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Revelation 21:10, 22−22:5
No Sun, No Moon, No Night
When we walk toward God, we will have all the light we need. 

AT A GLANCE: 
China recently announced plans to launch a satellite over Chengdu that would be a fake moon, helping to illuminate the city after dark, thus saving money on electricity. This idea is an ancient one, really. Today’s epistle reading — from the last two chapters of the biblical canon, proposes the same idea, but takes the concept even further — a city with no sun, no moon and no night!

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Stick-On Love,” May 9, 2010. 

For an alternative idea pertaining to Acts 16:9-15, see “You’re the One with the Bleed Kit.”

China is planning to upgrade the moon.
We know China has been advancing rapidly in technology, but upgrading the celestial nighttime orb? Really?
Well, that’s not quite what China is planning to do, but what their technologists have in mind is impressive nonetheless. They plan to launch a fake moon or even several fake moons — actually “illumination satellites” — over the city of Chengdu (population of 11.5 million), so that the light from these spheres can help illuminate the city after dark. Their light is supposed to be eight times brighter than moonlight and provide a dusk-like glow. If they work, it’s projected that they will lessen the need for street lamps and thus lower electricity costs. 
While this may all sound far-fetched, China is not the first to try to light up the night from the sky above. Back in 1993, Russia proposed to spread an aluminum-covered plastic film in space, attached to a spacecraft to reflect sunlight back to earth — which, of course, is what the moon does. Russia hoped this film could add to the moonlight at night. It was called Project Znamya, and in testing, it had a very brief success over a very small area, but myriad problems led to the project being abandoned. 
An orbital mirror made of diamonds also figured into the plot of the James Bond film, Die Another Day, but that was fiction.
But suppose the Chinese project turns out to be successful beyond all projections — so successful that they can keep daylight going around the clock. Would people like that? Would you? 

24-hours of daylight?	
To give us some idea, we have the experience of people living in the northern reaches of Alaska, Iceland and other places above the Arctic Circle who have 24-hour daylight for almost two months every year. According to Alaska-based climatologist Brian Brettschneider, people love it. It’s not uncommon to see people mowing their grass at 11 p.m. or hiking at midnight. People who need to sleep certain hours may use blackout curtains, but most people welcome the ongoing light. 
There is, however, a related psychological downer, Brettschneider says, but it’s not because of the daylight itself. Rather, it’s knowing that there’s a time window coming where you can’t do outdoor activities. That, says Brettschneider, is a little depressing. “There’s a sense of urgency to get summer activities done before the daylight clock runs out,” he says.

The city of perpetual light
But what if a city had its own light to such a degree that it had no need for light from either the sun or the moon? The final two chapters of the Bible, Revelation 21-22, speak of a “New Jerusalem,” the ultimate home of those whom God has made righteous. And in the description of that city is this: “And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb” (21:23). And talking about the righteous who will live there, it says, “And there will be no more night; they need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign forever and ever” (22:5).
In this vision of the world to come, the city is illuminated in a different way. Inhabitants exist in a realm where light sources as we understand them are not needed. The “Lord God” is all the light that will be needed.  
While we can’t explain this in any kind of scientific way, we shouldn’t be surprised that the God who said “Let there be light” at the beginning of the creation is, in fact, the same God who is the Light of Life at the end of time.  

