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Fifth Sunday of Easter

May 2, 2010
Revelation 21: 1-7
Many years ago, during that time in my life that my children like to refer to as “the ancient days,” you know the dark days before cable TV, the internet, iPhones and Facebook, my brothers and I rode our bikes over to one of our friends to play.  I was probably about seven years old or so.  When the time came for us to go home, we jumped on our bikes and sped down the driveway which was on a fairly steep hill; something along the lines of Mt. Everest! At least, as a small boy, that’s how I recall it.  Unfortunately, at the bottom of the driveway, sat a bunch of loose gravel and when my back tire hit it I wiped out.  Both the bike and I tumbled and skidded across the street.  I think every bit of gravel on that street was imbedded in some part of my body.  I was bleeding from head to toe, my bike was all banged up with the front tire all twisted out of shape and I had totally ripped up what was a new shirt my mother had just bought me.  That, however, wasn’t the worst of it.  My friend had a neighbor who was out on his porch, an older man, who actually started laughing and making fun of me because I was crying. (Now is the time that you all are supposed to collectively say, “Aw” in sympathy.)  However, as a seven year old I was pretty mortified by that and him laughing at me actually hurt more than all my wounds.  I picked up my busted bike and body and limped home with the help of my brother.
Expecting my mom to be angry because I not only wrecked my bike but tore up my new shirt, I admittedly, didn’t want to go in the house.  However, being the gravel-laden, bloody mess that I was, my mom did what every mother would have done.  She saw me, picked me up, cleaned me up and bandaged up my many cuts.  

During the first-aid process though, I poured out my soul to her about the man who made fun of me and how belittled I felt.  She told me how sorry she was and that she knew exactly what would make me feel better.  She then sat with me for the next hour wiped away my tears, hugged and showered me with kisses and you know what, she was right, it did make it “all things better.”  My bet is that at some time your life, you too have experienced that blessing from God. The blessing that God has given mothers the amazing ability to take all the bad stuff that happens to us, and with a simple kiss, “make all things better.”
In our text for today from Revelation, the apostle John speaks of the promise of God that he too is going to take all the “bad stuff” and make “all things better.”  In fact, our merciful and loving God will not just be making all things better, he will be making all things new again.  You see, what John gives us in Revelation is a glimpse into our future.  He shows us what the very hand of God will do as he eliminates all traces of sin and evil in the universe and, more importantly, in our lives.  He shows us our new home, where we will dwell in peace with Almighty God himself.  However, it is not a divine kiss which is making all things better; it is the divine sacrifice of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

I have to tell you that I absolutely love this passage in Revelation 21 and I do so for a couple of reasons.  One, it speaks to us of the certainty of God fulfilling his promises for us.  Part of the brokenness of this world includes the fact that people break their promises all the time.  Businesses promise to honor their warranties but seem always to look for the loophole so they don’t have to pay off.  Politicians promise voters the world during the elections but rarely, if ever, come even close to delivering on them. Grooms promise their brides to be faithful until death but 50% of marriages still end in divorce. Friends promise to always be there for us until the time comes when we actually need them “there.”  Then they are nowhere to be found.

Our God, thankfully, is not like that.  He is not like us.  He always keeps his promises.  After Adam and Eve sinned in the garden he promised a Savior.  He kept that promise and sent Jesus to die on the cross in our place.  And, he has also promised that he will fix all the bad stuff that sin has wrought in this world and in our lives.  From this passage we learn again that God will keep that promise.

  The second reason I like this passage is that it clarifies for us what our life in eternity will really be like. We all have an idea of what we think heaven is going to be like.  In the musical version of Victor Hugo’s, Les Miserables, there is a little orphaned girl named Cosette who, for all practical purposes, is living the life of slave.  She is overworked, underfed and much abused.  She sings a song called, Castle on a Cloud, in which she envisions heaven.  Listen to the words of the first two verses, “ I have a castle in the clouds.  I like to go there in my sleep.  There aren’t any floors for me to sweep. Not in my castle on a cloud.  There is a room that’s filled with toys, there are a hundred girls and boys.  Nobody shouts or talks too loud.  Not in my castle on a cloud.”   

Cosette paints a lovely picture, doesn’t she?  And, I think it probably reflects what so many of us think about heaven.  Somehow we have this idea of our future home as an immaterial place floating somewhere out there in the sky and we as disembodied spirits drifting about in the ether.  That, however, as we see from our text, is not quite accurate.  The new heaven and earth that John speaks about are not separate place but, are together.  We are not going to some never-never land of thin, ghostly shapes and clouds.  It’s not a place where you can poke your fingers through people only to discover that they are spirits you can’t hug or touch.  No, what John speaks of is something tangible and rock solid; as physical as you and I are today. 

