TEXT: Revelation 21:1-22:5

SUBJECT: Images of Heaven


If you visit a retirement home for Baptist pastors, it won’t be long until you hear the old men griping about today’s preaching—and how it isn’t as good as it used to be.  One of the proofs they’re sure to cite is the fact that hardly anyone now preaches on hell.  And when he does, he’s likely to soften the blow with words that make it seem an uncomfortable place instead of what it is—a lake of fire, a bottomless pit, and chains of darkness.    The old men are right: hell isn’t preached on the way it used to be.  If it were, pastors would be fired for lowering the self-esteem of their people and maybe put in jail for hate crimes.  


But along with this sharp decline in the preaching of hell, there’s another drop off that may be even steeper, and that is the preaching of…heaven.  

We hear a lot of sermons on the love of God, but it’s almost always a Mickey Mouse Love.  How the love of God picked me up when I was down, how the love of God got me the boyfriend I wanted, how the love of God helped me lose weight.  These things are the product of God’s love and I wouldn’t have you be unthankful for them. 


But the fullness of God’s love is not in finding you a girlfriend or getting rid of that pimple on your nose or giving you a good job or healing your stomach flu.  No, the fullness of God’s love is heaven.  Be mindful of other mercies?  Of course.  But don’t be satisfied with anything less than God’s best,

“One thing I have desired of the LORD,

that will I seek: that I may dwell in

the House of the LORD all the days

of my life, to behold the beauty of the

LORD and to inquire in His Temple”.
David said this of the Tabernacle on earth—the one that was then in Jerusalem.  But the sacred tent was only a model, something like a model car or ship you built when you were a boy.  The real Tabernacle is in Heaven.  And it’s the Real Thing we ought to long for with all our hearts.    


That’s what today’s sermon is for—not to fill time or even to accurately open a chapter for you.  Its aim is to make you long for heaven, and with that longing to live as though you’re going there.


Revelation is full of symbols.  Herschel Hobbs said if you take it literally, you’ll lose your mind.  And he’s right.  The first chapter says the Book is symbolic, that our Lord didn’t speak to John with His customary straightforward prose, but that He “signified” to the man, that is, He used signs or symbols to teach us what we need to know about the past, the present, and the future.    


Symbols are not to be taken literally—but they’re not as hard to understand as they’re often made out to be.  What they do is form pictures in your mind and the obvious feeling they stir in you is normally what they’re meant to teach.  


In the last two chapters of Revelation we have a long string of images—heaven is like this in one place, like that in another, and like something else in a third. 

A SEALESS WORLD


The first thing heaven is like is a world without seas, 

“And I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first

heaven and earth had passed away.  Also there was

no more sea”.


At first glance, this isn’t very heavenly.  I love going to rocky beaches and listening to the rhythm of the surf.  You may enjoy swimming in the ocean or diving or sailing or some other water sport.  


But remember, Revelation wasn’t written directly to us—to us, yes, but not directly.  Our Lord Jesus was a Jew and so was John who took down what He said.  And to the Jews, the sea was not a fun place!  To their way of thinking, the sea was a place for invasion.  The Greeks and Romans had come from the Sea to devastate and enslave the people of God.  


But in heaven—the Lord says—there is no more sea!  In other words, there is perfect and eternal safety.  The world and hell are brimming over with enemies, but they can’t get to us in heaven!  Think of the terrifying beasts that appear in Revelation—they’re like lions and panthers and dragons, and so on.  Think of their raging and roaring and plotting against us. But all to no effect.  Heaven means security.  


Think of the appalling things that can befall you on earth.  A college girl is driving to school one morning when her car is hit head-on by a drunk driver.  She’s been paralyzed or maybe killed.  


Think of a quiet family sleeping in their beds one night when criminals break in to rob, rape, torture, and murder them.    


Think of the secretaries sitting down to work last September 11th, only to hear a loud noise and…they’re gone, with husbands and parents and little children left behind.  


Think of the child abuse that goes on, the kidnapping, and other things I’m too ashamed to mention.  


We live in a dangerous world—all of us do—and there’s nothing we can do about it!  Good neighborhoods are not good enough; careful driving cannot be too careful.  


But heaven is a world of perfect security.  And the world you’re going to if you believe in Jesus Christ.  

A WEDDING


A second thing heaven is like is a wedding, 

“Then I John saw the Holy City, New Jerusalem,

coming down out of heaven from God, prepared

as a bride for her husband”.


When it comes to parties, there’s nothing like a wedding.  Singles are becoming a couple and with their marriage the hope of happiness and children and laughter and growing old together.  It’s no wonder weddings are often big and splashy affairs.  


 What’s true of our weddings was doubly true of the Jewish weddings our Lord had in mind here.  If you think our weddings overdo it, you ain’t seen nothing yet!  Jewish weddings at the time were extravaganzas deluxe.  

For one thing, they lasted a whole week—seven days of non-stop eating, drinking, music, and dancing--all in their version of tuxedos and evening gowns.  For another thing, weddings were public events—the whole town showed up!   To a people who believed in family, saw few divorces, and knew that one lucky couple would bring Messiah into the world, a wedding was a celebration of life!  The bride and groom are still toasted with the Hebrew word, “Chaim”—i.e., to life!  


Not all weddings are so happy.  I’ve been to weddings that broke my heart: where a Christian woman marries an unsaved man or where the couple is plainly too young for the responsibilities of married life or, in one, where the bridge and groom had seven previous marriages between them!  And, then, of course, there is always the shotgun wedding to dilute the happiness of the party.  


Yet even in a fallen world where couples don’t always live happily ever after, weddings are happy events.  