Literal or figurative?
That said, we recognize that when the Bible uses the words “light” and “darkness,” more often than not, a figurative meaning of those terms is intended. For example, when the author of 1 John says, “God is light and in him there is no darkness at all” (1:5), we understand that as a figure of speech, meaning that God is altogether good, with no trace of evil whatsoever. Yet if we could ask the writer about the source of physical light, he might also say, “God is light and in him there is no darkness at all.” And that kind of cross-identifying between figurative and literal light is used throughout the Bible, so that when in his vision, John of Patmos sees a city where God is the light, he almost certainly understands this in both senses.
Notice what happens if we take this light literally. In this place where God is the light, there is no night. The city gates stay open all day — in fact, they never close because it’s always day. 
Thus, if you’re one of those people who is so involved in plans and activities that seemingly there are never enough hours in the day, this is good news: There are always enough hours in the day because night never comes! 
On the other hand, as we age and our strength begins to diminish, the coming of actual darkness may be welcome. It’s a time when we can gratefully let go of the responsibilities of the day, climb into bed and have a restorative sleep and wake with enough energy to tackle some things the next day. It’s not that we don’t wish our energy was as high as it was when we were younger, but when facing the reality of aging, the darkness doesn’t look so bad. 
But earlier in chapter 21, we’re told that in this city where God is the light, not only are death, mourning, crying and pain no more, but also all things are new (21:4-5). That sure sounds like the troubles and weariness of aging don’t follow us into that city, so we, too, can welcome unending day there.

What is the Bible telling us? 
But rather than try to pick out when the Bible is being figurative or literal about light and darkness in a city that is over the horizon, let’s look at what the Bible is telling us for our lives right now with these words about light and darkness. 
Clearly, light is a biblical image for God. 
· Psalm 4 says that God is the light of the believer’s face. 
· James 1 identifies God as “the Father of lights.” 
· Genesis 1 says that God created light and separated it from the darkness of chaos. 
· Psalm 119 says that God’s word, spoken through the prophets, is the light for the believer’s path. 
· Jesus, in John 1, is called the Light of the World and so is the salvation he brought.
· In 1 John 1:5-7, we read, “This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light and in him there is no darkness at all. If we say that we have fellowship with him while we are walking in darkness, we lie and do not do what is true; but if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another.”
The Bible is telling us that when we walk toward God, we are on the track of life, of spiritual nourishment and of peace. Or, as David put it in the Old Testament, “Indeed, you are my lamp, O LORD, the LORD lightens my darkness” (2 Samuel 22:29).

The great writer Frederick Buechner gives us another way to grasp this. He points out that the Bible starts with darkness that God breaks by saying “Let there be light,” and that the last of the gospels, John, ends with darkness. 
The John story is about some of the disciples who — knowing that Jesus has been resurrected but remaining in the dark about what is to come next for them — decide to go fishing in the Sea of Tiberias. They fish all night but come up empty. In the early morning, when it’s still mostly dark, they see someone on the beach, whom they eventually recognize as Jesus. He calls to them to cast the net again. They do and catch a huge haul of fish.
In the darkness, they can see the flicker of a charcoal fire on the sand. Jesus has made a fire. He tells the disciples to bring some fish, and with those he makes breakfast.
Buechner comments, “The original creation of light itself is almost too extraordinary to take in. The little cookout on the beach is almost too ordinary to take seriously. Yet if Scripture is to be believed, enormous stakes were involved in them both, and still are. Only a saint or a visionary can begin to understand God setting the very sun on fire in the heavens, and therefore God takes another tack. By sheltering a spark with a pair of cupped hands and blowing on it, the Light of the World gets enough of a fire going to make breakfast. It’s not apt to be your interest in cosmology or even in theology that draws you to it so much as it’s the empty feeling in your stomach. You don’t have to understand anything very complicated. All you’re asked is to take a step or two forward through the darkness and start digging in.”
Let’s let the rising of the sun each day remind us that Christ has nourishment ready for our souls. So digging in is exactly what we should do.
Greg Garis, David N. Mitchell Sr., Stan Purdum, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· The Bible tells us that when we walk toward God, we are on the track of life, of spiritual nourishment and of peace.
· This text lends itself to a sermon about heaven.
· The use of darkness and night in this passage can refer to death, which in the New Jerusalem is no more.

