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The new heaven and the new earth 

 

Acts 11:1–18 

Psalm 148 

Revelation 21:1–6 

John 13:31–35 

 

Text: Revelation 21:1-4 

Then 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. 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; 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.’ 

 

Introduction 

Does hearing how the movie ends or the final score of a game before you have a 

chance to watch the recording you made, spoil things for you?  While on vacation 

last February I was watching one of the games involving Canada’s Olympic 

women’s hockey team; I was not paying attention to the fact that the game I was 

watching was a replay for audiences that didn’t stay up in the middle of the night 

to see it live Beijing time.  My grandson took pity on me and asked, “Papa, do you 

want to know the score of that game?” “Sure,” I replied.  He told me the score and 

Canada had won by a large margin.  I found it fun then, as any anxiety over the 

outcome immediately dissipated, and then watched as the goals were scored 

knowing how many more were to come.   

 

1. In some respects our reading from John’s Revelation should have been prefaced 

with “Spoiler Alert!” Maybe even, “Super Spoiler Alert!” This is not just the end 

of the book of Revelation, nor just the end of the New Testament, but the end of 

the entire history of salvation as told in our Christian Bible. The lectionary passage 

itself ends with this proclamation from “the one who is seated on the throne”: “It is 

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

 

While knowing how a movie or sporting event ends often spoils the experience of 

watching, knowing how the Christian history of salvation ends is a word that 

speaks hope, bolsters faith, refreshes endurance, strengthens resolve to keep on 

clinging to Jesus Christ in faith in the face of so much in our world that seeks to 
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drive us away from him.  This is precisely why John shares his revelation—a word 

that came to him as a word of encouragement.  The word ‘revelation’ is the 

translation of the Greek word ‘apocalypse;’ it means ‘unveiling.’  

 

This text of scripture from the 21st chapter of Revelation is often read at funerals—

a wonderful word of comfort for such a moment.  But it isn’t only for those 

moments of bereavement.  In order to appreciate its wonder it is good to place it in 

the context of the entire book that we might hear John’s pastoral purpose that it is 

given to help us hold on to Jesus in faith in all the moments of our lives. 

 

The author of Revelation, John, was a pastor.  He wrote in order to lend 

encouragement and strength to Christians who were suffering terrible persecution.  

A tidal wave of persecution had engulfed the church in the year 65 during the reign 

of Emperor Nero.  Thirty years later, in the year 95 Emperor Domitian was every 

bit as cruel.  Another wave of persecution, another wave of torture and death, was 

bending Christians away from their conviction concerning Jesus Christ and their 

public confession of him.  John wanted to encourage and strengthen the people 

who were dear to him. 

 

Anyone who has read the Revelation of John realizes that John communicates with 

his people through pictures.  The pictures are immense, grotesque, and surreal all 

at once—almost like they came from modern dystopian graphic novels.  But they 

don’t.  They come from the older testament, particularly from the books of Ezekiel 

and Daniel.  John takes the pictures that his foreparents drew and applies them, in 

the light of Christ’s truth and triumph, to his suffering congregation. 

 

Now I don’t expect any of us will experience the kind of tribulation John’s 

congregations faced.  Nevertheless, to say that our tribulation isn’t like John’s is 

not to say that our tribulation won’t intensify.  Christian values are increasingly 

marginalized in our society.  You often hear the complaint that our society is 

divided.   Friends, social cohesion presupposes a shared value system; social 

cohesion presupposes a recognition of and ownership of the common good. When 

the common good cannot be agreed upon this leads to social disintegration. Public 

education, for example, is possible only as long as there is implicit public 

agreement as to the educational good. But is there? Is the ultimate goal and good of 

public education to educate, or is it to have students feel good about themselves or 

some other purpose?  With no agreed upon social good we end up shouting at one 

another. 
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It is my conviction that in this situation tribulation will increase for Christians as 

we declare where we stand and why, what we cannot accept and why, and how it is 

that the mind of Christ and the mindsets of assorted interest groups are not 

compatible.  It is already apparent that not even the mindsets of the assorted 

interest groups are compatible with each other.  When Christians hold up what is 

non-negotiable for us we shall appear first odd, then stubborn, then fractious, then 

disruptive, then indictable.  Let us never forget that early-day Christians were 

accused of atheism and punished for it just because they refused to recognize and 

honour the pagan deities of the Roman empire. 

 

2. The opening line of the Revelation is “the revelation (or unveiling) of Jesus 

Christ.”  The vision is given so the Lord’s people can catch a glimpse of what is 

really going on behind the cruelties of this world. In John’s vision he sees a sealed 

scroll.  The question is asked, “Who is worthy to open the scroll and break its 

seals?”  The scroll contains God’s plan and purpose in redeeming the world.  Until 

the scroll is opened God’s redemption won’t be known; more importantly, until the 

scroll is opened God’s redemption won’t become operative.  Until the scroll is 

opened, then, the world will only lurch and stagger as it has since the Fall, one step 

removed from chaos, human beings locked into their depravity and only worsening 

things whenever they try to wrench the world right.  John is so upset at the 

prospect of the world’s hopelessness—since no one is worthy to open the scroll—

that he weeps. 