But the wedding banquet of heaven is far happier than what we’ve seen in this world.  The Bride and Groom are wonderfully suited for each other—Christ and the Church were made for each other.  The marriage is perfectly holy, mutually satisfying, and has no end.  

THE TABERNACLE


Heaven is also like the tabernacle,

“Behold the Tabernacle of God is with men, and He

shall dwell with them, and they shall be His people

and God Himself will be with them and be their God”.

        This third image is steeped in the history of Israel.  When God’s people came out of Egypt and made their way toward the Promised Land, God met them at Mount Sinai in a display of infinite power.  The whole mountain shook, the peak burned with a flame unquenchable, a think cloud hovered over it, and God spoke with the voice of a ear-splitting trumpet.  Even Moses, who had been a commander in Pharaoh’s army and experienced with danger, trembled and quaked before the Almighty.  


God made a pledge to His people.  He would live with them and they with Him.  But because He is so glorious, He would not show Himself fully to them because—if He did—it would kill them.  They were not prepared to see God face to face and live.  


He ordered a tent to be put up, a specially designed tent, made of dyed fabrics and full of curious and costly paraphernalia.  The tent would have curtains dividing one part from another.  Anyone could come into the outer court, but only priests could come closer.  And even they were kept out of the Inner Sanctuary, where only one man could enter—the High Priest, and even he only once a year and only with sacrificial blood.  


The Tabernacle, therefore, served two purposes.  It brought the people to God while at the same time, keeping them from getting too close—not for God’s protection, but for theirs.  


In heaven, there is a Tabernacle—the real one, the one on which the Old Testament one was modeled.  But unlike the one back then, this one is open to all.  The forbidding curtains have been pulled back and the Ark of God’s Divine, Radiant, Overpowering Majesty is there for all to see!  


And here’s the punchline: In heaven, we’ve got the eyes to see it!  With our sins forgiven, our characters remade and our Advocate at God’s Right Hand, we can look on God with full enjoyment.   We cannot do that now—He’s too big to see with the eyes we have now and our guilt won’t allow us to make eye-contact with Him.   


But in heaven the barriers are taken down—“He will dwell with them” means we’re fully accepted and we know it.  That’s why there’s no place for crying, death, pain, or sorrow in heaven.  


In one of the Bible’s most riveting scenes, the Tabernacle is set up in the wilderness and the priests enter it to minister to the Lord.  But then, the glory of the Lord descends on it, and the men cannot bear it.  They run from the Sacred Glow.  


But in heaven, we’ve been glorified ourselves and so we can bear His glory and enjoy it forever.  

A GLITERING CITY


The last image is also the longest and most magnificent.  It rambles over most of our text, starting in v.9 and ending in 22:5, then it’s picked up again.  


Heaven is like a glittering city!  It’s a giant cube, shining with the glory of God.  It’s made up pure gold, but, somehow the gold is transparent.  The foundation is made of precious stones, even the light sparkles with something like the radiance of a diamond.  


It reminded John of Jerusalem in its heyday, only it was far better than anything he had ever thought of.  No rabbi expounding  the Bible had ever done it justice; not even the prophets had ever seen anything so magnificent.  It was more ornate than a baroque palace and simpler than a Shaker’s cottage-- at the same time! 


Trying to get his bearings, John looks for the Temple, but he can’t find it because God and His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ are the Temple!  Then he looks for the sun or the moon but they’re gone too.  You see the old lights are no longer necessary, for

“God Himself illuiminated it and the 

Lamb is the Light thereof!”


At last he staggers to the center of the city and He finds a Throne where God and the Lord Jesus sit together.  From that throne there’s a river flowing, and whoever drinks that water never thirsts again!  Overhanging the river there is a tree of life, bearing 12 fruits.  Whoever eats from it gets what Adam would have gotten if he’d been patient and obedient—a life that cannot be lost.  The leaves of that tree heal ever wound—no more pain, sorrow, resentment, bereavement—every curse wiped away.  


Finally, John sees the servants of the King and His Prince.  They’re ordinary men—sinners like everyone else with their share of weaknesses and folly.  Yet they’ve been transformed by the Vision Splendid and now they see His face and His Name is written on their foreheads (meaning they’re His forever).  


How do you translated Divine Poetry into human prose?  You don’t.  You just think about what John has shown you and you laugh and cry at the same time.  

“Behold the man the king

delights to honor”.


Based on what we deserve, there’s nothing too bad for us.  But, based on what Christ has done for us, there’s nothing too good.  The Living God with His infinite wisdom and power, put both to maximum use to make a world for us to enjoy forever.  


This is not mythology; it doesn’t belong in the fantasy or science fiction part of the book store.  No, heaven is a real place, more real than Fremont, California.  And it’s ours!  Jesus Christ said so,

“In My Father’s house are many mansions,

if it were not so I would have told you.  

I go there to prepare a place for you, 

And if I go I will come again to receive

You to Myself that where I am there you

May be also”.

HEAVEN AND EARTH


If heaven is really there, you can go there.  But you can only go God’s Way, which is through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.  There is a road to heaven and everyone is welcome on it.  But only one.  Go to heaven by Christ or you don’t go at all.


If heaven is really there, why are you allowing some stupid and worthless thing to keep you from going there?  It’s incredible what trifling things keep people out of heaven!  The love of money, the fear of embarrassment, laziness, cheap idols, vulgar pleasures.  Yet they do.  Men fall short of heaven every day so they can get at the things they want more.  


If heaven is really there, why don’t you think about it more?  It will do you good—“Whoever has this hope in him  purifies himself even as He is pure”.


You know heaven is really there because—if you’re a believer—it’s already in here.  Salvation is not only great in the future, but it’s great now, too.  Before a man gets into heaven, heaven gets into him.  In the Lord Jesus,

“Christ in you, the hope of glory”.