Sources:
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Animating Illustrations
[Ralph Milton tells of his impression of visiting Las Vegas as a non-gambler.]
It was like taking a tour of hell. We wandered through several casinos. None of them were crowded. But there were people playing the slots — playing mechanically, with utterly blank faces, not in pain but also not happy. It seemed to me that if they could think of anything else to do, they would do it, but in the meantime they kept cranking those slots.
One of the casinos had a children’s area. It was full of loud music and flashing lights and in-your-face promoters who smiled with their mouths but not with their eyes. We saw one little tyke walking with his hands over his ears. We saw other children playing games that offered prizes, but not a one of them looked happy.
What if everything you ever wanted was there? Fun! Excitement! Glamour! Lights!
Would that be heaven, or would that be hell?
You can read the newspaper on the street at midnight in Vegas. They’ve reversed Isaiah. The people that walk in all this artificial light have found a deep darkness. The glare of all those fluorescent tubes can’t get beyond the dullness of their eyes.
—Ralph Milton, Rumors blog reflection on Isaiah 9:1-4, January 16, 2008. ralphmiltonsrumors.blogspot.com. Retrieved November 28, 2018.

##

He brought light out of darkness, not out of a lesser light, and he can bring thee summer out of winter, though thou hast no spring. Though in the ways of fortune, understanding or conscience thou hast been benighted till now, wintered and frozen, clouded and eclipsed, damped and benumbed, smothered and stupefied, now God comes to thee, not as the dawning of the day, not as the bud of the spring, but as the sun at noon.
—John Donne, 1624 Christmas Day sermon in St. Paul’s Cathedral, London.

##

Why fear the dark? 
How can we help but love it 
when it is the darkness 
that brings the stars to us? 
What's more: who does not know 
that it is on the darkest nights 
that the stars acquire 
their greatest splendor? 
—Dom Helder Camara (1909-1999), Brazilian Roman Catholic archbishop.

##

In 1940, Britain’s King George VI gave a Christmas radio broadcast. Those were perhaps the darkest days of all for the British people. The war was going badly. Their soldiers had been evacuated from Dunkirk, and the Luftwaffe had begun the bombing raids that would later be known as the Battle of Britain. Death, it seemed, could come raining down out of the sky at any moment.
It was at that moment that the king chose to repeat, in his radio address, a few obscure phrases of poetry. The news media, scrambling to find a source for these words the next day, found that they'd been written by a Christian missionary from India. They proved to be just what the British people needed, to marshal hope for the ordeal before them.
Here’s what the king said:
“I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year, ‘Give me a light that I may tread into the darkness beyond.’  And he said to me, ‘Go forth; put your hand into the hand of God; That shall be to you better than a light, safer than a known way.’”

##

[There is] a kind of spirituality that deals with darkness by denying its existence or at least depriving it of any meaningful attention. I call it “full solar spirituality,” since it focuses on staying in the light of God around the clock, both absorbing and reflecting the sunny side of faith.
There are days when I would give anything to share their vision of the world and their ability to navigate it safely, but my spiritual gifts do not seem to include the gift of solar spirituality. Instead, I have been given the gift of lunar spirituality, in which the divine light available to me waxes and wanes with the season. When I go out on my porch at night, the moon never looks the same way twice. Some nights it is as round and bright as a headlight; other nights it is thinner than the sickle hanging in my garage. Some nights it is high in the sky, and other nights low over the mountains. Some nights it is altogether gone, leaving a vast web of stars that are brighter in its absence. All in all, the moon is a truer mirror for my soul than the sun that looks the same way every day.
—Barbara Brown Taylor, excerpt from Learning to Walk in the Dark (HarperOne, 2014), published in Time magazine, April 17, 2014. time.com. Retrieved November 28, 2018.

