
REVELATION 21:1-5                   5/5/13 

 

Change of plan – Wally Driver 

 

It’s often the case that when I’m leading the life celebration of someone who believes in Jesus AND who’s suffered long and deep; or someone who’s led 

a full and extended life; I like to read either from Revelation 21 or Revelation 22 or both. 

 

So on Wednesday afternoon Chris Sharpe’s sister Tammy read today’s text at her grandmother’s life celebration which is a much better way of describing 

what we did than using the word funeral. 

 

And it is true in reading this text that as we plod through the world with all its struggles and setbacks, trials and tribulations, we’re given alongside our 

plodding, a vision, a glimpse of the final chapter, the end of the story – the spoiler in internet speak but hardly appropriate here. And my feeling is that 

this heavenly vision has important implications for how we live now. 

 

Revelation 21:1-5 

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. 
2 

I saw the Holy 

City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. 3 And I heard a loud voice 

from the throne saying, ‘Look! God’s dwelling-place is now among the people, and he will dwell with them. They will be his people, and God himself 

will be with them and be their God. 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.’ 

5 
He who was seated on the throne said, ‘I am making everything new!’  

Prayer 

 

Almighty and Ever Loving God, the Beginning and the End of all that is and all that shall be, give us a fresh vision of your promised glory and a renewed 

sense of your purposes for your creation. Refresh our hope for the completion of your good intent for the world, so that we might live today as those 

who have seen the shape of your future. Amen. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Our text introduces the holy city, the New Jerusalem, described in later verses as the beautiful, heavenly city of God, but also it’s a little strange to us - 

this how Stephen Adam saw it. 

 

PLAY THE HOLY CITY BY THE THREE TENORS – THIS IS AVAILABLE ON YOUTUBE 



 

We’re probably conditioned to believe (modern people that we are) that the reason this vision sounds so strange is that it’s a primitive, late first or early 

second-century vision. They got their important information for living through dreams and visions; we get our truth off the World Wide Web which by 

the way celebrated its 20
th

 anniversary this week. And on the WWW you can find a copy of the first website – it’s unintelligible to me. The early Christians 

of vision were often persecuted by the government for their faith; we live in a land where people are free to be as religious as they wish – maybe. 

 

And I'm not so sure we’re all that much more advanced. There’s the possibility that with our modern ways of knowing, our vision hasn’t expanded, but 

shrunk. Perhaps what we brag about as our freedom of religion is simply the freedom to practice a tame, domesticated brand of the Christian faith which 

dulls the mind instead of consuming us with passion. This was not an option in the first century. 

 

Here is visionary literature that claims, in the end, when all is said and done, God’s dwelling place will be among the people.  Our striving will be over and 

we’ll have nothing better to do than to enjoy being in the full, radiant presence of the God who through the ages, planned to be with us. 

 

Revelation specializes in strange metaphors and challenging symbols. There are those who think that our greatest challenge with apocalyptic biblical 

literature is to decode the symbols, to figure out what the strange metaphors mean. I wonder if the greater challenge is opening up our closed minds to 

such sweeping claims about God. 

 

BODY 

 

This passage is the culmination not only of the book of Revelation, but also of the whole Bible. You could 

think of the Bible as one long journey toward this great hymn, 

this vision of where everything is headed. Of course, there have been many detours along the way. Things did not turn out exactly as God meant for them 

to develop in allowing for human sin and rebellion. 

 

Yet finally, through all the twists and turns, the setbacks and the detours, this is the grand vision toward which God has been moving His beloved 

Creation: 

 

‘Look! God’s dwelling-place is now among the people, and he will dwell with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be 

their God. 
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 vision of the holy city of Jerusalem, this ‘home of God among the people’ is then relayed in great detail. An angel takes John up on a high mountain 

and there, he dreams or envisions God's city coming down from heaven. And quite a city it is! There are no churches or temples in this city, not even a 

church as beautiful as ours……  

 

I came down at 7 this morning to make sure the heaters were on - I care for your comfort. I’d left them on Wednesday ready to come on at 7 but I had 

the sneaking suspicion it was a long way till Sunday. And sure it was, someone had turned the thermostat back to zero. I’d just like to say that when the 

thermostat is set for 20 it means they heaters will come on at 7 on Sunday. Trust me on this one. And I may one day learn to trust others but not today. 



Anyway there was a man standing outside the church who started walking away when I arrived. As I drove home I saw him walking past the shops so I 

stopped and asked him if he wanted a ride. He was carrying a cigarette and a can of beer. And I judged him! He said in response to my question. No I live 

just up the road and then I’m off to church. Oh where do you go - Hugh’s church – St Peter’s? Great I said I go to Caversham Baptist. That’s good he said 

and God bless you and he was off. Actually I don’t go to Caversham Baptist – this is the wonderful but temporary community I belong to before we all 

move to the New Jerusalem; that is if you want to come. 

