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Council Bible Study 2017 

The Rt. Rev. David Reed 

“Behold! I make all things new.” Rev. 21:5 

   Revelation 21:1-7  Zechariah 8:1-8 

 In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was 

without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the 

Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters. And God said, "Let there 

be light"; and there was light...After six days, God saw everything he had made, 

and behold it was very good...Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, 

and all their multitude...(Genesis 1:1-4, 31; 2:1) 

 Let's skip ahead a bit... 

 Then I saw 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 I saw the holy city, 

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

adorned for her husband; and I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, 

“Behold, the dwelling of God is with mortals. He will dwell with them, and they 

shall be his people, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe away every 

tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be 

mourning nor crying nor pain any more for the former things have passed 

away.” 

 And he who sat upon the throne said, “Behold, I make all things new.” 

Also he said, “Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true.” And he 

said to me, “It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the 

end. To the thirsty I will give from the fountain of the water of life without 

payment. Those who conquer will have this heritage, and I will be their God 

and they will be my children.” (Revelation 21:1-7) 

================ 
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 Despite the beauty of the passage I just read, the Book of the Revelation 

to John is one of the most difficult books of the Bible to get into, one of the 

hardest to make sense of, and thus, probably the least read of the New 

Testament. While there are beautiful passages, like the one we’re considering 

this morning, and there are powerful messages of hope, like, “Behold! I make 

all things new,” there are also many strange and forbidding passages, 

frightening images, and references and symbols that just don’t make sense to 

us. Some of what we find in it seems downright contradictory to the Way of 

Jesus. And it doesn’t help that horror movies like to draw on Revelation, and 

that the book has been used, abused and misused by generations of whacked-

out preachers and authors. 

  Episcopalians, and other lectionary-loving churches, may be 

especially in the dark about the book. It pops up in our Sunday Scriptures only 

about six times in our entire three-year cycle of readings. We tend to hear it 

most often at funerals, where its proclamation of God’s ultimate victory over 

death is a source of hope and strength for those who mourn. Even at the grave, 

we make our song, “Alleluia!”, joining with the chorus of the new creation.  

 Revelation is “apocalyptic writing,” and “apocalypse” means the same 

thing as “revelation.” The book is the retelling of a vision of the End. But in 

biblical terms, the “end” is not the screen going dark, but the goal, the 

completion, the consummation of what is intended. If you think of the question, 

“What end did you have in mind?” you’re getting at the meaning of the biblical 
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end—what is God’s purpose and intention? Almost all the books of the Bible 

start with the assumption that God has an end in mind and is working his 

purposes out in the people and events of everyday life.  

 So Revelation becomes the fulfillment of what God began "in the 

beginning." It is God's nature to create, make good, redeem and make new. The 

entire story of God's people, the story of us, is God creating, renewing, 

rescuing, reviving and recreating to bring us, and the whole creation, back to 

himself.           

 In Genesis, God calls Abram and establishes the covenant, saying, “Go 

from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I 

will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make 

your name great, and you will be a blessing.” (Gen. 12:1-2)     

 The prophets often weave together judgement and hope as they point 

toward what God is doing. To God's people in exile, in danger of forgetting the 

covenant, Isaiah proclaims, “In days to come the mountain of the house of the 

Lord will be established as the highest of the mountains, and shall be raised 

above the hills; all nations shall stream to it. (Is. 2:2) To a nation that has 

abandoned God's ways and is chasing after false gods, Jeremiah announces, 

“The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant 

with the house of Israel and the house of Judah…I will put my law within 

them, and I will write it upon their hearts…No longer shall they teach one 

another, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know me.” (Jer. 31:31-34) And in a 
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time of near-anarchy and faithlessness, Hosea promises that God's love will not 

give up: “The number of the people of Israel shall be like the sand of the sea, 

which can be neither measured or numbered; and in the place where it was 

said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ it shall be said to them, ‘Children of the 

living God.’” (Hos. 1:10) 

Revelation similarly proclaims a coming Day of the Lord, but this is a 

fulfillment of all previous fulfillments, the joining of a new heaven and new 

earth. God will bring history to its righteous and worthy completion, when the 

creation that has belonged to him all along will be fully restored to him, and 

will become “the kingdom of our Lord, and of his Christ, and he shall reign for 

ever and ever.” (Rev. 11:15) Whatever the present might look like, for better and 

for worse, it is only prelude to the glorious fulfillment God has in mind. 

 When Revelation was written, the present time was in turmoil. The 

reference to “the sea” in our passage describes chaos and rebellion. “Behold, I 

make all things new” is spoken not to a church secure internally or externally, 

but to a church where the foundations are shaking, and real threats to its 

continued existence are all around and within. It’s the late 1st Century—most 

scholars date the writing between 80-90 AD—and the world is unstable and 

undependable. The political and religious culture is changing rapidly. The 

Roman Empire still dominates everything, but cracks are beginning to show, 

and foreign powers are testing the status quo. After Nero’s death in 68, instead 

of renewed stability, there are three emperors in two years. The young Church 
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is encountering increased hostility from Jewish authorities and outright 

persecution from the Romans.        