##

Earlier today, I came upon some workmen who were putting scaffolding up around an old stone building. Scaffolding is normally extremely functional: it’s made to do a job, not to look pretty. 
But supposing a builder decided to construct a beautiful shell of scaffolding? Supposing he made it so stunning that people came to admire the scaffolding itself, without even realizing that there was something far, far more impressive being built inside it? When the building was finished, some might be sad at the thought that this wonderful sight was to be taken away. But the builder would, of course, insist on removing the scaffolding, however splendid it was. That was the point of it in the first place, to do its job and then be dismantled so that the ultimate reality, the real new building, could be seen in all its glory.
That is the spirit in which we must read verses 22 and 23. ... But in verse 23 we discover that it isn’t only the Temple that is no longer needed. Even the sun and the moon, the two great lights that play such an important part in the first creation, and are celebrated as such in many scriptural passages (think of the sun in Psalm 19, where it is an image of God’s holy law itself) — even the sun and the moon will become redundant. They are part of the scaffolding, and we must not mistake them for the ultimate reality. They are yet another pair of signposts to the ultimate truth, that God himself is the light of his people, shining and radiant. Slowly we rub our eyes, and discover that even the glorious world of Genesis 1 was the beginning of something, rather than an end in itself. It was itself a great signpost, pointing to the world that God always intended to make out of it.
—N.T. Wright, Revelation for Everyone (Westminster John Knox, 2011), 197-98.

##

The Wild Boars [members of the Thai soccer team once trapped in the cave] are now recovering in hospital, their rescuers have flown home, the world has moved on. But for the 13, trapped for 18 days not knowing if they would be saved, the scars from their ordeal will endure for years.
One who can come close to understanding is Hector Tobar, who interviewed the 33 men trapped for 69 days in a Chilean mine eight years ago. His book Deep Down Dark, details exactly what happened when the San Jose mine collapsed in 2010 and how they coped with the aftermath. ...
It’s the darkness that makes it so unbearably terrifying, says Tobar. “Especially when there is the possibility that this dark space will become your tomb. One miner told me that that’s where the madness is, the madness is in the dark. It drove him to the brink while he was trapped underground.”
—Eleanor Steafel, “Trapped in the Thai cave: ‘The madness is in the dark — it drives you to the brink,’” Stuff.co.
stuff.co.nz. Retrieved November 28, 2018.