John tells us that “. . . I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away. . .”  When John speaks of things being new, the word does not mean new in the sense of time or origin, like when we say we are getting a “new house” or a “new car.”  Rather, the word means new in the sense of “quality” or “nature.”  God’s plan is not to obliterate everything and start over from scratch.  His plan is to renew what he has created so that it returns to its pristine condition before the fall of Adam and Eve into sin.  God’s plan for his creation will, in essence, take us back full circle to that time when Adam and Eve first walked and talked with God in the Garden of Eden.  His plan is to restore his marvelous creation to what it once was when he declared the quality or nature of it to be “very good” back in Genesis.  When John says in our text, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man.  He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God,” that’s his point.  God is working to get us back to Genesis where he dwelled with mankind without any hint of sin or evil hindering his relationship with us.

This is what God is shooting for:  a physical eternity where we will dwell in a physical world with physical bodies.  There will be a continuity between this world and the world to come.  There will be a continuity between the new heaven and the new earth and, there will be a continuity between the body you have right now and the body you will have when Christ returns to take us to paradise.  God doesn’t trade your body in for a new model which, I find to be very good news because to be perfectly honest, I’ve kind of grown attached to the body I have. However, just as his plan is to fix this world, his plan is also to fix our bodies.  You will have the same body, with, however, a huge exception . . . this time there will be no chance for sin, and my dear friends in Christ, that is a very big exception.

Just think for a moment what sin has done to God’s good creation, to us, to you, to me.   First, it separated us from God.  Adam and Eve could no longer walk with him in the garden.  If you go back and read the Genesis account you see that they feared the very One who created and loved them.  Now, all men born since Adam, view God as their enemy.  Second, it caused endless turmoil in our relationships with other people.  History is filled with examples of man’s inhumanity to man.  Cain killed his brother Able.  Sodom and Gomorrah became the epitome of corruption and evil.  King David committed adultery with Bathsheba and murdered her husband.  The Roman Emperor Nero used Christians as torches to light his garden at night.  Hitler killed six million Jews.  Two teen-aged boys massacre their classmates at Columbine High School. Terrorists kill over 3000 by flying planes into a couple of buildings. Little children are shot by drug dealers in the south side of Chicago. The list man’s sin is sad and it is endless. 

The third  thing sin has done is that has subjected our bodies to corruption and failure.  When I was younger, I never worried too much about that.  Sure, like every child, I occasionally got sick but would be outside playing ball as quickly as I could.  Over time, however, pains and aches have found their way into my life and even the thought of going out and playing ball is becoming a more and more distant memory.  Our bodies simply get older and, as we know, they eventually give out bringing death to us all.  That is the greatest tragedy of sin.  We who were created for life, now all die.
 But, the promise of God through Christ is that all the “bad stuff” will be gone.  My dear friends in Christ don’t you look forward to an eternity where you are free from the evil of this world?   Think of the peace you will have when you are able to look out on the world and see nothing but goodness, purity and holiness.  Imagine the day when you will never again see people sick or ill.  Imagine the day when you will never again see people abused or murdered.  Imagine the day when you will never again see people treat each other in anyway but loving.  I do look forward to that, but, I look even more forward to being free from another evil. . .the evil of my own heart.

As silly as it seems, for years after that incident of falling off my bike I harbored anger and hatred toward that man.  Every time I saw him in the neighborhood I could feel the rage bubble up.  More than forty years later, and I hate to admit it, it still bothers me some and he has probably been dead for more than thirty years.  I don’t want to have sinful thoughts any more.  I want to be rid of all my anger, hatred, frustration, self-centeredness, greediness and the whole myriad of sins which persist in my heart.  Don’t you long for the day when you will wake up and experience nothing but peace?  Doesn’t your spirit groan for the time when not only will you be free from a world filled with sin but from your heart that is filled with sin?  Don’t you just want to exhale with a huge sigh of relief and say, “Thank you Lord, Jesus for saving me from all this?”  

I do, and my fellow redeemed, that time is coming for all of us.  God is making all things better, he is making all things new and he has guaranteed this for us not through a kiss, but through the divine sacrifice of his Son, our Savior Jesus Christ.  What Christ did for us on the cross is the guarantee of our future.  His sacrifice for our sins and for our sake brings to us the promise of a new world and a new life where we will live in peace and happiness in the new heaven and the new earth.  Jesus’ blood set things straight.  He took all the evil and sin of this world and, in the words of the apostle Paul in Colossians, “he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.”  Our Lord has won this battle with evil.  He rose victorious over it and now promises all who believe in him an eternity of peace and happiness including freedom from every sin and evil.  What he did on that cross all those years ago still stands sufficient to guarantee all those who believe in him eternal life and release from sin in God’s new creation.  

God has made to us that promise.  He made that promise to Coltin today as well in the waters of baptism.  Marietta, this is what God has in store for your son and he will keep his promise to him.  He has promised a new creation for all who believe and trust in Christ’s death and resurrection and in that creation, God will once again make his dwelling with all people  The time is coming, hopefully soon, when you will be able to walk up to the Creator of the universe, put your arms around him and be overcome by the magnitude of his love.  He will be your God, and you . . . you will be his people as it should be.  He will make all things better as the mighty hand of God wipes away all your tears.  There will be no more mourning, crying or pain.  God’s promise through our Lord Jesus Christ is to remove, to eliminate, to do away with, to erase anything and everything that could cause of pain or sorrow.  That’s what God has in store for us.  He will make all things better. To God be the glory.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

