
A New Heaven and a New Earth 
 

At the end of Scripture, the writer John sees in a vision a new heaven and a new earth, the 

Holy City, the new Jerusalem (Revelations 21-22). He envisions a time when the 

dwelling of God is with men, and he lives with them. They are his people, and God 

himself is with them and is their God. He wipes every tear from their eyes. And there is 

no more death or mourning or crying or pain. The old order of things has passed away. 

Everything is made new!   

 

John is carried away in the Spirit to a mountain great and high, and he’s shown the Holy 

City, the new Jerusalem. It shines with the glory of God. And it has a great high wall. It’s 

absolutely safe. Nothing bad can happen to the people inside. The city has twelve gates 

each made of a single pearl. It’s laid out like a cube, 1400 miles to a side, 1400 miles 

wide, 1400 miles long, and 1400 miles high, or actually in the measurement unit of that 

time, 12,000 stadia wide and long and high (this 12 x 10 x 10 x 10 thing again). Picture it. 

Put it up against the Empire State Building. 

 

It’s built with all kinds of jewels of astonishingly dazzling colors, and the great street of 

the city is made of gold as pure as transparent glass. There is no temple in the city; the 

Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple so that it has no need of the sun or the 

moon. The gates are never shut for there is no night there.  From the throne of God and of 

the Lamb flows a river, the river of the water of life, down the middle of the great street 

of the city. On both sides of the river stands the tree of life bearing fruit all year round. 

And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations. And God’s servants, the 

population of this city, will reign for ever and ever.   

 

John, you may recall, is writing to people who desperately need to know this: to 

struggling believers in cities along the eastern Aegean seaboard around AD 95, meeting 

in secret in small, dark places behind locked doors, fearing for their lives, overwhelmed 

by the glory of Rome, by the raw power of Rome, risking death because they would not 

say Caesar is Lord. As a result, their businesses were boycotted, and their property was 

confiscated. Maybe some they loved had already been beheaded or burnt at the stake. 

And they had to hear John’s message: that a time is coming when every tear will be 

wiped from their eyes, and there will be no more death, no more mourning, and no more 

crying or pain. But every human being sooner or later needs to hear this.  

 

And the reference is clearly to Heaven—to how the story we find ourselves in ends. But 

wait. Could there be something more going on? Look at 21:2. John sees the Holy City, 

the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully 

dressed for her husband. Coming down out of heaven! What is it that comes down out of 

heaven? And what does this imagery of the bride of the Lamb suggest to you?  Is it 

possible then that there is meant to be on earth now something that matches this 

description? Notice that in this picture there are still tears for God will wipe them away 

(21:4). There are still wounds (22:2); the leaves of the tree of life are for the healing of 

the nations. The gates are open to those who have not yet entered. The invitation is still 



open to come to the river of the water of life, which is at the center of the city (22:17). 

“Come!  Come!  Whoever is thirsty, let him come!” So there is a future promise here, but 

there is also a present reality.  We look forward to salvation, but we already have it. We 

look forward to the kingdom of God, but we already have it. We look forward to eternal 

life, but we already have it. We have passed from death to life, John says elsewhere. Or 

as the writer of Hebrews puts it (12:22): You have come (past tense) to Mount Zion, to 

the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God, to the church of the firstborn. This text 

then, yes, describes Heaven, but it also describes the church as God intends it to be. And, 

in fact, the difference is very small between the church as God intends it to be and 

Heaven itself. Heaven can be pictured as the church at its finest, freed from its earthly 

distractions and limitations, and from all the things—all the pride and the fears—that foul 

up churches. 

 

This raises then a very large question. Have we maybe, perhaps sold the church short? 

Have we settled for our low expectations, rather than God’s intentions? Settled for too 

little because it was easier? In all our various experiences of church, have we maybe, 

perhaps missed something about the church Jesus left behind? You see, the whole point 

of the book of Revelation is the glory and triumph of the church with the climax coming 

in Revelation 21-22. Heaven, yes, but it is with the present church that God lives and 

dwells (21:3). Paul writes (in 1 Corinthians 3:16) that the church is God’s temple now. 

Heaven, yes, but it is the present church that is to provide answers to, healing for, tears 

and mourning and pain (21:4). Christians are meant to wipe the tears from the eyes of the 

world—to feed the hunger, care for the sick, shelter the homeless, heal the brokenhearted, 

welcome all the world’s outcasts now! Heaven, yes, but it is in the present church that 

there is no longer significant, meaningful death (21:4). As Jesus says in John 5:24: 

Whoever hears my word and believes has eternal life. Such a person has crossed over 

from death to life. Now! Already! Heaven, yes, but it is within the present church that 

God is making everything new (21:5). The church has for so long been the defender of 

the old that we forget this. But Christian experience is always about: New life! New 

birth! New wineskins! New possibilities! New relationships! New ways of thinking and 

living and feeling! The new way of the Spirit! Always this sense of newness, of 

freshness, of dynamic life, not what is old and tired and just the way it’s always been. 

The story is always of the Spirit of God hovering over the chaos of the world and creating 

life. “I am making everything new!” If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old 

has gone, the new has come (2 Corinthians 5:17) now! Heaven, yes, but it is through the 

gates of the church now that people are invited to come and take the free gift of the water 

of life (22:17).   

 

So just maybe there’s a new way of being Christian. And just maybe that’s alright. Just 

maybe the Christian experience is about making all things new. Always. Telling a new 

story—well, not exactly a new story, but a story different from the one that’s long been 

told by churches. A story people are hungry to hear. In our times, there is a real backlash 

against a certain kind of Christianity, because the story churches tell, as they tell it, is not 

a good story. First, it’s too small. It’s not about the whole world.  It’s about one particular 

kind of people subscribing to a very narrow notion of reality. It’s not large enough for all 

the other stories of the world, and all the other stories it dismisses or ridicules. And the 



story as it’s told ends badly, very badly, with a God said to be loving consigning vast 

numbers of people to excruciating torment, to pain beyond imagination, not just for a 

minute or two, or an hour, or a week or a month or a year, or ten years, but forever and 

ever and ever. And more and more sensible, caring people everywhere are coming to 

reject that story.   

    

But what if our story were large enough for all the other stories of the world, and what if 

our story ended beautifully, yes, with justice done, in ways only God can know and 

accomplish, but also with “good news of great joy that will be for all the people,” with a 

multitude saved, rescued, healed, the image of God shining radiantly within them, a 

multitude being transformed into the likeness of the Lord with ever-increasing glory?  

 

—Dale Pauls 