 But there is also confusion and dissension within the churches. What is 

the proper Christian response to the “principalities and powers?” In a culture 

that worshipped many gods, how can the Church proclaim Christ alone, and 

him crucified? Christians were facing torture and death if they refused to curse 

Christ and pray to the emperor, one of whom (Domitian) humbly decreed that 

people should call him “our lord and god.”      

 Against this backdrop, John receives his wild revelation. He is exiled on 

the island of Patmos for being a Christian subversive. He writes the visions 

down and sends it as a letter to the “seven churches in Asia,” what we know as 

Asia Minor, in the region of western Turkey. We call it the Book of Revelation, 

but it’s actually a letter, much like the epistles of St. Paul—not so much the 

content and definitely not the style—but like Paul, John has particular 

churches in mind as he writes, and he is speaking to their particular 

situations. Though the book is often misinterpreted in an effort to “read the 

signs” in our own day—to connect the apocalyptic symbols and language to 

current events and people—it is definitely a letter that addresses the urgent 

realities of its original audience. Those Christians were less interested in, 

“When is the end coming?” and a lot more interested in, “What is the meaning 

of these present times?” and “How shall we live with hope?” and "What's the 

Church for?" 
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 These are the same kinds of questions we ask ourselves. We ask them 

when faced with personal crises--an illness, a broken relationship, a struggling 

friend or family member. We ask them when our churches suffer--internal 

conflict, declining numbers, indifferent members. And we ask them when our 

culture worships at a hundred different altars and our beloved country is angry 

and divided. 

 For the seven churches, Revelation was a trumpet call to be steadfast in 

hope, to continue following the Way of Jesus, to not give in to fear, to pay 

attention and behold what God was making new in their lives and their 

churches. The vision of God’s future—assured in Christ’s victory over death—

bent back into their present circumstances and gave them grace and courage 

to continue. In Revelation’s vision of the union of heaven and earth, they 

remembered the reconciled life in Christ to which they had been called. In the 

unending harmonies of the residents of heaven, they recovered their own voices 

to offer praise and prayer and to tell Good News. In the Lamb upon the throne, 

they remembered their one, true King. 

 But Revelation is given not only for the Church, but for the mission of the 

Church in the world. It contains a vision of God’s intentions, God’s dream, for 

human community, a revealing of God’s purposes in creating community. The 

new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven, adorned as a bride for her 

bridegroom, sheds light on all our communities—family, town, city, society. 

“The city of God, the new society in which God reigns over all, will look like 
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this,” John says. Revelation, then' is not only a source of comfort and hope for 

the Church, but a call to action in the communities and nations. 

 Again, it is a revelation of the consummation of God’s plan for the human 

family, the fulfillment of human longing to live in peace and harmony. Listen to 

this from the prophet Zechariah: 

 “Thus says the Lord: I will return to Zion, and will dwell in the midst of 

Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be called the faithful city, and the mountain of the 

Lord of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. Old men and old women shall 

again sit in the streets of Jerusalem…And the streets of the city shall be full of 

boys and girls playing in its streets…” (Zechariah 8:3-5) 

 What will make a city great, in light of Revelation, is that the people live 

in harmony, that it is a place—the dwelling-place of God—where children can 

play outside and old people can live unafraid and in peace, where those who 

are less “useful” to society are every bit as “at home” and valued in the 

community as the powerful, the productive, the wealthy and the elected. In 

God’s community, all receive their due; and what human beings are due is 

dignity and worth and gratitude. It seems that in the revelation of God’s true 

community, God sees that if those most likely to be overlooked and forgotten—

the young and the old—are NOT overlooked and forgotten, then the whole 

community will flourish, will become more like his city. 
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 Set the passage from Revelation side-by-side with the old prophecy from 

Zechariah. Set both beside community as you know it in your church and in 

your town or city. Consider our own society. We all sin and fall short of what 

God intends. But if we believe that God is making all things new, and if we 

believe that, by baptism, we have been joined to Christ in his death and 

resurrection and made participants with him in his mission, then far from 

despairing, we are given new hope, new courage, new joy to move further 

together along the Kingdom road. Keep your eyes open, and behold what God is 

making new. 

Questions for Discussion 

1) What do you see God making new in your life? In the life and ministries 
of your church? 

2) How is your church helping to build God’s city? What new thing do you 
see God making within your community? 

3) In light of the Revelation and Zechariah passages, what do you believe 
God is calling you and your church to do? 

BONUS QUESTION!! 

Ash Wednesday is next week. How might today's discussion be 
incorporated into your Lenten discipline of "giving up" and "taking on 
something new"? 

  

 

 


