The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Easter 5, Year C
The Text: Revelation 21:1-6

Have you noticed how folk who aren’t sure if there’s life after death refer to heaven in their everyday speech, like “Good heavens!”, or “Heaven forbid!”, or “Isn’t that heavenly?” If you bring up the subject with them, they often respond that surely this life isn’t all there is. We feel we were made for greater things than to stay dead forever.

Someone once said, “That the world is simply a gigantic graveyard – that’s too bad to believe!” To not believe in life after death is to acknowledge that death is stronger than life. God, the Creator and Giver of life, tells us that life in all its stupendous, superlative glory is His final purpose for us. Most of us don’t think much about heaven. It’s easier to deal with today‘s problems than to focus on eternity. Just those Christians who have been the most effective servants of Jesus Christ on earth have meditated most on heaven. The more we read and meditate on what the Bible says about eternal life, the more effective we will be in witnessing to Christ here on this earth. The stronger our desire for heaven, the more wonderful this life now becomes. Revelation chapters 21 and 22 seeks to strengthen your longing for heaven.

St. John’s awesome vision of a new heaven and a new earth is the climax to all the Bible says about God. This vision has sustained the faith and hope of countless Christians for some 2,000 years as they suffered persecution, deprivation and grief. We think also of the awesome art and the marvelous music this welcome vision of the new Jerusalem has inspired. Our Lord gives us a foretaste of life in heaven in our worship, in moments of prayer and in the reception of Holy Communion, in order to whet our appetite for eternity.

A longing for a perfect community lies deep in the human heart, throughout the ages. Thomas Moore wrote a book about the perfect city, a book called Utopia. The Pilgrim Fathers went to America with dreams of forming a perfect society there. The communes established in the late 60s were to be little Utopias. We may be able to imagine a perfect city on earth, but all our attempts to make it are doomed to fail. God is creating for us what we cannot achieve ourselves. The human dream for a Utopia finds its fulfillment in Revelation 21-22.

This old universe, marred and spoilt by sin, will pass away and in its place there will be a new home for us, a home of unimaginable freshness and newness. This new heaven will feel more like home than the dearest spot on earth. St John gives us only tantalizing glimpses of its limitless splendor. The indescribable marvels of heaven cannot be presented neatly in brochure form. All the changes of this life prepare us for the greatest change of all – from an existence bound by space and time, to an unrestricted super-abundant life free from all the limitations of time and space.

The Holy Spirit prepares us for life for all eternity with the Trinity by “un-preparing” us for life here on this earth. St Paul’s view of the glory we will experience in the life of the world to come radically altered his understanding of what, why and how we suffer here. He said, “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us (Romans 8:18).”

No modern writer has helped us understand heaven better than C.S. Lewis. The death of his dear friend Charles Williams “had the very unexpected effect of making death itself look quite different: I believe in the next life ten times more strongly than I did”, C.S. Lewis writes. 

We’re interested in and fascinated by new things. “New” is the keynote of the New Testament – “a new covenant”; “new wine”; “new creation”; “new life”; “new nature”; “new and living way”. The word “new” in today’s text means “unprecedented, better than ever before, fresh and pristine in quality”. God’s new creation of everything will be better than the Garden of Eden, where Adam and Eve fell into sin. We won’t be like they were before the Fall, but we will be like Jesus Christ, as we at last perfectly reflect His glory to one another. The greatest thing about heaven will be to see God the Father and Jesus Christ, our Brother, face to face at last. Jesus will be heaven’s greatest attraction and the best reason to be there, to be forever with our Lord.

The centerpiece of the new universe will be the new Jerusalem where we will share the company of all those saved by faith in Jesus Christ. A city teems with life in all its variety and diversity. Heaven isn’t just about God and me enjoying each other’s company, but it is about worshipping the Triune God and serving Him together with that great crowd no one can number. The God of unending grace, mercy and love merits unending praise and thanksgiving. All activities there will be for His glory and will therefore partake of the nature of worship. The rest of creation, freed from its bondage to decay, will share in the glorious liberty of the children of God. We have flowers on our altars as reminders of this, as does our use of music in our worship here on this earth. Heaven will be a very musical place.

Heaven will be known especially for what won’t be there ever again. There won’t be a sea, because the sea represents chaos and restlessness. The sea kept St John’s fellow Christians at a distance from him. In heaven no physical object will keep us at a distance from others. Heaven will be marked by unimaginable closeness to the Triune God and our fellow worshippers. Death and all its negative consequences will be no more. No more mourning, pain or crying. What parental tenderness is expressed in the words: ‘God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” Former pain, hurt and injuries will never again be remembered. God will super-abundantly restore the time disabled Christians have spent in wheelchairs. Those who were deaf will at last hear symphonies like they’ve never heard before. Those who were blind will feast on sights of unimaginable beauty that will more than compensate for their deprivation of sight here on earth.

In heaven we’ll bathe in beauty, bathe in joy, and swim in God’s overflowing love. Heaven means eternal life, not just because of the endless joy there, but because of our never-ending celebration of God’s inexhaustible goodness. To enter into the joy of the Lord will be a festival of ever growing wonder and amazement. We will be simultaneously safe and adventurous, youthful and mature, wise and playful. Luther was excited about heaven. He believes that in heaven, “at your word, a tree will bear nothing but silver leaves and golden apples and pears, the fields will bear grass and flowers which shine like emeralds and other beautiful gems. In short, whatever delights your heart shall be yours abundantly. For we read that God Himself will be everything to everyone. But wherever God is, all good things that one may wish for must also be present.”

Luther continues, “We will play with the sun and all the creatures. … All creatures will have their fun, love and joy, and will laugh with you and you with them.” The most useful quality you can take with you there is a capacity for enjoying surprise. Heaven will be full of unending surprises. We will recognize loved ones there, more by who they are – Christ-like saints – than by what they look like. Better than that, we will know them with a depth, insight and love unimaginable here on earth. Those you’ve won for Christ in this life will be your “crown of rejoicing (1 Thessalonians   2:19).” 

“What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the human heart conceived, what God has prepared for those who love Him (1 Corinthians 2:9).”

In the meantime, “rejoice that your names are written in heaven (Luke 10:20)”, and make sure you will rejoice at the end of your life here, in the best gift of all, the life with Christ Jesus that’s too good to ever end.

“I am confident of this, that the One who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the Day of Jesus Christ (Philippians 1:6).” Amen.

