31st July 2011

Revelation 22:1-6 
Perfect Future  

Here we are, at the end of the E100 series. It is both a huge privilege and a huge challenge for me to be preaching the last in a series, which has taken us through what Melvyn Bragg has termed ‘The Books of Books’ ( Bragg, 2011), telling God’s great story and our part in it. It has taken us through the wondrous story of creation; through the fall; flooding and destruction of the world; the amazing escape of a group of slaves who became a great nation; through the stories of  Judges, Kings and prophets-many of who are like very familiar childhood friends- David, Samson, Daniel & Jonah to name but a few; through to the awesome birth of the Messiah, his  cruel death and wondrous resurrection and the Gospels telling of his life and works and spreading the Good News; through the exciting, but dangerous birth of the early church; the travels and letters of Paul and others and finally through to the visionary book of Revelation. From alpha to omega, A to Z or if you prefer from Genesis to Revelation. It really is ‘The Book of Books’ and would be the films of films too!
Revelation is apocalyptic writing, which was very popular 200 years BC to 200 years AD  (McGrath,  Christian Theology & Doctrine p444) and very commonplace in Jewish culture and was especially prevalent during the period of Babylonian  Exile in 587BC ( Lion handbook of the Bible p457) and can be a difficult style for us to get our heads around. Christians haven’t always agreed on the details, but it is a book that requires us to use our imagination and concentrate on the big picture. Often in Bible commentaries chapters 21 and 22 are looked at together after the ‘doom and gloom’ of preceding chapters, as they are about the New Jerusalem, new Kingdom of God and how unbelievably wonderful it will be 
Catch the Vision

Please feel free to close your eyes if you want to

The verses that ____________ read to us begin with the image of a river with crystal clear, pure water. This is linking back to Ezekiel’s prophecies, where the water is a little trickling brook. Here it is full and flowing, no longer a trickle. John Schultz in his commentary of revelation says ‘fullness and completeness exist from the very beginning; there is no longer an element of growth.’ This river is God’s Holy Spirit being poured out continuously onto His people and filling them with life. It is the water of life mentioned elsewhere in the Bible e.g. psalm 42 & 46, Isaiah 12:3, John 4:10-14) and it flows directly from the throne of God and the Lamb (Jesus). Throughout this passage God and the Lamb are always mentioned together in equal standing. 
In Genesis 2 vs. 9 two trees are mentioned, “the tree of life also in the midst of the garden and the tree of knowledge of good and evil.” The 2nd verse of today’s reading mentions the ‘tree of life’- this is referring to the same tree of life mentioned in Genesis.  What God has created in the garden is described as ‘pleasant to the sight and good for food,’ so all is serene, beautiful, peaceful and mankind has a close relationship with God. If we read further, in Gen 3:22 once mankind has eaten the fruit of the forbidden tree of knowledge, God bars man from Eden which also has the effect of preventing man from eating the fruit of the tree of life. However, in this passage of revelation, it is saying that when this vision comes to pass, we will once again live with God and will now be able to eat freely of the fruit of the tree of life. Schultz says the ‘tree of life’ is symbolic of man’s right to have fellowship with God; whereas the ‘tree of knowledge’ represents man’s disobedience & his turning away from God.
Be inspired
The tree bears 12 varieties of fruit, which represent the 12 tribes of Israel, or more widely the nations of the world. The leaves of the tree will bring healing to the world -peace, harmony, freedom & security. The world will live as one and will be at one with God. Things will be once again restored to the way they were at creation, before the fall
The curse (brought about by humankind’s disobedience) will be reversed; all will be made new, not part but all and believers will have a wonderful existence with God living amongst us and it will be ‘the happiest and most joyful time imaginable, and humankind will never again abuse its freedom’ (Lion handbook to the Bible p776). Verse 5 refers to no more night; no more darkness with the implication that there will also be no more evil. God’s light will be on us and with us.
Be uplifted

