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The God Who Triumphs

Grace Community Church Sunday School

Carson, Don A. The God Who Is There: Finding Your Place in God's Story. Baker Books, 2010.

If we were to survey 100 random people at the grocery store (or wherever), how would you think they would describe heaven? Why is heaven a desirable place to go for the average person?

I. What Is New (21:1-8)

– John's vision of a “new heaven and a new earth” remind us of where we began back in Genesis: there, we saw the creation of the present heaven and earth.

– This new heaven and new earth is completely new: none of the stain of sin from this present age will be there.

– John makes reference to there being no sea. This is not a geographical statement about the absence of beaches; for the landlubber Israelites, the sea was a symbol of chaos, uncertainty, and danger. In the new heaven and new earth, there is no chaos, no uncertainty, no danger. All is made right.

– John's vision then immediately shifts; he sees a city, which he calls the “New Jerusalem” coming down from heaven.

– New Jerusalem obviously makes us think of Old Jerusalem, which was the capital city of God's people. It was the home of the temple, where God dwelt in the midst of his people.

– The fact that it's a city indicates the corporate or social aspect of the people of God. While God elects, calls, justifies, and glorifies individuals, his purposes are to save a people for himself for the glory of his name.

– In mid-sentence, John changes his metaphor again. This city coming down out of heaven is as a bride adorned for her bridegroom.

– God consistently uses the imagery of a man wooing and loving his beloved to describe his relationship to his people.

– “This is a powerful way of saying, in effect, 'The joy, the intimacy, the pleasure, the knitting together of soul and mind and heart and body, which we best know in our small corner in a well-ordered marriage, is only an indication of the kind of intimacy and joy we will experience when the church is united with Christ forever' ” (217).

– God himself then announces the incredible reality of the new heaven and new earth: the dwelling place of God and man are no longer separated. God now dwells with his people, with no barriers, no hindrances, no caveats, no restraints.

– The Israelites were rightly amazed, grateful, and awed at the prospect of Yahweh himself dwelling in the middle of the camp. Yet, they were still far off from him because of their sin and uncleanness.

– “Now in the last stage, the same language ('I will be their God, and they will be my people') is ratcheted up to such a place that the intimacy is so great, and God is so much present with them, that it is unthinkable that any residue of sin, decay, judgment, loss, or death can prevail anymore” (218).

– The perfections of the reality of God dwelling with men are then emphasized: no tears, no pain, no death, no mourning, no crying. Can you imagine?

– God himself testifies to the truth and certainty of these things, and gives an encouragement to persevere to the end.

– How does the call to perseverance fit in with this picture of the new heaven and new earth? Why is it there?

II. What Is Especially Symbol-Laden (21:9-21)

– This city that John sees has interesting features to its dimensions: first, the walls are 12,000 stadia in length and 144 cubits thick; second, the walls form a perfect cube.

– The number 12 (and its multiples) jump out at us because of the 12 sons/tribes of Israel and the 12 apostles. The measurements of the walls show that this city represents the entirety of the people of God throughout the ages, Old and New Testament alike.

– What is the significance of the perfect cube? Where else in the Old Testament do we find a building with dimensions that are a perfect cube?

– The Most Holy Place—the focal point of the tabernacle and temple—had perfect cube dimensions. It was the place where God was said to dwell on earth. The emphasis here is that all of God's people are forever in the very presence of God.

III. What Is Missing (21:22-27)

1. Temple

– Given the significance of the cubic dimensions, why would there be no temple there?

– There are no more separating curtains or dividing walls between God and man, nor between man and man.

2. Sun and Moon

– In the pre-industrial, pre-electrical cultures, sunlight and moonlight were more than time indicators. They afforded a measure of safety against danger.

– There is no more sun or moon, because there is no danger to fear. There's no danger to fear, because there's no sin and no curse that comes from sin.

– Entire nations are at peace. Kings bring their glory without rancor, selfish ambition, arrogance, or tyranny.

3. Impurity/Uncleanness

– There are many realities to this life that we accept as normal, because, as a result of the fall, there's a “new normal.”

– “Death is a just a part of life,” we hear. It's normal.

– There's always going to be somebody who's not going to like it. There's always going to be somebody who complains. There's always somebody who's going to ruin it for everybody else. It's normal.

– In the new heaven and new earth, the original normal is restored with no danger or fear of being lost.

– No lying. No deceit. No selfishness. No lust. No hate. No murder. No stealing. No disappointment. No pride. No arrogance. Nothing unclean will enter there.

IV. What Is Central (22:1-5)

1. The Water of Life Flowing from the Throne of God and of the Lamb

– What's the significance of the fact that the water flows from the throne?

– Even in glory, we cannot escape our utter dependence upon God (nor do we want to).

2. The Vision of God

– Why there an emphasis on seeing God's face? What's the significance of this, given what the rest of Scripture teaches (esp. Exodus)?

– How does this truth and reality correct and realign the perspectives of heaven from the folks at the grocery store?