Commentary
Revelation 21:10, 22−22:5
In Revelation 21:10, John declares that he was carried away “in the spirit” to a great and high mountain. The phrase  “in the spirit” also appears in 1:10, 4:2 and 17:3. It denotes a vision trance which entails a literal transport from one place to another. This type of transport also occurs in Acts 8:39-40 when the Spirit snatches Philip away from the Ethiopian eunuch. The imagery of Revelation 21:10 closely parallels Ezekiel 40:2 in which Ezekiel is brought in “visions of God” to Israel and is set down upon “a very high mountain.” Although in Ezekiel the city is already located on the mountain, John’s location upon the mountain allows him to see Jerusalem  “descending” out of heaven. Throughout the OT, mountains have been the places of encounters with the divine world. For example, Abraham encounters God’s provision that spares his son Isaac on a mountain (Genesis 22), Moses receives the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai (Genesis 19:3−24:18) and is shown the land of Canaan from Mount Nebo (Deuteronomy 34). In addition, the divine encounter between God and the prophets of Baal occurred on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18:19-40). Thus, the language of this verse participates in a broad Jewish tradition in which people experience the divine world on mountaintops. 
In 21:22, John reports that he does not see any temple in the New Jerusalem. God and the Lamb are the temple in the heavenly city. The notion of a heavenly Jerusalem was a widespread idea in Judaism (4 Ezra 13:35-36; 2 Apocalypse of Baruch 4:2-7; Galatians 4:25-26; Hebrews 11:10, 14-16; 12:22; 13:14), but John’s declaration that the temple is absent in this eschatological city is unique. The absence of a temple may reflect an anti-temple strand of early Christianity (Acts 7:47-51; John 4:21, 23-24). Such a view finds its parallel in the Qumran community, which rejected the Jerusalem temple, and called its own community a temple. Paul, also, thought of his Corinthian congregations as a temple of God (1 Corinthians 3:16; 2 Corinthians 5:1-2; 6:16). Thus, the rejection of the earthly temple and the construal of communities as temples may be the precedents for John’s idea here (David Aune, “Revelation,” Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 52c [Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1998], 1166-68). 
Verse 23 echoes Isaiah 60:19-20, which states that the light of the Lord will negate the need for a sun and moon. Isaiah 60:1 may also form the background for verse 23 in its declaration that the light has come and the glory of the Lord has risen. The significance of God’s light and glory in the New Jerusalem also occurs in other Jewish texts (Sibylline Oracles 3.787; 5.420-27; Testament of Dan 5:12-13). The theme of light continues in verses 24-26, which allude to Isaiah 60:3-5, 11. In Isaiah, however, kings are led captive, but in Revelation the kings and all the nations enter at will. The notion of kings and nations coming to Jerusalem in the end times appears in Jewish literature (Isaiah 60: 3-5, 11; Psalms of Solomon 17:31; Tobit 13:11). Moreover, the depiction of them bringing glory and honor to the city indicates conversion of the Gentiles. Gentile conversion is another common theme in Jewish eschatological texts (Isaiah 45:20, 22, 24; Jeremiah 3:17; Zechariah 2:11; 8:23; 14:16-19; Daniel 7:14; [Aune, 1173]). That God will bring all nations to the chosen city of God fulfills God’s redemptive purpose for all creation. 
The phrase “kings of the earth” occurs eight times in Revelation (1:5; 6:15; 17:2, 18; 18:3, 9; 19:19; 21:24), and in all of these occurrences, except two (1:5; 21:24), the kings of the earth oppose God and God’s people. The idea that these kings of the earth now stream into the city of God peacefully reflects the eschatological peace after the cosmic wars of chapters 19 and 20 (19:17-21; 20:7-10). Aune, however, notes that the coming of the kings of the earth to Jerusalem presupposes that the nations exist. This presupposition seems to contradict the scenarios presented in the cosmic wars of chapters 19 and 20 in which these nations and their kings were destroyed (Aune, 1171). However, it may be that just those kings and nations that oppose God are destroyed and the rest remain. If this is the case, then the appearance of the phrase “kings of the earth” in the previous chapters should not be taken as an all-encompassing phrase.
The writer declares that nothing unclean will enter the New Jerusalem (v. 27). Such language of purity echoes Isaiah 52:1 in which no uncircumcised or unclean person will be allowed to enter Jerusalem anymore because her redemption has come. If the  in verse 27 is taken in an epexegetical sense, then John explains the nature of the prohibited uncleanness as people who commit ungodly acts. The language of abomination generally denotes OT usage, which refers to forbidden sexual intercourse and idolatry (Leviticus 18:26, 27, 29; 20:13; Deuteronomy 12:31; 20:18). Interestingly, the writer conceives of a lie as something that someone does and not just something that someone speaks or tells (cf. Jeremiah 6:13; 8:8, 10; Hosea 7:1; [Aune, 1166-75]). 
The return to the garden of Eden in the eschaton is a familiar trope in Jewish texts (1 Enoch 90:33-36; 4 Ezra 8:52; Testament of Dan 5:12-13), and the imagery of Revelation 22:1-5 utilizes this motif. The rivers of Eden in Genesis 2:10 and the waters from Jerusalem in Psalm 46:4 may be the background of the water imagery in 22:1. However, the river of living water found in Ezekiel 47:1-12 is probably the closest echo because Revelation 22:1 coheres with Ezekiel seeing water flow from the restored temple. On each side of the river, John declares, stands a tree of life. The term  is a collective noun, which includes many trees along the river. The ideas, that these trees bear fruit and provide healing, echo Ezekiel 47:12 where both of these themes appear. However, the author of Revelation has added the phrase “of the nations” most likely to cohere with his earlier reference to the nations in 21:24, 26; 22:2; (Aune, 1177-78). 
Genesis imagery continues in verse 3 when the author states that nothing accursed will be there anymore. This language suggests the reversal of the curse of Genesis 3:16-19 (cf. Zechariah 14:11). Verses 3-5 begin the appearance of future verbs: will, will be, will serve, will see, will no longer be, and will reign. These future verbs indicate a move from the author describing what he sees to what he expects to happen in the future (Aune, 1178). He expects the curse to be removed, God’s throne and the Lamb’s throne to be in the city, and that God’s servants will worship him. Significantly, the God, whom no one could see in the OT tradition (Exodus 33:20; Deuteronomy 4:12; cf. John 1:18, 6:46), will be seen fully (22:4). Moreover, the future removal of night, sunlight and the need for lamps echoes Isaiah 60:19. There the prophet heralds God as replacing the sun and moon through the brightness of God’s glory. The subject of the verb  (will reign) is the slaves of God who reign on Earth as the people of God. This motif of reigning appears in 5:10 and in 20:6 and is foreshadowed as early as Daniel 7:18, 27 (cf. 1 Corinthians 6:2). In effect, John declares the full reversal of the events in Eden. God triumphs and restores humanity to its position of eternal worship of him and rule with him. (Gerald Hawthorne, “Philippians,” Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 43 [Waco, Texas: Word Books Publisher, 1983], 17).
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:	Revelation 21:10, 22−22:5
Pass around several mirrors for the children to look at their reflections. Have the mirrors covered with several layers of plastic wrap so they are not clear. (If your service is in the evening, just darken the sanctuary so that images in the mirrors cannot be clearly seen.) Ask the children what they see. You should get some complaints like, “It’s too dark to see anything; it’s all blurry; we can’t see clearly.” Ask, them, “Why? What’s wrong?” You should get responses like, “It is too dark in here” and “This mirror is covered with stuff.” Ask them what needs to happen to correct this. Agree that the lights need to come on and/or the plastic needs to be cleared away. Turn on the lights and take off the plastic wrap. Now what do they see? Agree that they can now see each other and themselves in the mirrors. Make the parallel that Jesus came to be the Light of the World and our job is to reflect the light of Jesus in the way we live our lives and in the way we treat one another. What are some ways we can be the light of Jesus? Agree that we can show the light and love of Jesus by treating each person we meet with acceptance and kindness, especially when someone does not act with kindness towards us. Give each child a small mirror and ask them to remember Jesus each time they look in the mirror and to remember that our task as his followers is to reflect his love to others.
															