Verse 4 says, “They will see His face and His name will be on their foreheads.” Why is this of special significance? Because throughout the Bible people did not see God’s face on pain of death e.g. Moses (Ex 33: 20,) Jacob wrestled with God in the dark before daybreak (Gen 32: 24-26) and Job (Job 19:25-27) understands that when he dies he will see God with his own eyes. So this really is a big deal- at the end times we will see God face to face. 
The 2nd part of this verse is also interesting; all the translations I looked at (NIV, amplified Bible, CEV and ESV) say that His name will be on their foreheads- this implies a mark or branding. We, as Christians, bear God’s mark or stamp upon us. Earlier in Rev Ch 13: 16 it is made quite clear that those who do not belong to God i.e. have God’s mark upon their forehead, will have the mark of the beast on their right hand or on their forehead. So God’s people have been separated out and are redeemed and will be glorified at the time this passage talks about. It should be evident in our everyday lives that we belong to God, we have a mark or if you like ‘something different about us’. 
Paul, in Ephesians 1:13 says, ‘When you believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit’. I have met just a few very special people, on whom this mark was unmissable- you just knew they were Christians without even asking- it was just that obvious.
When Samuel was young and tried some new food, if he wasn’t sure if he liked it or not, his mouth would go up and down at the same time and he’d say “Quite, quite not” which became rather a favourite saying in our house! “Quite, quite not” rather sums up the tension we have about the Kingdom of God- It’s “quite, quite not” here or “Now but not yet”. If we look at the Kingdom of God being about a relationship with God we begin to see how this all fits. The relationship (kingdom) with God is begun in our earthly existence (now) but is not completed or justified until the end times (not yet). 
Verse 6 begins with statement verifying the truth, trustworthiness & authenticity of the vision, but all translations contain words of urgency ‘soon’; ‘shortly’ or ‘right away’. Why is John so concerned about the immediacy of the coming of Christ? John knew that it was and still is important to believe in the imminent return of Christ, because if we don’t accept this as true - the danger is that our service for the Lord and anticipation of His return slackens, opening up the possibility of temptation and half heartedness in our worship and in our lives. We become ‘lukewarm’ Christians. I was once asked by a preacher friend, “What would you do differently if Jesus walked through the door right now?” It is a good question and if we are really living in the imminent return of Christ, we might genuinely be able to say, “I wouldn’t do anything differently!”, but I suspect for most of us, myself included, we often lack that urgency.
Be filled anew with the promise of God’s unfailing love for us

Revelation was written to encourage the 7 churches of Asia Minor (modern day Turkey) who were facing extreme persecution and hardship. John is assuring them that no matter what they face; no matter if evil appears to be winning the day that this will not be the case for ever. This then, is also a message for our times. Yes there is poverty, war, famine, global warming, corruption, murder, genocide, on a worldwide scale, but closer to home there are situations like domestic abuse, ill treatment of the elderly & vulnerable; anti-social behaviour; greed and materialism; money worries; lots of drink and other social problems; people with fractured families and relationships. Even as Christians, we too may be subject to these contemporary evils–we are not exempt. One of my best friends, who was a Christian when I met her over 24 years ago, was, for many years, married to an abusive and adulterous husband. One of my fellow street pastors from another church has a husband who was an alcoholic; another man was in a violent gang and all that that involved, before he was redeemed by Christ’s love. Other Christians known to me personally, have children who have become involved in such things like self harm or binge drinking, or have real major debt problems.
John’s writing should encourage all of us. Jesus’ great sacrifice of Love, results in hope for a future which is perfect- no matter what the situation we find ourselves- in whether 1st century Turkey or 21st century Britain. When we look at the state of our planet and our community it does appear that evil has the upper hand. John says rest assured this will not always be so, God will remain faithful and will deliver his people (McGrath NIV Bible Companion), we can depend on this hope.
So Revelation brings us full circle- back to where we started, in the bible and in this E100 series to a perfect blissful, ideal world, in a close relationship with God.

I have been immersed in the book of revelation- not just from preparing this sermon. I was, as you may know, involved in the 400 readings to celebrate 400 years of the KJV from 9am Monday morning through until 11pm Friday night at the end of June. Chris and I went back to listen to the book of Revelation. Just sitting there soaking it in; the last 3 readers were particularly brilliant .They read with passion and conviction, showing their love of and delight in God’s word, bringing this often difficult book alive, the images danced in front of my eyes. I have caught the vision. I am inspired and uplifted. As well as reading this book in your Bibles, listen to it also or play music or look at the 6,720,000 images that a Google image search on revelation generates! Anything, which conjures up the depth and beauty of this most amazing book for you.
.........Catch the vision

.........Be inspired

.........Be uplifted

.........Be filled anew with the promise of God’s unfailing love for us

.........Long for a time when we live with God and the Kingdom is completed in us and we see Him face to face.
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