 

Churches aren’t needed in God's city, because God will be all in all. Churches that point toward God won't be needed because God will be fully present no 

need for searchlights, torches or red lights flashing - not even a sun or a moon in God's city. Get it?  

 

All the light we need will be from God’s glory. There are no polluted streams, no mercury-saturated lakes or acid rain in the city of God. There's just one 

pure crystal river, flowing from the throne of God. A river runs through it – that’s chapter 22. 

 

 

There are no hospitals in the city of God; and no Southern District Health Boards for that matter. No mental health clinics; nobody's on chemotherapy or 

dialysis. The healing of God flourishes and shimmers like the leaves on a tree. There are no gated communities in God's city. No exclusive country clubs. 

No prisons, no jails, no lockdowns and for the travellers among us no airport security checks.  

 

No! The gates of God's city are always unlocked and opened wide all the time, and the previous citizens of all nations walk the streets in security and joy. 

God's dream city – is this simply ‘pie in the sky’ theology; an unrealistic vision? I don't think so. 

 

As a matter of fact, I’m absolutely persuaded that we can’t live responsible, faithful, and ethical Christian lives in the present until God gives us a clear 

and compelling vision of His future. 

 

The Christian life is too difficult and demanding, the way of Jesus Christ is the way of the cross, and how are we to keep at it? I think we can only keep at 

it if we have some sense of the ultimate, final destination, the last chapter of the story. That's what Revelation, the last book of the Bible, is about. 

 

And it’s the answer to the question, how do we persevere? How do we keep working at it even when we don't see immediate results from our labours? 

We look to the city! 

 

So I'm saying that this vision in Revelation is not some poetic ‘pie in the sky’ dreaming. It's more a promise. It's God’s promise, ‘This is what I'm doing to 

repair creation. This is how I'm going to eventually bring my creative work to completion.’ Notice that this vision doesn't invite us to leave the earth and 

go to some distant heavenly city. No, God's city is coming down here. This is what God is doing to restore creation, I promise you; bringing God down to 

us; God with us. 

 

We log onto or watch or listen to the news each morning. There, on most days, we see or hear terrible events caused by human folly, ignorance, and sin. 

And often the worst misdeeds are the result of people who thought they were doing good!  Like the genocides and ethnic cleansings done in the name of 

God; like excluding people from our society because they’re different – what ever form of difference that takes. Like judging people because they’ve got a 



cigarette or a can of beer in their hands. There’s the capacity of human beings to do harm and evil to each other even when we try to do good; maybe 

especially when we’re trying to do good. 

 

Arthur McGill many years ago put it this way: ‘It doesn’t do any good to tell people that they need to behave themselves and stop treating other people 

selfishly and hatefully and start serving others. Whether people serve themselves or serve others isn’t entirely in their power to choose; it’s a function of 

the kingdom to which they think they belong.’ We act with a world that we can see. Our deeds are related to the world in which we think we’re living 

sand our hope for the future. 

 
And over and alongside the catastrophe reported daily there’s some good news: We’ve scaled a high mountain with John. And we’ve caught sight of a 

city to which all who believe belong, a city where the light of God is all in all and the gates are open night and day and there’s no hunger or homelessness 

or violence. We’re citizens of that hope and the way we hope changes the way we order our days. The city in which we hope changes the way we live. 

 

A Chaplain serving in a university context once said ‘You know it is true. If you don’t have some vision of what God is doing to repair creation, you can't 

get up and go to a soup kitchen every day. The world will finally beat you down.’ If we don't have some vision of what God is doing to repair creation, we 

can't get up and do service to the neighbour every day, because the world will finally beat us down. And increasingly from my observation you won’t find 

a reason to regularly worship with God’s family unless you have a vision of what’s to be? 

 

 

 

And I find it most interesting that and I wish I could find the quote, that the people who believe most fervently in the life to come are those who work 

hard to make a difference in the here and now – William Wilberforce, Elizabeth Fry, William Booth, Mother Theresa, Martin Luther King, Bob Pierce etc, 

etc.  

 

When we leave this building today, those who don’t share our hope will think that we belong to their city. And they're going to expect us to behave 

according to the customs of their city. Surprise them. Let them know the city to which we belong and show them how children who walk the streets of 

the New Jerusalem live. 

In her book Amazing Grace Kathleen Norris tells about her friend. This friend was beside her own mother's bed trying to give her some comfort as she lay 

dying and said, ‘Think mamma, you are about to enter heaven and everybody you love will be there.’ 

 

And her mother rose up from her pillow and she said, ‘No. It's not that everybody I love will be there. It's that I will love everybody who's there.’ 

 

Our hope, our final hope, transforms us and makes a great difference in the here and now. 

 

 

 


