New Heaven, New Earth (5-18-25)
Fifth Sunday of Easter

'Then | 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. 2And | saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God,
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 3 And | 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 and be their God; 4 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.” * And the one who was seated

on the throne said, “See, | am making all things new.” Also he said, "Write this, for these words are

trustworthy and true.”  Then he said to me, “It is done! | am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and
the End. To the thirsty | will give water as a gift from the spring of the water of life. (Rev. 21:1-6, NRSVUE)

A long time ago, when I was backpacking in Greece, I longed to visit Patmos, an
island in the Aegean Sea. It’s well known as the place where John the Apostle
received the vision that later became the Book of Revelation in the New Testament.
Unfortunately, I had to give up that plan because the ferry workers were on strike.
Even if [ managed to reach the island, there was no guarantee of when I’d be able
to leave. So instead, I decided to go to Samos Island, the birthplace of the famous
Greek philosopher and mathematician Pythagoras.

Revelation is often called an apocalypse. Although many people think of the movie
title when they hear the word “Apocalypse,” it is the Greek word for Revelation.
While ‘revelation’ means something disclosed or openly made known, the Book of
Revelation is paradoxically one of the most veiled and puzzling books in the Bible.
Moreover, many New Testament scholars say the Book of Revelation is one of “the
most feared, misunderstood, misused, and even abused” books in the Bible.!

The Book of Revelation was a pastoral letter to Christians in Asia Minor (present-
day Tiirkiye), written toward the end of the first century when Christians were
confronted with persecution and trials. Chapters 1-3 of Revelation especially
helped each church in Asia Minor recognize its strengths and weaknesses. They
were encouraged not to shrink back in the face of persecution but to stand firm,

" For example, see James M. Efird’s Revelation for Today. As Wesleyans, we are blessed with the Wesleyan
Quadrilateral, a tool that helps us understand the Christian faith. John Wesley taught that Scripture is central,
but tradition, experience, and reason work together to provide deeper understanding and prevent
misinterpretation. This approach is especially helpful in understanding complex books like Revelation,
ensuring we grasp their intended message and meaning.
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equipping themselves with faith, love, and hope in God. Summed up in two words:
Hold fast!?

I still remember James M. Efird, a Duke professor, lecturing enthusiastically on the
meaning of the numbers and symbols in Revelation. For example, he said, “The
seven golden lampstands (1:12) mean the seven churches! Since the number seven
in those days represented ‘completeness,’ John is addressing this to all of the
churches, not simply these seven! Prof. Efird was famous for teaching Revelation
easy to understand and I can personally attest to that.

Today’s reading, John 21:1-6, gives us a glimpse of God’s final revelation. Here,
John shifts our focus to the new age awaiting God’s people. Did you notice that the
Bible contains two creation stories—one in Genesis and the other in Revelation? In
this second creation story, John says, “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. 1
saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God,
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.” (Rev. 21:1-2)

In a way, we are more accustomed to images from movies and novels like Left
Behind or the concept of the ‘rapture’—a term not actually found in the Bible.
Notice—John doesn’t describe people going up to heaven. Instead, the heavenly
city descends to earth. The image of a bride beautifully dressed for her husband
reveals that this will be a joyful celebration for God’s people.

John sees a new heaven and a new earth, replacing the old. It is God’s new
creation—almost like a cosmic version of 2 Corinthians 5:17: “If anyone is in
Christ, there is a new creation; the old has passed away, and new things have come
into being!” A distinctive feature of John’s vision is the absence of the sea. In his
time, the sea was seen as an enemy. Ancient people feared it because they lacked
tools like a compass or GPS and struggled against its dangers. To them, a world
without the sea was good news—a welcome relief for those weary and fearful of
battling with the sea and its unpredictability.

According to Efird, the disappearance of the sea signifies the end of persecution—
no more evil power! In Revelation, the sea is where the beast, representing the

2 Luke T. Johnson, The Writing of the New Testament.
3 William Barclay, The Revelation of John.



persecutor, emerged to threaten humanity’s eternal destiny (Rev. 13:1).# But the
Good News is that victory over evil and death has already been won by God and
the risen Christ.>

In the midst of a marvelous spectacle unfolding before John’s eyes, John heard a
loud voice from the throne: “See, the home of God is among mortals. God will
dwell with them; they will be God’s peoples, and God will be with them and be
their God; God 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.”

The voice explains that the descended New Jerusalem means God’s dwelling with
mortals (or humanity), especially the people of God. When the loud voice says,
“See, the home of God is among mortals,” the home of God is also translated as
the “tabernacle of God” or the “dwelling of God.” It is a promise that not only will
God dwell among us in the new, transformed heaven and earth, but also a promise
that God will become all in all, embracing and becoming new creation itself. In
God’s new holy city, God’s presence is direct, intimate, and never distant.®

When the old creation is replaced by the new, God—ever present and near—will
gently wipe away every tear from the eyes of God’s people. No more pain, no more
persecution, no more suffering. Only comfort, healing, and the embrace of a love
that never fades. Even now, when we are exhausted and have no strength to endure
things anymore, when we pray with tears, even when we are so weary that we
cannot pray, God comes to us and wipes our tears with an empathetic heart. How
comforting, encouraging, and empowering this is. Death is gone for good—tears
gone, crying gone, pain gone—all the first order or things gone.

The Enthroned continued, “Look! I’'m making everything new. Write it all down—
each word trustworthy and true.” God continued, “It is done. I am the Alpha and
the Omega, the beginning and the end.” The same God is the God from creation to
eschaton, that becomes a new beginning. God, the source of every life, promised,
“To the thirsty I will give water as a gift from the spring of the water of life.”
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Revelation is not an escape story to heaven. It is a story of God coming to us and
dwelling with us. It is a story of the final reconciliation of heaven and earth. It is a
story of the sacred restoration of God’s creation. All of this is what God will
eventually do. God will make all things new.

The Book of Revelation calls us to live each day in God’s new creation. We are
invited to embody and strive for God’s kin-dom in every moment. Henri Nouwen
puts it beautifully: “We belong to God from eternity to eternity, and our earthly life
is just a brief opportunity to say, ‘I love you, God, too.”” This becomes our
confession—that every present moment is a sacred time and space where we can
respond to God’s endless grace and love and participate in God's new creation.

I close this sermon with a word of hope: As Easter people, we are continually
invited to live in God’s new creation—renewing our spirits, transforming our lives,
and embracing the hope set before us. May we walk forward in faith, trusting that
God is making all things new. May we open our hearts to renewal, trusting in
God’s hands to shape us with love, deeper grace, and ever-renewing joy.

And all God’s people say, Amen!