Worship Resources
Affirmations of Faith — General 
We believe in one God, Lord of heaven and Earth. We believe that the gift of our salvation is eternal life with Jesus Christ our Lord. We believe that God created heaven, that he lives and reigns there, and that we will live with him when he one day calls us home. We live by faith, believing that what is unseen will one day be revealed, to the glory of our one God, Lord of heaven and Earth.

Litanies — General 
Leader: This world is broken and cannot satisfy.
All: Come, Lord Jesus.
Leader: We face terror and darkness, sorrow and pain.
All: Come, Lord Jesus.
Leader: We long for a place where all is restored, and we hunger no more.
All: Come, Lord Jesus.
Leader: We hope for a world with no mourning, no tears — a world with unending joy.
All: Come, Lord Jesus.

Prayers — General 
O God, what joy that we can live as people of hope. What peace that we can know beyond a shadow of a doubt that this Earth is not our final home. We long for your beauty, your redemption of this life, for eternity with you. Help us to live with eternity always in our hearts — believing that the world to come far exceeds the world here on Earth. And yet, we thank you for the tastes of heaven that we have here. They are gifts beyond measure stirring longing for more into our souls. Come quickly, Lord Jesus, come. Amen.

Benedictions — General 
Go forth from this place with the determination and will to make of your life an island of calm in the storm, a spot of serenity in the whirling pace of your daily lives and a place of peace in a world sorely yearning for a safe place. Let that safe place be you as you go forth surrounded by the love of God. Amen.

Hymns
Jesus the Light of the World (Walk in the Light)
Be Thou My Vision
When We All Get to Heaven

Praise 
Better Is One Day (Redman)
Eternity (Doerksen)
I’ll Fly Away (Brumley)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Sixth Sunday of Easter, Cycle C
Acts 16:9-15*
Psalm 67
Revelation 21:10, 22−22:5*
John 14:23-29*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.
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