 

Then he hears a voice.  “Do not weep. See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah … has 

conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals.”  John looks up, 

expecting to see the Lion of the Tribe of Judah, the Messiah.  He looks up and 

looks for a lion, and instead sees a lamb.  The Messiah is a lamb.  And this lamb is 

haemorrhaging.  This lamb is worthy to open the sealed scroll.  Now the bleeding 

lamb that John sees is no ordinary lamb; it has seven horns and seven eyes.  Horn 

is the Hebrew symbol for strength, power, might; eye, the Hebrew symbol for 

wisdom.  In other words, it is in the crucified one that the world will ultimately be 

rescued from chaos and bloodshed, for in the crucified one are found the whole 

wisdom and the whole power of God.  

 

3. As you read through Revelation, vision after vision reveals God’s judgement on 

the powers of this world (Babylon is code for Rome) and the victory this is in Jesus 

Christ; the powers of the world do not endure whatever their pretenses—what does 

endure is the kingdom of God and of his Christ.  And in this 21st chapter we catch a 

glimpse of the final state.  “Then 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.” I invite you 
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to put this sentence alongside our Lord’s promise to his disciples to go and prepare 

a place for us.  It is my conviction that the place Jesus went to prepare this place 

for us was the cross. 

 

Note the comparison between that which is new and that which came first.  There 

is a qualitative distinction between the two world orders. The word translated 

‘new’ usually indicates newness in terms of quality, not time; newness in time is a 

typical nuance of another Greek word.  The first was impermanent and temporary, 

whereas the second is to be permanent and enduring.  What is portrayed here is a 

radically changed cosmos, involving not merely ethical renovation but 

transformation of the fundamental cosmic structure, including physical elements.  

We are told, for example, that there will be no more night.  Despite the 

discontinuities, the new cosmos will be an identifiable counterpart to the old 

cosmos and a renewal of it, just as the body will be raised without losing our 

former identity. That a renewal or renovation is in mind is evident from verse 5, 

where the one seated on the throne says, “I make all things new.’ 

 

Friends, the One who created this world and the universe in the first place can 

certainly transform it into something new.  Now, why ‘no more sea.’ To 

understand what this image is conveying we need a brief survey of how the sea is 

identified in the book.  It is the origin of cosmic evil (Revelation 4:6; 12:18), the 

unbelieving rebellious nations who cause trouble for God’s people (Revelation 

12:18; 13:1), the place of the dead (Revelation 20:13), the primary location of the 

world’s idolatrous trade activity (18:10-19), and a literal body of water (Revelation 

5:13; 7:1-3). 

 

No more sea.  When the new creation comes there will no longer be any threat 

from Satan; neither will there be any threat from rebellious nations; neither will 

there be death ever again in the new world; no more idolatrous trade practice; the 

perception of the sea as a murky, unruly part of creation is no longer appropriate in 

the new cosmos governed by peace.  Literal seas separate nation from nation as 

they separated John from his church (in exile on an island), but in the new creation 

such a separation can be no more.  In other words, there will no longer be any 

threat to our existence (neither virus nor war), in the place where love can only 

give way to more love. 

 

Is all this just a pipe dream or pie in the sky? Every tear wiped from our eyes, no 

more death or mourning or crying or pain?  Is this simply John’s way of papering 

over the reality of pain and persecution in people’s lives?  John’s confidence and 

ours in the certainty of the wonders he sees is because of the certainty of Jesus 
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Christ.  Our confidence is in Jesus who promises these things.  As the Apostle Paul 

wrote, “For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children 

of God.” And then notes, “He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up 

for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else?”  I find this vision 

of John a wonderful word of encouragement to hold on to Jesus Christ in the midst 

of the swirling and rapid changes of our world that can sometimes throw us off-

balance.  I experience a stabilizing of the heart and mind.  

 

4. At the beginning of this message we noted that this text describes the 

consummation of the great story of salvation that the Bible tells.  One of the 

themes of that story is of God’s purpose to have a people for himself even though 

humans have all turned away from God.  The story begins in a garden from which 

the human was expelled due to disobedience and rebellion.  The story ends in a 

garden—Eden restored, in a manner of speaking, because of the obedience of Jesus 

Christ.  What occurs in-between is God’s saving work to have a people for himself.  

In the story of Noah we learn that wiping everyone out and starting again was not 

how this could be achieved.  Then we have Abraham who believed God, through 

whom God promised descendants as numerous as the stars.  Abraham’s 

descendants carry this story forward and we see Moses and Israel as the Lord’s 

people; but they were not the final answer.  All of this finally is fulfilled in Jesus 

Christ where God gives himself for us that we might be his people through faith in 

Him. 

 

I invite you to hear this theme of God’s purpose to have a people for himself; it 

was in the voice that John heard as he observed the new heaven and the new earth. 

“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.”  Typically in the older testament prophecies it speaks of a singular ‘people’ 

among whom God will dwell—as in our Psalm today (Psalm 148:13). But here the 

singular ‘people’ is changed to the plural ‘peoples,’ in order to make obvious that 

prophecies originally focused on Israel had an expanded fulfilment in every tribe, 

tongue, people, and nation because of Jesus Christ. 

 

We read today the early church story of how the gospel was also for the gentiles. 

And they praised God, saying, ‘Then God has given even to the Gentiles the 

repentance that leads to life.’ I will not speak for you, but as I read the glorious 

ending of God’s salvation story—which really isn’t an ending but only the 

beginning of that great future—I want to be among these peoples in the new 

heaven and the new earth.  The gospel declares that this is open to anyone who 

would believe in Jesus.  It was this same John who gave us that wonderful gospel 
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summary, ‘For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone 

who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”  Faith can begin 

with a prayer, ‘Lord Jesus make me one of yours.” 

 

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.’ 


