for the rich who sought wealth in Rome but found only destruction. Ironically, God has for them the very thing they sought from Rome which couldn’t deliver it. Abundance is God’s gift alone. 

In addition, God’s city offers complete security. It is surrounded by “a great high wall” (21.12) with, paradoxically twelve gates which will never be shut. The writer brilliantly fuses two apparently-contradictory images of complete security. In addition, its size makes the whole Roman Empire a pin-prick on the map of the cosmos.

Conclusion

This image of the New Jerusalem is similar in meaning to Jesus’ concept of ‘The Kingdom of God” which is the subject of all his parables. It brings to the fore the idea that fellowship with God is necessarily a social concept, not an individualistic one. Furthermore, the challenge for us, as for the Christians addressed in the Book itself, is to  take seriously the intensity of conflict between God and Satan (Good and Evil), and not to think that we can get away with compromise and triviality.
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Questions for Discussion
1. Read chapter 21 meditatively, listening for what the Holy Spirit says to you.

2. Read chapter 21 carefully, listing all its features.

3. Discuss how this city differs from Rome (or Johannesburg)

4. What signs of ‘unseen’ (spiritual) conflict are you aware of in your own life and in the life of your church, local community, nation, world?

5. Read the letters in chapters 2-3. List the spiritual dangers for Christians in these letters

6. From these letters, what would God say to St Michael’s, do you think?
