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Let’s talk today about the life everlasting. John says, Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth (21:1). Do you remember what the comedian and film director Woody Allen has to say about the life everlasting? Allen says, “I don’t want to live on in the hearts of my countrymen; I want to live on in my apartment. I don't want to achieve immortality through my work. I want to achieve it through not dying. I don’t believe in the afterlife, although I am bringing a change of underwear.”

When we read the book of Revelation, we think it is about the End Times when God will bring this world to a final conclusion. I can understand that wish. When John wrote in 95 of the first century, Christian believers were being persecuted and killed because they pledged allegiance to Jesus Christ and refused to call Emperor Domitian “my lord and my god.” 


John predicts that before The End does come, they will continue to suffer. When the Lamb opens the fifth seal, we see those killed for their Christian witness and hear them cry out in song, “Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long will it be before you judge and avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?” (6:10). They and we are told to wait a while longer until others (including the hearers in worship) are also killed for their faith. John does not promise us that we will avoid hardship and persecution, but instead tells us to expect it. The “grinding” of the great tribulation does not stop in our lives. 

As I said last week, after the seven seals of chapters 4-7, we hear about the seven trumpets (chapters 8-11) and the seven bowls of wrath (chapters 15-16). The pain and destruction does not stop. Rather than reading Revelation as a linear list of events which will happen in a specific order in history, consider these images of seven seals, seven trumpets and seven bowls as revolving around and around in a spiral. Our history is a continuous cycle of human destruction (conquering power, war, famine and death) and natural disasters such as earthquakes. In these visions John says that the grinding does not stop in our lifetimes.  


I have seen many outlines of Revelation. One way to approach this book is to see three major divisions of Revelation. Each section begins with a worship scene and continues with a vision of seven. In Part One we have an introductory vision of the glory of Christ (1:9-20) which is followed in chapters 2-3 by the seven messages to the churches (2:1-3:21). Part Two begins in chapters 4-5 with a vision of worship in the throne room of God and is followed in chapters 6-18 by visions of destruction announced through seven trumpets and seven bowls of wrath. The last thing destroyed is Babylon (which is the symbol for the Roman Empire). In  chapters 19-22 we have Part Three with the final sevenfold vision of the parousia, last battle, binding of Satan, millennium, defeat of Gog and Magog, last judgment, and New Jerusalem. This final section begins, of course, with a vision of worship of God (19:1-11). 1  
THE VEIL


In the Greek text the first word of this last book of the Bible is apokalupsis (apocalypse). Some books in our Bible are named for the first word in the text; thus, we call it Revelation—apocalypse. We had “Snowpocalypse” this winter and refer to “The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.”  The title is not plural (Revelations) but Revelation. The Greek word apokalupsis means “a revealing, an uncovering, a disclosure, an unveiling.”

Many read this book as an unveiling of what God will do at the End Time. For those languishing in poverty and disease, for those who do not know if they will be tortured and killed before morning, for those who are persecuted and harassed daily, I can see how a vision of God bringing this world to a Big Conclusion is comforting to them. I imagine many of John’s first hearers there in Asia Minor at the end of the first century saw the nearness of the End of Time as a comfort to them. For those of us who are not being persecuted, who have good health care, and who have enough food to eat today, we have a difficult time saying with John and those first congregations, “Amen! Come Lord Jesus!” (22:20).

I read this book as not only about the future but also about the present. I have said that John is writing to let us know that we can have hope for the future because we know the past. In the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ the Lion strength of God is shown in the little lamb standing as if it had been slaughtered (5:6a). John believes that we can know how this God will act in the future because we know in our past and our present that the Lord comes as both Lamb and Good Shepherd for us. 

After a worship service begins chapter 19, John offers us seven scenes of God’s ultimate triumph over evil. In chapter 21 John and we have a seventh scene of a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. . . . and the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. (21:1-2)

A loud voice from the throne says, “See, the home of God is among mortals.

He will dwell [tent] with them as their God, they will be his peoples,

and God himself will be with them, 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.” (21:3-4)

Here John lifts the veil and shows us what happens at The End. Those who suffer today can be comforted that their everlasting future will not be as bad as their present. We can find comfort in the truth that our God will be stronger than the evil which threatens us. 

What if, however, John is not lifting the veil to show us the future but to show us what God is already doing in our world? In the film, The Matrix, the character Morpheus describes the “veil” as “the world that has been pulled over your eyes to blind you from the truth.” 2  John’s vision lifts that veil and lets us see that God is working in our world today. 


In verses 5-6 God speaks for the first time since 1:8, and says, “See, I am making all things new. Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true. It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.” I believe this is not just a promise for the future but also a pronouncement for the present: It is done!

What is done? I learned from the theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg (b. 1928) that what God has done in the resurrection of Jesus is a “prolepsis.” The word “prolepsis” means “taken before” and “anticipated.” Pannenberg’s point is that when God raised Jesus from the dead, the Lord did to Jesus in our history what the Lord will do for the rest of us at the end of time. God has resurrected Jesus and has taken a future event of the End Time and brought it back as a historical event into our time. In other words, Jesus’ resurrection is a “proleptic event,” and “anticipation” of what will happen to each of us one day; for we, like Jesus, will be resurrected into a new heaven and a new earth.

Specifically, to view the resurrection of Jesus as a proleptic event means that our neat division of past, present and future is merely a thin veil we have created to order our lives. “See, I am making all things new” God says from the throne. When does all creation adore God? When do the saints sing praises to the one on the throne? When does the church gather around the throne of God and worship God and the Lamb? Someday or today? The answer is “Yes!”
LIFE EVERLASTING

I do believe that at times in our worship services, Bible studies and retreats the veil is lifted and we catch a glimpse and a sense of how we will spend the life everlasting with God. Sometimes we encounter those thin places that open up into an experience of the spiritual world. Divisions of time melt away and we are in what some call “the eternal now.”

My favorite philosopher and the main focus of my doctoral dissertation is Gabriel Marcel, a French existentialist of the last century. In one of his plays, Marcel has a character say that to love another is to say, "You, you shall never die." 3 Marcel has taught me that to experience the physical death of someone you love is not the end of the relationship with that person. And we do not just “remember” that loved one. To love someone is to say, "You, you shall never die." In other words, death will not terminate our loving relationship. We will somehow still be in conversation with those whom we love.

My mother died of colon cancer almost a year ago. Last month just before I awoke one morning, I dreamed of my mother coming into the room in her house and sitting on the couch. She was not in her nightgown and on her deathbed but dressed in a red blouse and shorts. She looked great. She turned to me and said, “Bob, how are you doing?” “I’m fine!” I responded. For a few seconds the veil between the future and the present had lifted. I was in the eternal now. 

Some here attended the burial service this week for Abe Siemens, Rear Admiral for the Coast Guard and an active member of VBC before he moved away. Susan, his daughter, told us on Wednesday that Abe was in declining health but still able to move around with a walker. She said that on the day he died (March 30), Abe woke up and said, “My parents are coming to get me today.” Abe was 86 years old and his parents have not been on this earth for a while. Later that morning he told his nephew, “Standing behind you is your father’s mother.” The nephew looked around and saw no one there. Louise, Abe’s first wife and mother of his children, died fifteen years ago. For a few seconds the veil between the future and the present had lifted. He was in the eternal now. 

John lifts the thin veil and lets us see how God is already working in our world. God is on the throne proclaims, “See, I am making all things new!” I believe that. Do you? 
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